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    Chapter 1: 

    
      With a *ssshhh* sound, the red ember at the tip of the cigarette flickered and died out.
    

    

    
      *Kwaaaaaaaang!*
    

    

    
      With a deafening explosion, the flash of the Upsilon Satellite Fortress, humanity's last bastion, exploding filled his eyes with a tingling sensation.
    

    

    
      The sight of the massive steel fortress, called a 'satellite', being shattered to pieces and turning into space debris was dumbfounding.
    

    

    
      …The man, Baek Hwi-young, scoffed at himself.
    

    

    
      “To think that piece of junk that can't even properly block a single Void Turtle is called a fortress.”
    

    

    
      His voice was empty, tinged with a hint of laughter.
    

    

    
      He didn't know for sure, but there must have been massive corruption during its construction.
    

    

    
      If not, it made no sense for it to blow up without even lasting 10 minutes.
    

    

    
      “...Beyond this death, I hope to see the end.”
    

    

    
      He sat alone on the bridge of the warship, slowly falling to the ground, smoking his last cigarette.
    

    

    
      The foretold future for humanity, no, for all the species that commanded the galaxy, was likely an endless escape.
    

    

    
      The galaxy had fallen into the greedy maws of the space monsters, the Creatures, and in the end, he had failed to stop this foretold destruction once again.
    

    

    
      “...If everyone had been alive, would it have been different?”
    

    

    
      Was it remorse that tinged his bitter smile?
    

    

    
      A final regret?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, an unresolved indignation?
    

    

    
      …He couldn't find an answer until the very end.
    

    

    
      And in his final moments, his vision was filled with nothing but the sight of the Creatures swarming as if to cover the entire universe, and the bridge, finally engulfed in flames.
    

    
      *Kwaaaaaaaang!*
    

    

    
      As his vision went black from an impact that not even a Superhuman could withstand, Baek Hwi-young once again opened his eyes in the Central Special Mission Military Academy of that day.
    

    

    
      ‘The galaxy has been destroyed.’
    

    

    
      And Baek Hwi-young once again rose from his bed to stop the foretold destruction.
    

    

    
      “The 6th, no, is this the 7th time?”
    

    

    
      「Galactic Chronicles (END)
    

    

    
      This is the author, TLS. I sincerely thank all the readers who have loved Galactic Chronicles until now.
    

    
      ...Omitted...」
    

    

    
      “...Is this an April Fools' joke?”
    

    

    
      He stared blankly at his phone, but nothing changed.
    

    

    
      He reread it several times, wondering if he had missed a sentence or some important foreshadowing, but the only things that changed weren't the novel's content, but his heart rate and blood pressure.
    

    

    
      “Heh, heh heh.”
    

    

    
      He'd heard that you laugh when you get too angry, and experiencing it firsthand, he found it was true.
    

    

    
      Laughing like a man half-mad, he clicked on the comments section, and just as he expected, it was a complete mess.
    

    

    
      This kind of novel (lill****)
    

    
      [BEST] Thank you so much for throwing my memories, time, and money into the trash can. I'd like to give you a gift to commemorate the ending, your address is...(Read more)
    

    
      [Upvotes: 15,321][Downvotes: 1]
    

    

    
      HaremPureLove (dbsl****)
    

    
      [BEST] After all that suffering, a regression ending LOLOLOLOL Just the JOAT.
    

    
      [Upvotes: 13,329][Downvotes: 1]
    

    

    
      HeavenlyDemonIsActuallyAWoman (tsts****)
    

    
      [BEST] lol What can I, a reader, do lol What can you guys who paid until the end do lol
    

    
      [Upvotes: 9,921][Downvotes: 1]
    

    

    
      LastNameFirstName (name****)
    

    
      [BEST] The single downvote is hilarious. Author-nim, it's been fun, let's never see each other again. Well then, 20000.
    

    
      [Upvotes: 8,944][Downvotes: 1]
    

    

    
      The comments with many upvotes were at least free of curses, but the further he scrolled down, the more comments that seemed to risk a lawsuit ran rampant.
    

    

    
      “So this is what 'a wasted 10 years' feels like.”
    

    

    
      But he couldn't resist upvoting the countless profane comments. That's how shocking this ending was.
    

    

    
      「Galactic Chronicles」
    

    

    
      For a Web Novel title, it felt extremely ordinary, but its impact was beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      The Sci-Fi genre is close to a niche in Korea.
    

    

    
      However, this was a work praised for having overcome that limitation.
    

    

    
      ‘A world-building that was detailed if you delved deep, yet unraveled without complexity when you read it. The relationships of characters who felt alive and breathing. Even the narrative that hit a new high with every episode...’
    

    

    
      Although it went on a long hiatus after passing 1,000 chapters, it was adapted into a webtoon, an animation, and even a drama series, and not just the readers, but also the new fans had no doubt that this series would be remembered as a masterpiece for ages to come.
    

    

    
      Yes, unfortunately, that was all in the past tense.
    

    

    
      Because the author made a grand exit, leaving behind an ending for the ages.
    

    

    
      “I should have dropped it when everyone except the protagonist started dying.”
    

    

    
      The main narrative, which had been a fierce war over galactic hegemony, suddenly changed. 
    

    

    
      After the protagonist, Baek Hwi-young, revealed that everything was actually to fight against the space monsters, the 'Creatures', the author began to go wild.
    

    

    
      The protagonist's allies, heroines, enemies, and even supporting characters.
    

    

    
      The author literally started killing off every character that could be killed.
    

    

    
      Still, since the protagonist and Regressor, ‘Baek Hwi-young’, survived until the very end, the readers couldn't let go of their last hope...
    

    

    
      “Haa.”
    

    

    
      The author had always shown them more than they could ever imagine, but no matter how many novels fall apart in the latter half, isn't this a bit too much?
    

    

    
      It's not like the readers were asking for much.
    

    

    
      Was an ending like other novels, ‘and they lived happily ever after,’ so difficult?
    

    

    
      “Is he crazy, for real?”
    

    

    
      Whatever he muttered to himself, the number of comments on the work was already exceeding 10,000.
    

    

    
      “...Haa, forget it.”
    

    

    
      He thought of all the Galactic Chronicles merchandise he had collected and immediately went online to order a few cardboard boxes.
    

    

    
      He planned to throw it all away.
    

    

    
      ‘Maybe someone will buy it?’ 
    

    

    
      On that off chance, he checked the Galactic Chronicles community forum, but that place was already the very picture of the apocalypse, as if the Antichrist had arrived.
    

    

    
      *Geudeudeuk-.*
    

    

    
      Was it said that anger is contagious?
    

    

    
      He tried to hold it in, but he just couldn't.
    

    

    
      As if possessed, he searched the publisher's blog, found the author's email, and, recalling the numerous cover letters and the letters of grievance he had read during his military service, began to type furiously.
    

    

    
      [Author-nim, this is really too much.]
    

    
      To put it bluntly, it's not like we readers asked for much, so is it that hard to write a single happy ending like other authors? No matter how hard serialization is, isn't this just a lack of basic courtesy towards your readers? In the first place, if you had just killed off Instructor Jin Crow early at the Military Academy...(Read more)
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      I never thought I'd end up writing the rumored 5,700 characters.
    

    
      Still, I felt relieved.
    

    

    
      “That's enough. What's the point of getting so worked up?”
    

    

    
      It was then, as he sighed and stood up to smoke a cigarette.
    

    

    
      *Tiring-.*
    

    

    
      Just as he was straightening his back, he turned his head.
    

    

    
      Realizing belatedly that it was an alarm sound from his computer speakers, he looked up and couldn't help but be surprised.
    

    

    
      The email he had just sent had come back with 'Re:' attached.
    

    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    

    
      It was a reply from the mysterious author who had never responded to any interviews or emails before.
    

    

    
      The man was so elusive that even his editor claimed to have never seen his face, so he couldn't help but be excited by the fact that he had replied.
    

    

    
      Letting the cigarette that was just in his mouth fall out, he sat down and hurriedly clicked on his inbox.
    

    

    
      And soon, the monitor glowed brightly as the contents of the email began to stream in.
    

    

    
      [Re: Author-nim, this is really too much.]
    

    
      Hello, dear reader. This is TLS, the author of Galactic Chronicles.
    

    
      It seems you were not pleased with the ending. Unfortunately, the end of a world that has already been written cannot be changed.
    

    
      However, as you are a reader who has loved my story so much, I shall give you a special opportunity...
    

    

    
      When he clicked on the email, the emotion he felt was excitement, along with a faint sense of anticipation.
    

    
      The dream-like possibility that, moved by his heartfelt plea, the author might completely remake the latter half, or perhaps apologize for disappointing such a loyal reader and offer to buy him a meal.
    

    

    
      ‘Wait a minute. This...’
    

    

    
      But soon, his anticipation and excitement turned into fear and anxiety.
    

    

    
      The more he read the email, the more cold sweat dripped down his back.
    

    

    
      And for good reason—wasn't this a development that any Web Novel reader would find chilling?
    

    

    
      A primal sense of dread washed over him.
    

    

    
      So, this... isn't this the classic cliché of getting 'that' done to you?
    

    

    
      “Ah, no! I don't want to! Don't do it!”
    

    

    
      His survival instincts moved his mouth on their own, but at that moment, the monitor flashed with a light brighter than he had ever seen.
    

    

    
      [If you have a problem with it, you know the drill, right? lol]
    

    

    
      Seeing the last sentence before his vision turned black, he could only be certain.
    

    

    
      ‘That son of a bitch author, he deliberately messed up the ending to get me possessed.’
    

    

    
      That was his last memory before losing consciousness.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      He opened his eyes, clutching his throbbing head.
    

    

    
      Soon after, he looked in the mirror and couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      “Heh.”
    

    

    
      Disheveled black hair, dull black eyes that lacked focus. 
    

    

    

    
      A face so white it was pale, dark circles under his eyes, and a black military uniform that looked like it had been thrown on carelessly.
    

    

    
      Just in case, he pinched his cheek and closed and opened his eyes several times, but he had already instinctively recognized the situation.
    

    

    
      How long did he stare at the mirror with vacant eyes?
    

    

    
      Before long, he unconsciously muttered his name.
    

    

    
      “...Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      One of the many characters in Galactic Chronicles, and an instructor at the Central Special Mission Military Academy of the United Human Star Nation, the country that served as the main setting.
    

    

    
      ‘Of all people, of all characters.’
    

    

    
      Any reader who enjoyed Galactic Chronicles would know.
    

    
      They would know what kind of bastard Jin Crow was.
    

    
      To put it simply, he's a one-dimensional, grim villain character who's part of a misunderstanding plot.
    

    

    
      ‘He became a wreck due to injuries from the 3rd Galactic War, but everyone around him still thinks he's strong.’
    

    

    
      If only that were all, how great would it be.
    

    

    
      Whether it was because of PTSD, or his personality became twisted from his long military life, or if his inherent nature was just rotten, he didn't know, but Jin Crow's reputation was also terrible.
    

    

    
      In the end, doesn't he get killed by the protagonist, ‘Baek Hwi-young’?
    

    

    
      ‘Let's calm down.’
    

    

    
      He roughly swept back his hair that kept falling and poking his eyes, and continued his thoughts.
    

    

    
      He tried to calm his splitting headache.
    

    

    
      Then, he began to briefly summarize his current situation.
    

    

    
      -First, I have been possessed into Galactic Chronicles.
    

    
      -Second, of all people, the character I've possessed is Jin Crow, a morally bankrupt character whose death is predestined.
    

    

    
      Without realizing it, the corner of his mouth twitched.
    

    

    
      Hmm, no matter how I think about it, I'm fucked.
    

    

    
      “...Heh. Haha.”
    

    

    
      Was it said that laughing when things are tough is what the best do?
    

    

    
      He, no, Jin Crow, marveled at the fact that he was first-class and looked around.
    

    

    
      ‘An instructor's quarters?’
    

    

    
      Since Jin Crow was an instructor, this was probably it.
    

    

    
      Thinking so, he threw himself onto a nearby sofa, and soon spotted a black cigarette pack lying plainly on the table and reached for it.
    

    

    
      Only after lighting it up did he notice the glass and bottle of liquor at the edge of the table.
    

    

    
      “A hidden camera prank... no way.”
    

    

    
      He considered the last possibility just in case, but what kind of hidden camera prank in the world would go as far as to change a person's face?
    

    

    
      In the end, he stared with vacant eyes as the hazy cigarette smoke scattered into the air, and then muttered unconsciously.
    

    

    
      “I should have just left a comment. A mistake.”
    

    

    
      Only then did he feel one more sense of incongruity.
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      What's with this way of talking?
    

  
    Chapter 2: 

    
      Jin Crow was, how should I put it.
    

    

    
      Even within the military academy, which was full of peculiar people, he was someone who was judged in extremes.
    

    

    
      ‘Someone you never want to get involved with.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't just the cadets; the instructors felt the same way.
    

    

    
      There were many reasons, but the most palpable one was probably this.
    

    

    
      “Is that Instructor Jin Crow's personality really that bad?”
    

    

    
      “Don't even get me started. I heard that if he doesn't like something, he'll draw his sword on anyone, whether they're a cadet or an instructor.”
    

    

    
      “He's a madman. Why do they just let him be?”
    

    

    
      “His career is one thing, but rumors say the faction he belongs to is no joke either.”
    

    

    
      Humans inherently have a tendency to ostracize what they cannot understand.
    

    

    
      Of course, the reason Jin Crow was ostracized was more than 50% due to his personality, but anyway.
    

    

    
      “...Even his way of speaking is detestable.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow muttered so, looking at his reflection in the mirror.
    

    

    
      To others, it might seem like he's gone mad, but surprisingly, it was just amusing that this was the state he was in after accepting reality and calming down a bit.
    

    

    
      He continued his thoughts as he brought the whiskey, which was on one side of the table in front of the sofa, to his lips.
    

    

    
      ‘Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      Before, I called him a simple misunderstanding-type villain, but he wasn't an entirely one-dimensional character.
    

    

    
      It was certain that there was something hidden about Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      The only problem is that in the story, only the military faction behind him was mentioned, and the rest were unresolved plot points.
    

    

    
      Why were they not resolved?
    

    

    
      ‘Because Jin Crow died before that.’
    

    

    
      A sudden chill washed over him, and a cold sweat broke out.
    

    

    
      ‘Calm down. It's not happening right away, anyway.’
    

    

    
      Right after coming to his senses, he had checked the year on the smartwatch on his wrist; there were still roughly a few years left until his death.
    

    

    
      The problem was that's when the 4th Galactic War begins…
    

    

    
      In any case, what was important now was not the vague fear of the distant future, but the reality unfolding right before his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      He let out a sigh unconsciously.
    

    

    
      Possession, of all things.
    

    

    
      It took more time than he thought to accept that simple yet unbelievable fact.
    

    
      …It's pathetic, so let's not recall it.
    

    

    
      What's important now is that he has been possessed, and in roughly 10 years, this world will end.
    

    

    
      To the space monsters, the ‘Creatures’.
    

    

    
      For a moment, he wondered if what he was experiencing was just a bad dream, but there was no chance of that.
    

    

    
      「Q. Prevent the destruction of the galaxy!」
    

    
      ■Objectives
    

    
      □Extermination of the Creatures
    

    
      □Survival of the protagonist ‘Baek Hwi-young’
    

    
      □Survival of the possessed ‘Jin Crow’
    

    

    
      ■Description
    

    
      □You, who were displeased with the ending of Galactic Chronicles! Become a character in the work yourself and change the future!
    

    

    
      Because the translucent window floating before his eyes had shattered even that small hope.
    

    
      Anyway, he put a black cigarette, probably one that Jin Crow would have smoked, in his mouth and muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “Recognition Information.”
    

    

    
      ■User_Jin Crow
    

    
      □Rank: Major
    

    
      □Military Serial Number (S.N): SMCO55-1113027
    

    
      □Gear: Dual (Error)
    

    
      □Health Status: PTSD, Chronic Fatigue, Chronic Headaches, Drug Addiction, Paranoia, Anger Management Issues
    

    

    
      A concisely organized window appeared before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It would have been nice if it were the so-called status window from novels, but it was just simple personal information displayed by a device that all soldiers are required to carry.
    

    

    
      To make an analogy, it was the dog tag of the year 2275.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    

    
      After going through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance, his head cleared up, allowing him to view the situation objectively.
    

    

    
      ‘...What a mess.’
    

    

    
      Of course, looking at the situation objectively didn't make it beautiful or positive.
    

    

    
      Rather, along with his questions, he was now able to see just how wrecked the body of the man named Jin Crow—who was now him—truly was.
    

    

    
      ‘The average Gear for cadets at the Central Special Mission Military Academy is Triple.’
    

    

    
      Gear is a measure of the power of a Superhuman, that is, a Special Mission Officer.
    

    

    
      ‘The more Gears one has, the more efficiently and destructively they can use their power.’
    

    

    

    
      Simply put, it's a device for handling the overflowing Psionic Energy of a Superhuman.
    

    

    
      The average grade for cadets is Triple.
    

    

    
      In contrast, Jin Crow is a Dual Gear.
    

    

    
      Would it be a sufficient explanation to say that it's a level that a Single Gear squad equipped with reinforced exoskeletons and Special Mission Armaments could subdue without much damage?
    

    

    
      In other words, apart from the charisma he showed in the early parts of the story, Jin Crow was pathetically weak.
    

    

    
      “...This doesn't add up.”
    

    

    
      He muttered unconsciously, furrowing his brow.
    

    

    
      It's not like there weren't scenes of Jin Crow fighting in the early to mid-parts of the story.
    

    

    
      The power he displayed back then, albeit for a moment, surpassed that of Baek Hwi-young, who was a Triple Gear at the time.
    

    

    
      Then, what is it?
    

    

    
      That's not the only question.
    

    

    
      “Error, and drug dependency...?”
    

    

    
      The information displayed before him was full of phrases he couldn't comprehend.
    

    

    
      And among them, what caught his eye the most was the word 'Error' next to Dual, and Jin Crow's shattered health status.
    

    

    
      Just then, the recognition information window suddenly flickered, and a change occurred.
    

    

    
      ■User_Jin Crow
    

    
      □Rank: Major
    

    
      □Military Serial Number (S.N): SMCO55-1113027
    

    
      □Gear: Dual (Error)
    

    
      □Health Status: PTSD, Chronic Fatigue, Chronic Headaches, Drug Addiction (30min), Paranoia, Anger Management Issues
    

    

    
      “...30 minutes?”
    

    

    
      The text indicating the time next to drug addiction updated, and the throbbing headache that had been bothering him since he came to his senses subsided considerably.
    

    

    
      Of course, the difference wasn't huge, but to him, who had been inwardly irritated by the unfamiliar sensation, it was nothing short of surprising.
    

    

    
      ‘Drug addiction. And in my hand are a cigarette and alcohol.’
    

    

    
      Anyone who wasn't a fool could see the connection
    

    
      .
    

    
      A clue was emerging.
    

    

    
      Just as the corner of his mouth was about to lift for the first time because of that.
    

    

    
      *Knock, knock-.*
    

    

    
      The door opened with the sound of a knock.
    

    

    
      Then, a woman who, at a glance, seemed to be in a foul mood, appeared.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      Her gaze landed on his glass.
    

    

    
      Soon, her stiff face hardened, she bit her lip, and then opened her mouth as if letting out a sigh.
    

    

    
      “You never fail to disappoint me.”
    

    

    
      Her gaze, with her white hair and white eyes, was fixed on the glass Jin Crow was holding. 
    

    

    
      She then looked at him with eyes filled with an inexplicable sense of betrayal and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Put that glass down, right now.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Jin Crow, who had been staring at her with vacant eyes, soon realized who she was and muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “...Idealle?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, it was only natural that Idealle's brow twitched.
    

    

    
      “Your words have become short. Even if I am the Academy Commandant, I am still your superior officer.”
    

    

    
      ‘...No. That's not what I meant.’
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jin Crow thought.
    

    

    
      It seemed things had gone terribly wrong right from their first meeting.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      ‘Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      Idealle walked down the hallway, her brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      “Salute!”
    

    

    
      Even as she returned the salutes of the instructors she occasionally passed, her expression did not brighten.
    

    

    
      It was because of the complaints delivered by the head instructors of each department who had visited her a short while ago.
    

    

    
      -There have been too many scandals concerning Major Jin Crow recently.
    

    

    
      -While he at least performed his minimum duties as an instructor before, for the past few weeks, he has been holed up in his quarters and refuses to come out.
    

    

    
      -Action is required. No matter if he is a member of Rosen...
    

    

    
      It made her, who had remained silent until now solely for the sake of the cadets, take action.
    

    
      This, too, was for the sake of the cadets.
    

    

    
      ‘Those damn factions. I'm sick of them.’
    

    

    
      No matter how much they were instructors at the Central Special Mission Military Academy, the United Human Star Nation's greatest resource, they were not free from the factional politics rampant within the military.
    

    

    
      It couldn't be helped.
    

    
      With Hyperspace Jumps, the entire galaxy became humanity's sphere of activity, and that many more soldiers and officers became necessary.
    

    

    
      When numbers increase like that, it is the instinct of the human species to inevitably form groups.
    

    

    
      And Jin Crow was one of its beneficiaries.
    

    

    
      Rosen, one of the largest factions in the military.
    

    

    
      This was likely a protest from other factions who saw an opportunity to oust him, who had Rosen at his back.
    

    

    
      ‘But his recent actions have clearly crossed the line.’
    

    

    
      Drawing his sword on a cadet a while ago was overlooked due to extenuating circumstances, but for an instructor to hole up in his quarters, skipping even the few lectures he has, is a clear dereliction of duty and a breach of trust.
    

    

    
      That was the reason she had made her way to Jin Crow's quarters so early.
    

    

    
      Knock, knock-.
    

    

    
      She gave a perfunctory knock, but having no expectation that he would come out on his own, 
    

    

    
      Idealle immediately swiped her security card to force the door open.
    

    

    
      Just as she expected.
    

    

    
      The sight of Jin Crow was even more of a spectacle than she had imagined.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      Her icy gaze fell upon the glass and cigarette in his hand.
    

    

    
      The cigarette could be overlooked.
    

    

    
      As for the alcohol, she had no private authority to stop an instructor from drinking in his own quarters.
    

    

    
      However, if the person in question was someone irresponsibly holed up, skipping a lecture that only happens once every few days, she could by no means look upon it favorably.
    

    

    

    
      “You never fail to disappoint me.”
    

    

    
      There was no reply.
    

    

    
      He just stared blankly at her with endlessly sunken eyes.
    

    

    
      ...Was it because he was so different from the man she had briefly encountered in the past?
    

    
      Idealle rarely showed emotion, but she spoke with a voice tinged with anger.
    

    

    
      “Put that glass down, right now.”
    

    

    
      Moreover, his Psionic Energy, normally so static it was hard to detect, was swirling around the room, a sign of how much he had drunk.
    

    

    
      ‘What on earth happened to make him so broken?’
    

    

    
      Idealle thought unconsciously, but she soon bit her lip and steeled herself.
    

    

    
      The past was past, and before her was just a single soldier who had failed to fulfill his duties.
    

    

    
      While preparing to subdue Jin Crow at any moment, Idealle spoke to him with an endlessly cold face.
    

    

    
      “Just one month ago, I gave you a clear warning. That I would no longer overlook actions that undermine the discipline of the Military Academy.”
    

    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    

    
      Just as she thought.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow nodded obediently with dry, unreadable eyes.
    

    

    
      It would be more relieving if he at least put up a fight, but he always stops just short of crossing the line.
    

    

    
      ...How cowardly.
    

    

    
      She narrowed her eyes at his attitude, then spoke as if that was enough.
    

    

    
      “Surrender all your alcohol to the Military Police before midnight. And if you do not attend your upcoming lecture, I will have you formally referred to a court-martial.”
    

    

    

    
      Even with Rosen behind him, he wouldn't be able to avoid a guilty verdict for such a clear dereliction of duty.
    

    

    
      Even if the severity of the punishment would be incredibly light.
    

    

    
      Although she had turned her back on her family and been pushed into an unimportant post, half by her own will and half by others, she still possessed that much authority.
    

    

    
      Immediately after delivering her notice, she turned to leave his quarters.
    

    

    
      No, she was about to leave.
    

    

    
      If not for the answer from the man who would usually have let her leave without a word.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      She turned her head at the surprisingly compliant answer.
    

    

    
      The face of Jin Crow that met her eyes was unusually pale, and an incredibly awkward smile hung on his trembling lips.
    

    

    
      “...I see.”
    

    

    
      That was all Idealle, feeling a strange sense of incongruity, could say.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      -Understood.
    

    

    
      Even as she left the quarters, Idealle unconsciously mulled over Jin Crow's reply.
    

    

    
      ‘Did he receive a separate warning from his faction?’
    

    

    
      She couldn't think of any other possibility.
    

    

    
      “Huu.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she found herself ridiculous for having such worries.
    

    

    
      What is a soldier?
    

    

    
      Their profession and mission is to protect the people.
    

    

    
      And yet, the military, which should be dedicating its all to protecting the people of the United Human Star Nation, is concerned with factions?
    

    

    
      ‘I must uproot them. Someday.’
    

    

    
      Others said it couldn't be helped, but she could never tolerate the factions within the military.
    

    

    
      ...Even if they were, by some chance, her own blood or former comrades-in-arms.
    

    

    
      She gritted her teeth once more and walked forward.
    

  
    Chapter 3: 

    

    
      “...Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow grabbed the towel he had tossed beside the sofa and wiped the back of his neck.
    

    

    
      The dry towel was instantly soaked.
    

    

    
      It was no exaggeration; the sudden encounter with Idealle was nothing short of a disaster for him.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn you, Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      It was clear that his personality, constitution, and even his various illnesses had not disappeared.
    

    

    
      He knew this because when Idealle had left her final warning, it had been incredibly difficult to suppress the surge of irritation and force out a reply.
    

    

    
      ‘When under the effects of the awakening, the original Jin Crow's personality becomes more severe. No, in this case, should I say it returns?’
    

    

    
      The reason he dared to call it an ‘awakening’ was thanks to his mind becoming even slightly clearer.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't an unconditionally welcome event.
    

    

    
      Especially not in front of a powerful individual like Idealle.
    

    

    
      ‘Idealle Kukenhausen.’
    

    

    
      It was a name no reader of ‘Galactic Chronicles’ could possibly not know.
    

    

    
      She was listed among the top-tier powerhouses of the world until the latter half of the story, and at the same time, she was the protagonist Baek Hwi-young’s supporter and heroine. And…
    

    

    
      ‘A Penta-class Special Mission Officer of the United Human Star Nation.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't that there was no one stronger than her, but it was an undeniable truth that she was a powerhouse who could hold a front line all by herself if she so chose.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      In any case, having overcome one crisis, Jin Crow pressed his weary eyes with his hand and looked down.
    

    

    
      Idealle wasn't what was important.
    

    

    
      He continued his thoughts as he stared at the black cigarette and the glass on the table.
    

    

    
      ‘First off, it's not the cigarettes.’
    

    

    
      He had originally been an avid smoker.
    

    

    
      That's why he had smoked one to forcibly get a grip on his sanity when he first realized he’d been possessed, but there had been no change.
    

    

    
      ‘In that case…’
    

    

    
      He slowly lifted the glass and took a sip.
    

    

    
      *Gulp-.*
    

    

    
      The moment the sharp alcohol flowed down his esophagus.
    

    

    
      ■User_Jin Crow
    

    
      □Rank: Major
    

    
      □Military Serial Number (S.N): SMCO55-1113027
    

    
      □Gear: Dual (Error)
    

    
      □Health Status: PTSD, Chronic Fatigue, Chronic Headaches, Drug Addiction (30min), Paranoia, Anger Management Issues
    

    

    
      “That's the one.”
    

    

    
      The time, which had been ticking down after his meeting with Idealle, increased back to 30 minutes.
    

    

    
      ‘Then, the reason Jin Crow was able to be strong was…’
    

    

    
      He must have been drinking alcohol that contained an Awakening Agent.
    

    

    
      No wonder he drank so often.
    

    

    
      Now that he understood the other side of the character he had become, a dry laugh escaped him.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a simple alcoholic concept.
    

    

    
      It must have been his own best effort.
    

    

    
      “This has become a headache.”
    

    

    
      Frowning, he opened a drawer and looked at the bottles of liquor, which seemed to number well over thirty.
    

    

    
      In principle, instructors were allowed to smoke and drink, but Idealle, the Academy Commandant, had come and given him a warning.
    

    

    
      This meant there was a limit to how openly he could ignore her.
    

    

    
      But he couldn't just hand over the bottles of alcohol that had become his lifeline, could he?
    

    

    
      He blinked his characteristically murky, dark eyes for a moment before letting out a sigh and starting to uncap all the bottles containing various kinds of liquor.
    

    

    
      “Drinking alone, of all things. Tsk.”
    

    

    
      It seemed it wouldn't be easy to drink it all by midnight.
    

    

    
      Since he couldn't ‘not’ surrender the alcohol, he figured he would drink each one, test its effects, and keep only the good ones.
    

    

    
      Gulp-.
    

    

    
      “Cough, keuh.”
    

    

    
      One bottle, two bottles, three bottles…
    

    
      Downing nearly thirty bottles on an empty stomach was no small burden, but it wasn't entirely without results.
    

    

    
      Among the more than thirty bottles of whiskey, he had found four Awakening Agents that were marked as lasting 30 minutes.
    

    

    
      ‘Is this all I can salvage?’
    

    

    
      This amount should be enough to satisfy Idealle.
    

    

    
      Honestly, he wanted to keep all of them, but it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      However, separate from finding a solution for his lack of power, another obstacle had arisen.
    

    

    
      “The lecture…”
    

    

    
      A military academy instructor has to give lectures to the cadets.
    

    

    
      It was an extremely obvious piece of ‘common sense’.
    

    

    
      The problem was that he had never in his life taught anyone.
    

    

    
      Was it fortunate that he had at least gone through some tough military service?
    

    

    
      …Somehow, nothing was going smoothly.
    

    

    
      Just as he was feeling that frustration, a thought suddenly crossed his mind, and he shot up from his seat.
    

    

    
      “Curriculum.”
    

    

    
      The instructor-exclusive quarters were quite spacious, but aside from the liquor bottles and cigarettes, it only contained the standard-issue furniture.
    

    

    
      He immediately searched the room and found a device linked to the watch on his wrist, and thankfully, it was the right move.
    

    

    
      ‘Yang Jin-lei, Thomas Ed, Loki Lutz…’
    

    

    
      After opening the device with biometric recognition and rummaging through the files, he found a file that organized the curriculum of all the instructors.
    

    

    
      After scrolling for a while, he saw Jin Crow’s subject.
    

    

    
      「Understanding Modern Warfare - Instructor Jin Crow」
    

    

    
      Fortunately, nothing had changed; it was a theory lecture.
    

    

    
      ‘A combat department would be out of the question in this body. And I can't go in drunk every time, either.’
    

    

    
      It would have been much easier if he had an Awakening Agent in pill form, but bringing an Awakening Agent effective on a Superhuman, not just an ordinary person, into the military academy was next to impossible.
    

    
      Moreover, if it was revealed that an instructor at the Central Special Mission Military Academy, of all places, couldn't even operate his Gear properly without an Awakening Agent, it would be the worst-case scenario for him, who already had many enemies.
    

    

    
      That was probably why the original Jin Crow had brought in alcohol with an awakening effect and kept it in a hip flask to drink.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Still, he felt a sense of relief.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    

    
      Feeling slightly buzzed, he sank back into the sofa, put the half-smoked black cigarette back in his mouth, and tapped his fingers on the table.
    

    

    
      ‘Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      He felt the need to review everything he knew about the character he had now become.
    

    
      This was both a natural course of action and one prompted by Idealle's reaction just a moment ago.
    

    

    
      ‘Come to think of it, even in the story, Idealle could never bring herself to be too harsh with Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      Idealle Kukenhausen.
    

    

    
      She clearly belonged to the category of ‘good characters’.
    

    

    
      For such a person to treat Jin Crow, who was closer to a villain based on his actions in the story, in that manner, it was highly likely that the reason lay in his past and his hidden secrets.
    

    

    
      ‘A member of Rosen, one of the largest factions in the military. And he was conscripted as a boy soldier at the beginning of the 3rd Galactic War and spent 20 years on the battlefield. As a result, he became broken like this.’
    

    

    
      That was everything revealed about Jin Crow in the story.
    

    

    
      As his thoughts reached that point, he suddenly felt glad that while he might have inherited Jin Crow's personality and way of speaking, he hadn't inherited his memories.
    

    

    
      The mock battles and training from his own military service sometimes appeared in his nightmares; the things Jin Crow must have experienced in a world where planets could be bombarded would not be memories a 21st-century citizen could handle.
    

    

    
      ‘I don't really know anything about Rosen, either.’
    

    

    
      All he knew was that they were not a benevolent group and that they were plotting something.
    

    

    
      …And also that they would never let disloyal or incompetent members go unpunished.
    

    

    
      ‘Competent bastards with unknown motives. That should be a fair assessment.’
    

    

    
      In the end, it was clear that this wasn't something he could resolve with brief deliberation.
    

    

    
      Therefore, what Jin Crow—what he—could do was set.
    

    

    
      *Tssss-.*
    

    

    
      He stubbed out the nearly-finished cigarette in an ashtray, filled a hip flask with one of the four carefully selected bottles of whiskey just in case, and then rose from his seat, muttering softly.
    

    

    
      “She said by midnight, didn't she?”
    

    

    
      It seemed he needed to hurry.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      「That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.」
    

    

    
      Space had long been a dream for humanity.
    

    

    
      The people of the distant past looked at the constellations and created their respective myths, and when the age of myth ended and science and reason filled the void, space was no longer a dream but another new world to be conquered.
    

    

    
      And finally, in 2063.
    

    

    
      When they terraformed Mars, built a colony, and invented Hyperspace Jump technology, the emotion felt by all of humanity was ‘ecstasy’.
    

    

    
      The excitement of a new world before their eyes.
    

    

    
      The fear of the unknown.
    

    

    
      A vague anticipation for the future.
    

    

    
      A century passed.
    

    

    
      Large-scale colonies were pioneered, intelligent life was discovered, and humanity could finally be certain of one thing.
    

    

    
      ‘We are the first pioneers.’
    

    

    
      Just as the United States had done in the distant past when it opened the era of westward expansion, countless people, legally or illegally, stretched out into space.
    

    

    
      In AD 2126, humanity declared the ‘United Human Star Nation’, which combined all existing governments, and simultaneously proclaimed a new Universal Century (UC).
    

    

    
      Decades passed like that.
    

    

    
      In the meantime, colonial rebellions, coups by other species unable to endure discrimination, the rise of ochlocracy, and various scandals, big and small, shook the United Human Star Nation, but their territory only continued to grow day by day.
    

    

    
      〔Recently, many pioneer fleets have lost contact.〕
    

    

    
      In UC 47, the United Human Star Nation, having expanded as much as it could, came face to face with another galactic empire that called itself the Holy Galactic Empire.
    

    

    
      The result was the 3rd Galactic War.
    

    

    
      The great war, which lasted from as short as 10 years to as long as 20, was accompanied by at least tens of billions of human casualties and astronomical material damage to both sides each time it broke out.
    

    

    
      Of course, even then, a few scholars who were watching the sporadically active space monsters, the Creatures, urged them to stop the unnecessary war of attrition and prepare for the space monsters, but their cries were thoroughly non-mainstream and became nothing more than empty shouts.
    

    

    
      Yes, without even knowing what consequences that would bring.
    

    

    
      “Urp!”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young rushed into the bathroom and grabbed the toilet bowl, and soon, yellow stomach acid and what little vomit there was came pouring out.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, no one was in the dorm.
    

    

    
      If he recalled correctly, his roommate around this time had quit the military academy for personal reasons.
    

    

    
      “Uuurp! Uuuuuuurp!”
    

    

    
      He must not have eaten much at this point.
    

    

    
      That was a relief.
    

    

    
      It meant he wouldn't have to hold onto the toilet for long.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young took a moment to compose his stomach, then straightened up and flushed the toilet.
    

    

    
      “…How many times has it been?”
    

    

    
      He couldn't even remember clearly anymore.
    

    

    
      Was it over ten times?
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young briefly retraced his memories, then recalled memories he'd rather not, his eyes scrunching up. A chilling smile spread across his lips as he muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “Creature. Creature. Creature…”
    

    

    
      The future always changes.
    

    

    
      No, *he* had twisted it.
    

    

    
      But the end was always the same: the march of countless Creatures and the collapse of the galaxy.
    

    

    
      ‘There's no end, no end in sight. Dammit.’
    

    

    
      The regression he had thought was an opportunity was a living hell.
    

    

    
      He had twisted, contorted, and even destroyed it.
    

    

    
      The feeling of powerlessness, that nothing ever changed, constricted him as if to devour him at any moment.
    

    

    
      Slap-!
    

    

    
      But he immediately slapped his own cheek hard, his blurring eyes focusing as he muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “…It's what must be done.”
    

    

    
      Forcibly ignoring the agony of having to watch a foreseen doom and feeling a false sense of peace wouldn't change anything.
    

    

    
      It would only add another death to his death.
    

    

    
      In the prison of regression where not even a final scream was permitted, the only way for him to escape was to break this cycle.
    

    

    
      Swoosh…
    

    

    
      He turned on the tap to wash away the traces of his nausea, then walked out of the dorm.
    

    

    
      The familiar grounds of the military academy came into view, and he could hear the bickering of upperclassmen passing by the dormitory just in time.
    

    

    
      “Ugh, I'm really going to die at this rate.”
    

    

    
      “Quit whining, you from the Special Ability Division. It's not like you guys spar with the instructors like we do…”
    

    

    
      “What? Want a taste of electricity?”
    

    

    
      “If you've got a problem, let's spar.”
    

    

    
      After watching them for a moment, Baek Hwi-young slowly turned his gaze to the right, and soon, an endlessly familiar face came into view.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      Just then, a girl with light brown hair like a little squirrel spotted him and came running over with short steps.
    

    

    
      “You said you were staying in the dorm, but you're out? Where are you going?”
    

    

    
      “…Miel. Miel Angbereu.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? What's wrong?”
    

    

    
      He muttered her name, now a habit.
    

    

    
      His childhood friend, and someone he had lost countless times.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young looked at her for a moment, then quickly composed his expression, feigning nonchalance as he parted his lips that wouldn't open easily.
    

    

    
      “To the commissary… I was thinking of going.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, I was just about to stop by. Good timing.”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young forced a smile onto his face.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, let's go.”
    

    

    
      Glancing at the grinning Miel right beside him, Baek Hwi-young reviewed the events to come.
    

    

    
      ‘Chance Marble picked a fight, and I broke his leg, I think.’
    

    

    
      It hadn't been like that at first, but with each regression back in time, his hand had become heavier.
    

    

    
      It couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      That guy was a piece of trash who, in the future, would be killed after causing an incident because he couldn't overcome his lust and jealousy.
    

    

    
      And his target had been Miel, several times.
    

    

    
      Grit-.
    

    

    
      He unconsciously clenched his teeth and thought.
    

    

    
      It seemed that this time, he would have to half-kill him.
    

    

    
      “…What the.”
    

    

    
      But his steps soon came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young's dark pupils, looking at someone, trembled madly for a moment.
    

    

    
      “Huh? What's wrong?”
    

    

    
      Miel, standing beside him, sensed something was wrong and waved her hand in front of his eyes, but he just stood there, frozen like a statue, staring blankly at someone approaching.
    

    

    
      ‘Why is that person here now?’
    

    

    
      At the end of his gaze was a man with a deeply distorted face, walking towards them carrying a box full of something.
    

    

    
      …How could he not recognize him?
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young muttered his name with vacant eyes.
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      A fearsome being whom everyone overlooked, an enemy he had to cut down with his own hands several times. And…
    

    

    
      ‘My benefactor.’
    

    

    
      This was the moment he, for the first time in the countless times he had returned, acted as a variable.
    

  
    Chapter 4: 

    
      Jin Crow was heading to the Military Police, carrying the liquor bottles he had packed in a box.
    

    

    
      ‘It's a bit of a waste.’
    

    

    
      Even the less effective ones were useful as a temporary measure, but he couldn't do something as foolish as falling out with Idealle over mere alcohol.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Jin Crow was able to let go of his lingering attachment without much difficulty and made his way.
    

    

    
      ‘Seeing it in person makes it hard to control my expression.’
    

    

    
      No, the truth seemed to be that he had more important things to worry about.
    

    

    
      Sigma Satellite City.
    

    

    
      The culmination of the United Human Star Nation's technological prowess, built solely for the military academy. 
    

    

    
      It was a place where a satellite, previously little more than a wasteland, had been completely remodeled for the sole purpose of establishing the 'Central Special Mission Military Academy'.
    

    

    
      ‘It might seem like an excessive investment for a place with only 5,000 cadets and a total population, including administrative staff, of no more than 10,000... But considering its importance, it wasn't strange at all.’
    

    

    
      The Central Special Mission Military Academy is an institution that produces Special Mission Officers.
    

    

    
      A Special Mission Officer is a Superhuman who uses Psionic Energy with their Gear, and each individual is managed as a national strategic asset.
    

    

    
      In other words, the investment was, if anything, insufficient, but by no means excessive.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were many other military academies besides the Central Special Mission Military Academy, but more than that…
    

    

    
      ‘Annoying.’
    

    

    
      His thoughts didn't last long.
    

    

    
      It was because as soon as he stepped outside, the gazes from his surroundings were even more unwelcome than he had expected.
    

    

    
      Cadets walking towards him would change their path upon spotting him, or an instructor who was just about to light a cigarette would throw it away and enter a building upon making eye contact.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…Ahem.”
    

    

    
      Whether it was instructors or cadets, no one openly disrespected him, but anyone with a bit of sense would notice.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow. Now that he had become this person, he was being thoroughly ostracized.
    

    

    
      ‘Being treated this way for something I didn't even do is more irritating than I thought.’
    

    

    
      He thought about trying to control his expression for a moment, but quickly gave up.
    

    

    
      Whether it was because of the lingering effects of the Awakening Agent or because the nearly thirty liquor bottles were heavy, maintaining a blank expression was quite an ordeal.
    

    

    
      How long had he been walking?
    

    

    
      When the on-campus Military Police building he had seen on his Watch came into view, he began to walk a little faster.
    

    

    
      Of course, even at that moment, he was racking his brain to survive.
    

    

    
      ‘A theory lecture might be easy for now, but thinking about the future, it offers no benefit.’
    

    

    
      His life was on the line.
    

    

    
      He couldn't just rely on the protagonist, Baek Hwi-young.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Baek Hwi-young was closer to a growth-type protagonist rather than a typical overpowered one.
    

    

    
      It was undeniable that he was strong, but the galaxy was just too vast.
    

    

    
      The problem was that he couldn't act too conspicuously either...
    

    

    
      ‘As I thought, is that the only way?’
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “…What the.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was passing the cadets' dormitory, the groan of an unfamiliar man grazed his ears.
    

    

    
      It was a faint sound he normally wouldn't have heard, but perhaps because he had taken the Awakening Agent, it came through clearly.
    

    

    
      “Huh? What's wrong?”
    

    

    
      Followed by a question filled with cheerfulness.
    

    

    
      Why was it?
    

    

    
      Jin Crow turned his head, driven by an inexplicable intuition, and upon identifying the person who came into view, he couldn't help but take a deep breath.
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      His name brushed past his ears.
    

    

    
      He looked at the man at the end of his gaze.
    

    

    
      A man with ashen hair and eyes.
    

    

    
      And a small-statured woman with light brown hair and eyes.
    

    

    
      Even if he had seen them in real life, he would have unconsciously turned back for a second look based on their appearance alone. 
    

    

    
      However, what stopped Jin Crow in his tracks wasn't the couple's looks, but the fact that he instantly recognized who they were.
    

    

    
      ‘Baek Hwi-young. And Miel Angbereu.’
    

    

    
      Both were figures that no reader of ‘Galactic Chronicles’ could fail to know.
    

    

    
      Not only the protagonist, Baek Hwi-young, but Miel Angbereu was the main heroine.
    

    

    
      However, the important thing now wasn't something else, but the fact that his eyes had met Baek Hwi-young's.
    

    

    
      Step-.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young, who had been staring at him with ashen eyes that were even more sunken than he'd thought, had already walked right up to him.
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow… Instructor.”
    

    

    
      Seeing him up close was a new experience, but there was one thing he couldn't help but notice.
    

    

    
      ‘…What's with his eyes?’
    

    

    
      His faded, ashen pupils were clearly focused, but beyond that focus was an endless void.
    

    

    
      It was like… facing someone who was lacking something.
    

    

    
      Whether he knew what Jin Crow was thinking or not, Baek Hwi-young glanced down at the box, twitched his eyebrow slightly, and then opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “These are… liquor bottles, aren't they?”
    

    

    
      The way he spoke, as if he already knew what they were, made him unconsciously flare up.
    

    

    
      He might not have been fully aware of it himself, but the original Jin Crow would never have accepted a cadet 'daring' to show such an attitude in front of him.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      Jin Crow furrowed his brow and replied.
    

    

    
      “What does that have to do with a cadet?”
    

    

    
      As if to prove it, Jin Crow himself, the one who had uttered the words, swallowed in momentary bewilderment.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, however, Baek Hwi-young didn't notice that fleeting agitation.
    

    

    
      “I-I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Hwi-Hwi-young. I-I mean. Hi-hic!”
    

    

    
      It was because Miel Angbereu, who had been watching from the side with anxious eyes and a cold sweat, hurriedly grabbed his head and forced it into a bow.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of a Superhuman one was, they couldn't discern a person's minute facial expressions through a simple feeling.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, Jin Crow was able to hide his momentary unease, return to his blank expression, and continue speaking.
    

    

    
      “Cadet Baek Hwi-young... Quite curious, I see. I'll remember that.”
    

    

    
      There was nothing more to be gained from this conversation.
    

    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    

    
      With that, he clicked his tongue lightly and walked away.
    

    

    
      “S-Sorry! Hic!”
    

    

    
      Of course, even then, Miel Angbereu was still on her tiptoes, holding Baek Hwi-young's head and forcibly keeping it down.
    

    

    
      Right after Jin Crow had disappeared in the direction of the Military Police, Baek Hwi-young finally grabbed Miel Angbereu's slender wrist, pushed it away, and spoke.
    

    

    
      “He's gone. It's okay.”
    

    

    
      “Hi-hic! Hi-hic!”
    

    

    
      Was it because of her light brown hair?
    

    

    
      Or because of her particularly small frame?
    

    

    
      At the sight of her trembling like a little squirrel, a laugh escaped him unconsciously.
    

    

    
      “S-Scary…”
    

    

    
      Tears were even welling up in Miel Angbereu's eyes.
    

    

    
      It was partly because she was naturally timid, but it wasn't a completely baseless reaction.
    

    

    
      ‘Even if you can erase the smell of the battlefield, the aura remains.’
    

    

    
      Even those who disliked Instructor Jin Crow didn't dare open their mouths in front of him.
    

    

    
      Some said it was because of the faction behind him, but in truth, everyone knew.
    

    

    
      ‘Just who are you…’
    

    

    
      That perhaps, he might be the most dangerous man in this military academy.
    

    

    
      Watching Jin Crow's back slowly disappear into the distance, Baek Hwi-young stood there for a long time.
    

    

    
      “The commissary, aren't we going…?”
    

    

    
      Of course, Miel Angbereu, who had by then stopped hiccupping, was standing beside Baek Hwi-young, anxiously fidgeting and watching his expression.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Regardless of what Baek Hwi-young was thinking, or whether Miel was getting hungry, Jin Crow had to force back the sigh that rose to his throat.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      ‘I've passed another hurdle.’
    

    

    
      ‘Let's not look back.’
    

    

    
      ‘Don't want to make eye contact by accident.’
    

    

    
      Feeling needlessly stuffy, Jin Crow unbuttoned his shirt and quickened his pace.
    

    
      Fortunately, the Military Police building was just a stone's throw away, so he was able to enter the building in less than five minutes.
    

    

    
      Vweee-.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because cadets and instructors came in quite often, the door opened without any special security device.
    

    

    
      “Yeees~? What can I... Oh my?”
    

    

    
      The inside of the Military Police building was much cleaner and simpler than he had expected.
    

    

    
      How should I put it? 
    

    

    
      It felt like a police station decorated with a bit more minimalism.
    

    

    
      The military uniform was white with gold engravings, and the epaulets bore their rank along with the mark of a Special Mission Officer.
    

    

    
      Considering that the standard uniform for the United Human Star Nation's Special Mission Officers, including instructors, was black, there was a definite difference.
    

    

    
      “It's Jin Crow!”
    

    

    
      “…That's rude.”
    

    

    
      “Oh my, it's Instructor Jin Crow?”
    

    

    
      “You're still speaking informally.”
    

    

    
      He replied as such and placed the box he had brought on a nearby table.
    

    

    
      Soon, Jin Crow looked at the red-haired woman with an endlessly ditzy-looking face.
    

    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    

    
      She, who wore the epaulets of a Major on her shoulder just like Jin Crow, had been sitting with a dazed expression, but then approached him as if that had never happened, her distinctive red eyes flashing.
    

    

    
      A Military Police officer with red hair and red eyes.
    

    

    
      An impression that was hard to forget.
    

    

    
      She didn't seem to mind his gaze scanning her over, and with a face still full of laughter, she nonchalantly opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      “What's the big deal? Let's just speak informally. We're the same rank, anyway. Ah, though it does depend on when you were commissioned. I was…”
    

    

    
      “…Enough. I'd like to get straight to the point.”
    

    

    
      “Gasp, you're the type to move fast?”
    

    

    
      He had prepared himself, but as expected, she was a difficult type to deal with.
    

    

    
      In many ways.
    

    

    
      Because of that, rather than pointing out her rude attitude, he suppressed his irritable voice and spoke.
    

    

    

    
      “That's enough unnecessary talk. This is the alcohol the Commandant ordered me to surrender. If possible, I'd like you to store it rather than dispose of it.”
    

    

    
      “Alcohol? Why are you telling me that now? Put it down, quickly!”
    

    

    
      At the word 'alcohol', she quickly passed Jin Crow and reached the box, and soon began to rummage through the liquor bottles inside with a flushed expression.
    

    

    
      “Th-This is Jack Dainiel 32-year? And this is a Wild Phoenix 41-year…!”
    

    

    
      For someone wearing a Major's epaulets, her demeanor was endlessly frivolous, and he almost let his guard down unconsciously, but soon, as he recalled her name, a forgotten tension ran down his spine.
    

    

    
      ‘Obia. Obia Timist.’
    

    

    
      She too was one of the main characters of the novel.
    

    

    
      Nothing good would come from getting more involved with her.
    

    

    
      For now, it was best to avoid getting involved with Baek Hwi-young, Obia, or Idealle as much as possible.
    

    

    
      Yes, for the time being.
    

    

    
      ‘Until my thoughts are sorted out.’
    

    

    
      Because of that, he spoke to Obia, who was busy rummaging through the liquor bottles.
    

    

    
      “Well then, I'll be leaving.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? You're leaving already?”
    

    

    
      He left the Military Police station without answering.
    

    

    
      That was definitely the Obia Timist from the original story.
    

    

    
      It felt like his ears were bleeding.
    

    

    
      “…Salute.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow ignored the reluctant salutes of the military police officers he occasionally encountered and walked to a nearby smoking area, putting a cigarette in his mouth.
    

    

    
      Tchick, shhhh-.
    

    

    
      Was it thanks to the nicotine pressing deep into his lungs?
    

    

    
      His mind cleared up, if only a little.
    

    

    
      ‘This is killing me.’
    

    

    
      ‘I haven't even done anything, but I'm completely drained.’
    

    

    
      However, even in that moment, his mind was endlessly moving in a complex and dizzying way.
    

    

    
      He had smoked about half the cigarette when…
    

    

    
      Step-.
    

    

    
      He turned his head at the sound of sudden footsteps from behind and found himself frowning before he knew it.
    

    

    
      “Can I borrow a cigarette? Hee.”
    

    

    
      “It's a bad habit. Buy your own to smoke.”
    

    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    

    
      It was a reply that had come out before he could even consciously react.
    

    

    
      Belatedly, Jin Crow opened and closed his mouth as if to add something, then turned and left.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Obia, left behind in the smoking area with a dumbfounded expression, watched him walk away. 
    

    

    
      Soon, her eyes sparkled as she muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “…He's changed. He's definitely changed.”
    

    

    
      It was a single phrase, filled with extremely dangerous curiosity.
    

  
    Chapter 5: 

    
      Superhumans are broadly divided into two categories.
    

    

    
      The first is the Martial Arts Division, composed of martial artists who have continued their lineage through centuries of physical enhancement and training, manifesting Psionic Energy through their bodies and weapons.
    

    

    
      The second is the Special Ability Division, which has deeply researched and developed Psionic Energy and Gear, shaping it into a distinct phenomenon.
    

    

    
      The two departments, each with a different history, were not on good terms. 
    

    

    
      No, rather, it was a traditional competitive structure that all Special Mission Military Academies commonly encouraged and promoted.
    

    

    
      However, there was one lecture on which the cadets of both departments rarely agreed.
    

    

    
      “I really hate theory.”
    

    

    
      “Ughhh…”
    

    

    
      It was, of course, the theory lecture.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young gazed at Miel, who was slumped over her desk next to him, writhing with all her might.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just Miel.
    

    

    
      Looking around, most of the cadets sitting in the classroom already wore expressions of being bored to death.
    

    

    
      “They say Instructor Jin Crow is teaching again starting today. Don't you think we're on his bad side…?”
    

    

    
      “No way. We apologized right away, so it should be fine.”
    

    

    
      “I’m still anxious…”
    

    

    
      As Miel said, the cadets' reactions weren't solely because of the theory lecture.
    

    

    
      It was because the lecture they had to attend was taught by the notoriously infamous Instructor Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      Miel glanced at the young male instructor standing by the window on the left side of the lectern, trying his best to maintain his expression, and grumbled.
    

    

    
      “It would be nice if Vice-Instructor Ginatio kept teaching.”
    

    

    
      “I know, right.”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young, while giving her a perfunctory agreement, was once again realizing just what Jin Crow's reputation was like at this time.
    

    

    
      It was strangely amusing.
    

    

    
      This was Jin Crow's lecture from the beginning, and Vice-Instructor Ginatio had only been filling in temporarily, yet the reactions were so drastically different.
    

    

    
      “I want something sweet.”
    

    

    
      “Let's go to the commissary after this.”
    

    

    
      “Really? You can't cause trouble today, okay?”
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      Who exactly was the one causing trouble?
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young looked at Miel's face for a moment as she whispered with sparkling eyes, then raised his head at the presence he suddenly felt in the classroom hallway.
    

    

    
      Vweee-.
    

    

    
      The firmly closed front door of the classroom opened.
    

    

    
      Subsequently, the gazes of all the cadets, including Miel and Baek Hwi-young, turned forward in unison.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Naturally, the one who opened the door and entered was Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      He scanned the cadets sitting in the classroom without a word, then narrowed his eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘Did something displease him?’
    

    

    
      Just as the cadets were nervously swallowing their saliva at his already unpleasant expression,
    

    

    

    
      ‘He’s different. Definitely.’
    

    

    
      Only Baek Hwi-young did not miss the change in him.
    

    

    
      Wasn't he the man who usually walked around with the weight of the world's complaints on his face, his black military uniform worn carelessly?
    

    

    
      But now, he was different.
    

    

    
      His long, perpetually messy hair was the same, but he was wearing the instructor's military uniform, which had always felt like he was forced to wear it, neatly.
    

    

    
      Of course, his pale complexion with deep, dark circles and his almost paranoid-ly restrained Psionic Energy were still the same.
    

    

    
      “I heard the story. You’ve troubled the Commandant again, I see.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      The brown-haired Vice-Instructor Ginatio, who had been standing silently by the window, spoke up.
    

    

    
      In an instant, the atmosphere in the classroom grew heavy.
    

    

    
      And Jin Crow, standing at the lectern, also slowly turned his head to look at him and finally opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      “…Excuse me?”
    

    

    
      It was Vice-Instructor Ginatio who was taken aback.
    

    

    
      But that too was brief.
    

    

    
      “I am Vice-Instructor Ginatio. The one who had to run a substitute lecture despite having much of my own work to do, thanks to Instructor Jin Crow locking himself in his room without a word.”
    

    

    
      He blinked his characteristic brown eyes for a moment, then, realizing he had been ignored, his cheeks flushed as he gritted his teeth and spoke.
    

    

    
      Although a Vice-Instructor was lacking in rank and Gear compared to full instructors, there was no reason to be ignored like this.
    

    

    
      But at the words that followed, Vice-Instructor Ginatio was forced to shut his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Is that so. Then why are you still here?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “Even for a Vice-Instructor, you don't need to attend the lecture unless it's necessary.”
    

    

    
      At a glance, it seemed he was rendered speechless by Jin Crow's brazen attitude.
    

    

    
      But Baek Hwi-young and a few other cadets noticed it after looking at Vice-Instructor Ginatio's eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s scared.’
    

    

    
      ‘I heard Instructor Ginatio is also a Special Mission Officer with a Triple Gear…’
    

    

    
      For a fleeting moment, he had been completely 'overwhelmed' by Jin Crow's warning-like words.
    

    
      But he was an instructor nonetheless.
    

    

    
      Ginatio took a short moment to compose himself and spoke again.
    

    

    
      “…The Commandant ordered me to observe.”
    

    

    
      His tone had become calm.
    

    

    
      The Commandant's order was an order, but he must have concluded that nothing good would come from dragging the conversation out any longer.
    

    

    
      Although he was biting his lip quite hard.
    

    

    
      “Do as you wish.”
    

    

    
      Of course, Jin Crow spoke as if he couldn't care less about Vice-Instructor Ginatio.
    

    

    
      “Now, let's begin the lecture.”
    

    

    
      As always, the cadets' attention focused on his endlessly indifferent yet strangely irritated voice.
    

    

    
      “For today's lecture, I've prepared something a little different from usual.”
    

    

    
      And the next moment, when they saw the video projected onto the screen with a ‘*Beep-*’, the cadets couldn't help but be bewildered.
    

    

    
      “Let's learn about the Space Monster, no, its academic name, ‘Creature’.”
    

    

    
      〔Aaaaaaaargh!〕
    

    

    
      Soon, a horrific scream echoed from the screen.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      〔H-Help me!〕
    

    
      〔Gyaaaaaaaaargh!〕
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOOOM!
    

    

    
      〔R-Retreat! I said, retreat!〕
    

    
      〔To where! Where are we supposed to retreat to!〕
    

    

    
      Amidst the desperate screams, countless gunshots and cannonades rang out.
    

    

    
      A child's cry, a parent's shriek, an old man's prayer, a wounded soldier's final gunshot.
    

    

    
      〔Ah, ahhh…〕
    

    

    
      The video's point of view slowly turned to the sky.
    

    

    
      What came into view were the battleships of the Planetary Defense Force, already falling below the clouds.
    

    

    
      Rumble-rumble-rumble!
    

    

    
      Clouds and black smoke mingled.
    

    

    
      Skyscrapers that had soared high into the sky collapsed to the earth, and soon the cleared sky was filled with purple rifts.
    

    

    
      〔Fire! Just fire!〕
    

    
      〔B-Battleship Canis is aground! Captain! Th-The city is being breached! When are the Special Mission Officers arriving!〕
    

    
      〔Destroyer Veritas aground! Battleship Plu aground! Th-There are no battleships left!〕
    

    

    

    
      The blue sky had vanished.
    

    

    
      And filling its empty space were countless Void Turtles poking their heads through the rifts and Corrosion Spikes pouring down onto the ground.
    

    

    
      〔This is Lieutenant Colonel Rodrick of the 12th Brigade, Planetary Defense Force. There are no superior officers left above me. As of this moment, the corrosion risk level is revised to red. Abandon the planet and evacuate as many citizens as possible. I repeat. As of this moment…〕
    

    

    
      The Defense Force officer, who seemed to be the owner of the bodycam that recorded the video, hurriedly headed toward the city upon hearing that transmission.
    

    

    
      He was probably heading for the gate where the evacuation ships would be.
    

    

    
      However, a scene from hell was already unfolding there.
    

    

    
      -Krrrrrrk.
    

    
      -Screeeech.
    

    

    
      Countless Corrosion Spikes stained the surroundings black, and soon transformed into a corrosion nest, spewing out innumerable Creatures.
    

    

    
      Was that all?
    

    

    
      Monsters that were once human, but had ultimately transformed into Creatures, blocked their path.
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOOOOOOM!
    

    

    
      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
    

    

    
      The Planetary Defense Force's ground tank batteries opened fire, and the few Special Mission Officers madly slaughtered the Creatures, but it was not enough.
    

    

    
      〔Is this the end.〕
    

    

    
      The situation was so desperate that he muttered it unconsciously.
    

    

    
      The officer, the owner of the bodycam, seemed to sense the end was near as he slowly raised a pistol to his own head with a trembling hand.
    

    

    
      〔…Please, may there be a heaven somewhere in this vast galaxy.〕
    

    

    
      BANG!
    

    

    
      A short gunshot, followed by the death cry of a crumbling body.
    

    

    
      And finally, what the bodycam captured as it hit the ground was none other than…
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaargh!
    

    

    
      Only the repulsive teeth and roars of the Creatures, surging forward like a wave.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…Urp.”
    

    

    
      The video ended there, and Jin Crow nonchalantly murmured.
    

    

    
      “It's over.”
    

    

    
      The cadets' gazes were now fully fixed on Jin Crow, who stood at the lectern.
    

    

    
      They stared at him with eyes filled with displeasure, disgust, pity, and questions.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      In this era, the Space Monster 'Creature' was nothing more than a 'natural disaster' that caused considerable damage in the galaxy.
    

    

    
      ‘Why would he…’
    

    

    
      The enemy of the United Human Star Nation was the Holy Galactic Empire, which had started three great wars, not some lowly organisms that occasionally appeared on colonial planets outside the Defense Line.
    

    

    
      So what on earth was his intention in deliberately showing such a video?
    

    

    
      “Disgusting…”
    

    

    
      Because of that, most cadets felt more revulsion or pity than anything else.
    

    

    
      “Hwi-young, I feel sick…”
    

    

    
      It was the same for Miel.
    

    

    
      “Hwi-Hwi-young?”
    

    

    
      But when she turned her gaze, Miel couldn't help but freeze for a moment.
    

    

    
      “…How. No, why?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Baek Hwi-young's expression was contorted with shock and an unidentifiable emotion.
    

    

    
      It was different from any expression she had seen on him before.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Miel unconsciously flinched and could only stare blankly at Baek Hwi-young sitting beside her.
    

    

    
      “The video you just watched is not from an incident on a colonial planet outside the Defense Line.”
    

    

    
      And finally.
    

    

    
      “The source of the video is a portion of the Planet Aurum Planetary Defense Force data from approximately 44 hours ago. The planet's current risk level is violet. Meaning 75% of its territory has been corroded, and it is effectively black. Meaning, they are undergoing the planet abandonment procedure.”
    

    

    
      Unbelievable words flowed from Instructor Jin Crow's mouth.
    

    

    
      “To add to that, Planet Aurum, while on the outskirts of the Defense Line, is an industrial planet strictly within the Defense Line.”
    

    

    
      Of course, not only the cadets but also Vice-Instructor Ginatio were shocked by his words.
    

    

    
      They couldn't believe that the Defense Line had been breached by mere space monsters, creatures that had only recently been given a name.
    

    

    
      “I-Is that possible?”
    

    

    
      “Aren't they just primitive creatures at best?”
    

    

    
      “No way. That’s absurd.”
    

    

    
      “…Hey. It's real. An article just went up.”
    

    

    
      “Crazy…”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow paid no mind to the cadets' reactions and impassively organized the things he had brought.
    

    

    
      “By the next class, submit a report analyzing the factors of Planet Aurum's defense failure and suggesting improvements. That is all.”
    

    

    
      Then, without even glancing at the increasingly noisy cadets, he turned and walked out.
    

    
      No, he tried to walk out.
    

    

    
      “I have a question.”
    

    

    
      If a cadet hadn't stopped him with a flushed voice, that is.
    

    

    
      Everyone's eyes turned to him.
    

    

    
      “Huh, huh?”
    

    

    
      Miel, sitting beside him, flushed red at the sudden influx of attention, but Baek Hwi-young, the one who had asked the question, simply waited for Jin Crow's permission, his characteristic ashen eyes gleaming.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, who was about to leave the classroom, slowly turned his head and his eyes soon fell on Baek Hwi-young.
    

    

    
      A moment of silence hung in the classroom.
    

    

    
      Finally, Jin Crow opened his mouth and asked back.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      ‘Was he displeased that someone dared to halt his steps?’
    

    

    
      The voice he uttered was endlessly cold.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young, as if realizing he had been hasty, blinked for a moment to gather his thoughts before answering.
    

    

    
      “…I am curious about your intention in mentioning the Creatures, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      His question, in a way, pierced through the doubts of not only the cadets but also Vice-Instructor Ginatio.
    

    

    
      It was certainly shocking.
    

    

    
      But what did this have to do with modern warfare?
    

    

    
      “My meaning, you say.”
    

    

    
      Everyone, thinking it was a reasonable question, looked at Jin Crow and awaited his answer.
    

    

    
      However, Jin Crow's subsequent reply was truly concise.
    

    

    
      “Write that down and submit it as well.”
    

    

    
      That was all.
    

    

    
      Vweee-.
    

    

    
      He left the classroom without any further comment, and soon, everyone's gaze turned to Baek Hwi-young.
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Only then did Baek Hwi-young, with a slightly dazed expression, let out a deflated sound as he realized.
    

    

    
      …That the homework had just increased.
    

  
    Chapter 6: 

    
      ‘Was I too hasty?’
    

    

    
      Jin Crow couldn't help but think as he left the classroom.
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young's question had been sharp.
    

    

    
      After all, this was a lecture that wouldn't have happened in the original story.
    

    

    
      Fsssh, inhale-.
    

    

    
      In a nearby smoking area, he put a black cigarette to his lips and thought about the lecture he had just given.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no point in staying in the theory department. I have to get to the combat faculty, no matter what.’
    

    

    
      That's when he remembered the incident on Planet Aurum, which would later be called the ‘Aurum Shock’.
    

    

    
      Whether it was a stroke of luck, the timing was perfect.
    

    

    
      ‘The enemy is the Creatures, after all.’
    

    

    
      The problem was that the lecture series he was aiming for had yet to be established.
    

    

    
      That was why he had deliberately shown the video about the Creatures, to stir up controversy.
    

    

    
      The turning point for the establishment of the new lecture series would be the rapid increase in Creature invasions over the next six months, including the one on Planet Aurum.
    

    

    
      It was a clear gamble for him, as attracting too much attention was not good, but there was a basis for it.
    

    

    
      ‘The original story mentioned that Jin Crow was recommended as the instructor for the newly established lecture. However, he refused for personal reasons, I believe.’
    

    

    
      He didn't know the full story yet, but seeing as an instructor from the Rosen side somehow took the position later, it meant that even the faction that was both Jin Crow's sponsor and his biggest obstacle wanted this lecture.
    

    

    
      In other words, it was a gamble worth taking.
    

    

    
      ‘By the way, the reactions were unexpected.’
    

    

    

    
      He hadn't expected the reaction to be so intense, even if they didn't like it.
    

    

    
      Fundamentally, the cadets of the Central Special Mission Military Academy are adults.
    

    

    
      Moreover, who were they?
    

    

    
      They might be called military academy cadets, but most of them were monsters with enough power to easily demolish a decent-sized building.
    

    

    
      Especially in the Martial Arts Division, where cadets were sometimes crippled during training, why would they react like this to something of this level…
    

    

    
      ‘Considering the kind of battlefields they'll have to face in the future.’
    

    

    
      Of course, wars between humans are also brutal.
    

    

    
      In fact, the three galactic wars against the Holy Galactic Empire that Jin Crow and the other soldiers of this world had experienced were endlessly horrific.
    

    

    
      But the coming war against the Creatures was on a completely different level.
    

    

    
      ‘A brutal and bleak world is coming to strangle humanity—no, all species in the galaxy.’
    

    

    
      Even Baek Hwi-young, a regressor, had failed seven times.
    

    

    
      And yet, humanity and all other species demoted the Creatures to mere space monsters, maintaining an endlessly complacent attitude.
    

    

    
      Fsssh-.
    

    

    
      He muttered softly as he stubbed out the burnt-down cigarette in a portable ashtray.
    

    

    
      “Because there has never been a case like Planet Aurum before.”
    

    

    
      Tens of millions of Defense Force soldiers lost their lives, hundreds of millions of citizens died, and an entire planet was abandoned—all to mere monsters.
    

    

    
      This is just the beginning.
    

    

    
      ‘This is going to be exhausting.’
    

    

    
      He felt like he was starting to understand why Jin Crow’s personality had become the way it was.
    

    

    
      He irritably ran a hand through his hair, checked the time on his watch, and headed for his quarters.
    

    

    
      There were many things he needed to check to transfer to the combat faculty, but for now, he planned to get some shut-eye.
    

    

    
      There was still plenty of time until dawn.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The night on the Sigma satellite is quiet.
    

    

    
      That's only natural.
    

    

    
      Aside from the fact that the satellite, slightly larger than the moon, has a population of less than 10,000, it is, after all, a military academy that trains soldiers.
    

    

    
      “Salute.”
    

    

    
      Because of that, the only ones seen on the academy's streets were infantrymen on duty in powered exoskeletons and androids equipped with combat parts.
    

    

    
      He was once again reminded how fortunate he was to have been possessed as an instructor.
    

    

    
      If he had been a cadet, his movements would have been restricted in many ways.
    

    

    
      Beep-.
    

    

    
      〔Instructor. Jin Crow. Confirmed. Welcome to the 7th Training Ground.〕
    

    

    
      A woman's voice, unclear if it was a recording or an AI, brushed past his ear.
    

    

    
      It was a rather pleasant voice.
    

    

    
      As he stepped into the training ground, a neat, white-based desk came into view.
    

    

    
      Soon, as the door closed, a blue-haired female android who had been sitting at the desk munching on something stood up and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Welcome, Instructor Jin Crow. Are you here to use the training ground?”
    

    
      “Before that, let me ask you something.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. What are you curious about?”
    

    

    
      He was struck again by how she could pass for a real human if it weren't for the light legally engraved below her ear to indicate she was an android.
    

    

    
      ‘Android. Lambda.’
    

    

    
      The reason he had come to the 7th Training Ground instead of a closer one was to see her face.
    

    
      Since she was clearly a good character, it was worth making an impression on her.
    

    

    
      “How is the data recorded inside the training ground managed? Is it stored separately or reported to superiors?”
    

    

    
      This was a rather important question.
    

    

    
      His own body's condition could not be revealed to others yet.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Lambda blinked for a moment at Jin Crow's question before opening her mouth.
    

    

    
      “In principle, it is stored, but the records and personal information of the Central Special Mission Military Academy instructors are managed under a Class 1 security rating.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It is exactly as I said. You have used it several times before, but as you know, by regulation, Class 1 security can only be accessed after receiving approval from the Ministry of National Defense.”
    

    

    
      For a moment, all he could do was shut his mouth and control his expression.
    

    

    
      However, the important thing was confirmation.
    

    

    
      “Then, the people within this academy who can access the classified information are...”
    

    

    
      “There are none.”
    

    

    
      “What about the Commandant?”
    

    

    
      “Uhm... In principle, it's possible, but he would only be able to receive it after its justification has been reviewed within the Ministry of National Defense.”
    

    

    

    
      It was a firm statement.
    

    

    
      Not bad. No, in fact, this is a good thing.
    

    

    
      “Where is the most secluded room?”
    

    

    
      “You can go to F10.”
    

    

    
      He immediately headed for the training room she mentioned.
    

    

    
      As he stepped inside, a breeze brushed his cheek.
    

    

    
      Vweee-.
    

    

    
      Soon, a bulkhead closed, completely sealing the inside from the outside, and he lightly scanned the interior of the training ground.
    

    

    
      The interior of the training ground was the very definition of bleak.
    

    

    
      In fact, it wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      If this were a typical fantasy setting or even a modern military training ground, various facilities and weapons would be scattered about, but what kind of world was this?
    

    

    
      It was a world where, not content with terraforming tens and hundreds of planets, interstellar hyperspace jumps had become a reality.
    

    

    
      〔User Jin Crow. Please input the training settings.〕
    

    

    
      “Difficulty, low. Assumed enemy, Creature. Background, urban warfare.”
    

    

    
      〔Commencing training. Please be cautious of motion sickness.〕
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, the previously empty training ground was dyed black.
    

    

    
      It didn't take long to realize why it warned about motion sickness.
    

    

    
      It was nauseatingly disorienting.
    

    

    
      But that was brief, and when his vision returned, what met his eyes was not the bleak interior of the training ground but a cityscape filled with chaos.
    

    

    

    
      “R-Run!”
    

    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaaaaah!”
    

    

    
      The faces of the citizens running across the cracked asphalt were filled with bewilderment, anxiety, sorrow, and desperation.
    

    

    
      He lifted his head and looked at the sky.
    

    

    
      Countless void rifts, a mix of purple and red, covered the planet's sky.
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOOOM!
    

    
      Rumble-rumble-rumble!
    

    

    
      Massive battleships tilted and fell from the sky, and soldiers hiding behind various debris dragged their injured bodies and repeatedly pulled their triggers.
    

    

    
      〔Th-This is Aden Crossroads! Support! We need support!〕
    

    
      〔We're not even asking for a Special Mission Officer, just send a Titan!〕
    

    

    
      Simulated radio chatter rang noisily in his ears, but he stood rooted to the spot for a moment, gazing at the city.
    

    

    
      “Haaah.”
    

    

    
      The sigh that escaped him unconsciously was filled with a great many emotions.
    

    

    
      He had deliberately set the enemy as Creatures because, naturally, he wanted the battlefield he would face in the future.
    

    

    
      But standing in the middle of this battlefield—a mere simulation, one implemented under the pretext of giving cadets a wide range of experience—made him acutely aware of the true nature of this world.
    

    

    
      ‘Remember this.’
    

    

    
      This world is a hell filled with absurdity.
    

    

    
      And the steps he would take as Jin Crow would be no different.
    

    

    
      It was a good thing he came to the training ground.
    

    

    
      It served as a wake-up call for him, who had still been floating as if in a dream.
    

    

    
      Gulp-.
    

    

    
      He took out the hip flask he had brought with him from his pocket and took a swig.
    

    

    
      The biting liquid flowed down his esophagus, and along with a burning heat, a slight roughness and a strange sweetness lingered at the tip of his nose.
    

    

    
      Was it the power of the Awakening Agent?
    

    

    
      His body felt much lighter, and he began to move as if remembering the past.
    

    

    
      He grasped the hilt of the sword at his fingertips.
    

    

    
      Shing-.
    

    

    
      The tip of the drawn sword trembled slightly.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he faced a Creature that had already spotted him, its eyes gleaming.
    

    

    
      -Krrrrrrk!
    

    

    
      Clad in an exoskeleton of mixed purple and red, just like the rifts, and with one hand shaped like a long spear, its appearance was reminiscent of a medieval soldier.
    

    

    
      He could instantly see why it had been given the codename 「Pawn」.
    

    

    
      “Unnecessarily large.”
    

    

    
      The Pawn was certainly classified as a mass-produced, lower-tier individual among the space monsters.
    

    

    
      And yet, to be twice the height of an average person, it was suffocating.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaah!
    

    

    
      It immediately shattered the asphalt and leaped, extending the blunt yet massive spear that served as its arm.
    

    

    
      “Kch!”
    

    

    
      He threw himself aside on instinct.
    

    
      As he rolled on the ground, he could even feel the sensation of fine debris scraping his cheek, but minor scratches were not what was important.
    

    

    
      -Krrrrrrk!
    

    

    
      “You, son of a bitch!”
    

    

    
      He couldn't help but let out a curse, whether it was because the original Jin Crow had a foul mouth or because his inner voice burst out in the face of a life-threatening situation.
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOOOM!
    

    

    
      The Pawn's spear, glowing with a red light, not only pierced the earth but also picked up and threw a car that was lying nearby.
    

    

    
      ‘…Can't dodge this!’
    

    

    
      In an instant, a black shadow filled his vision.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the moment he instinctively closed his eyes.
    

    

    
      A ‘creak’ sound echoed from within him.
    

    

    
      His hand moved on its own, slicing through the air with the tip of his sword, and in that moment, the body of the flying car was split in two.
    

    

    
      ‘I cut it!’
    

    

    
      But in that instant.
    

    

    
      Pshuk!
    

    

    
      The Pawn's spear shot through the gap between the two halves, pierced Jin Crow's chest, and instead of pain, a red light flashed with a ‘Beep’ as an indifferent voice brushed past his ear.
    

    

    
      〔Survival time: 2 minutes, 49 seconds. Terminating training.〕
    

    

    
      “…Gasp!”
    

    

    
      He belatedly gasped for breath and hurriedly checked his chest.
    

    

    
      But he could only realize that everything that had just happened was merely an illusion.
    

    

    
      But even knowing it was a fake, just a simulation, the pressure of his heart being pierced felt real.
    

    

    
      However…
    

    

    
      ‘Gear. Is this why they call it Gear?’
    

    

    
      With slightly dazed eyes, he recalled the car body he had clearly cut down—despite it being a simulation—and mulled over the sensation of the ‘something’ that had moved within him.
    

    

    
      ‘More. Just a little more.’
    

    

    
      It was a fleeting moment, fainter than the blink of an eye, but the exhilaration he felt in that instant captivated him.
    

    

    
      He opened the hip flask and brought it to his lips.
    

    

    
      Gulp, gulp-.
    

    

    
      After swallowing half the liquor in an instant, he wiped the liquid trickling down his chin with the back of his hand and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Difficulty, low. Assumed enemy, Creature. Background, urban warfare.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, he didn't know.
    

    

    
      He didn't know that, along with the blood trickling from his nose, he was making an impulsive choice without even realizing it.
    

    

    
      …It seemed it was going to be a long night.
    

  
    Chapter 7: 

    
      -Are androids human?
    

    

    
      It was a much-debated topic not only in the United Human Star Nation but also in the Free Planetary Alliance, a neutral state known as the melting pot of species.
    

    

    
      Legally, they were granted human rights, but the prejudice that they were artificially created had not completely disappeared.
    

    

    
      In that sense, Jin Crow was, how should she put it?
    

    

    
      ‘An easy person to deal with.’
    

    

    
      In truth, not many people used the training ground, despite its excellent facilities.
    

    

    
      This was because a few cadets would undertake personal training after attending all their demanding lectures.
    

    

    
      -Lambda, you look pretty today.
    

    
      -...Haha, thank you.
    

    

    
      Because of this, the people Lambda interacted with were mostly instructors.
    

    

    
      -Let's grab a meal together sometime.
    

    
      -S-Sure. Ugh.
    

    

    
      Of course, for most of them, it was obvious they had other, impure intentions rather than training.
    

    

    
      But Instructor Jin Crow was different.
    

    

    
      She knew he had a rather poor reputation, but at least he didn't act clingy or waste her time with unfunny jokes.
    

    

    
      ‘Last time, too, he asked about the security issue.’
    

    

    
      Lambda stared at the back of Jin Crow as he entered the most secluded training room.
    

    

    
      ‘It seems the rumors about him being sensitive are true.’
    

    

    
      She stopped her thoughts right there and placed her hands back on the keyboard to finish her work.
    

    

    
      Just because she was an android didn't mean she was exempt from overtime.
    

    

    
      On the contrary, because she possessed fundamentally superior work-processing abilities, she had even more to do.
    

    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    

    
      It was around the time she was finishing a box of artificial jelly, a favorite food among androids.
    

    

    
      Vwoom-.
    

    

    
      The sound of a door opening came from the end of the hall, and soon, Jin Crow was walking toward the desk.
    

    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    

    
      The hair falling over his eyes was drenched in sweat.
    

    

    
      The dark circles under his eyes, already deep, had grown even longer, and his pale, drained face and trembling fingertips showed just how seriously he had taken the training.
    

    

    
      “It might be a little messy inside. I’ll be going.”
    

    

    
      He said that, added a slight nod, and left the training ground.
    

    

    
      “…Whoa.”
    

    

    
      His retreating back looked no different from any other instructor's, but having seen his face, Lambda covered her mouth with her hands.
    

    

    
      ‘…He’s handsome even when he’s disheveled.’
    

    

    
      Jin Crow. Does he know?
    

    

    
      That the reason the male instructors particularly avoid him isn't just because of his peculiar personality.
    

    

    
      Anyway, it seemed she had one more thing to post on the academy's anonymous forum.
    

    

    
      “By the way…”
    

    

    
      She scratched her distinctive blue hair for no reason, stood up, and walked toward Room F10 where he had trained.
    

    

    
      It wasn't for nothing; hadn't he said it himself?
    

    

    
      That the inside would be messy.
    

    

    
      Normally, she wouldn't need to worry, as things like sweat or minor malfunctions were cleaned up automatically, but this was Jin Crow, a man who hated bluffing and idle talk.
    

    

    
      If someone like him said that, wouldn't there be a reason?
    

    

    
      Vwoooom-.
    

    

    
      Opening the door with that thought, she could only gape in astonishment.
    

    

    
      “…Oh, my goodness.”
    

    

    
      The training room walls that came into view were warped and dented with all sorts of sword marks, and the automated machines repairing them were constantly flashing red lights and beeping.
    

    

    
      “…Th-This isn't just 'a little messy,' Instructor.”
    

    

    
      It was, in a way, perfectly natural for Lambda's expression to crumple.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The assignment Jin Crow gave the cadets was more than enough to become a hot topic.
    

    

    
      And for good reason—the cadets clearly remembered the kind of classes Jin Crow had given until now.
    

    

    
      ‘To put it nicely, they were a sleeping pill; to put it bluntly, he was half-assed.’
    

    

    
      One might think this was an overly harsh critique, but it was, in fact, an endlessly cold and objective assessment.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      When he had suddenly taken a break from his lectures a while ago, citing ‘personal reasons,’ the cadets' reaction had been rather positive.
    

    

    
      What was there to be sad about when you could skip the class of an instructor who was boring, uninformative, and just plain unpleasant?
    

    

    
      So when that same Jin Crow returned, the cadets' reaction was intense.
    

    

    
      “Aaaaaaaargh! Fuck! Fucking hell!”
    

    

    
      In a negative way, of course.
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran roughly scratched her short-cropped hair and let out an irritable shout.
    

    

    
      Watching her, her roommate, Famille, brought a teacup held with elegant fingertips to her lips and said.
    

    

    
      “How vulgar, Ran.”
    

    

    
      “Shut up, Famille.”
    

    

    
      On the surface, it was a brutally harsh exchange, but neither of them paid it any mind.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran wasn't so weak as to be hurt by a word like ‘vulgar,’ and Famille had the type of personality to let curses go in one ear and out the other.
    

    

    
      “I can't take it anymore! Emergency escape!”
    

    

    
      But that was brief. 
    

    

    
      As if she couldn't go on, Dokgo Ran flung aside the device she was holding and immediately threw herself onto her bed.
    

    

    
      Her bronze skin, now settled on the bed, rippled along her muscles, and Dokgo Ran muttered with a dazed expression, as if she had lost the whole world.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow. They say he's a veteran with 20 years of battlefield experience. Then he must be strong as hell, right? So why does he only teach theory…?”
    

    

    
      “Being strong doesn't guarantee he's a good teacher. If you're that frustrated, why don't you try provoking him like last time? You even made that instructor draw his sword.”
    

    

    
      “…They said if I pick a fight with an instructor one more time, I'll be expelled.”
    

    

    
      Getting hurt during a spar wasn't scary.
    

    

    
      That's practically the fate of a martial artist.
    

    
      But getting expelled is a completely different matter.
    

    

    
      ‘The thought of the elders and my brothers nagging me to death… I'd rather just die.’
    

    

    
      It's not a dysfunctional family like some, but it's dangerous in a different way.
    

    

    
      Thinking about my family gives me a headache.
    

    

    
      Then, I just have to not think.
    

    

    
      Having come up with this truly simple and clear solution, Dokgo Ran let her mind go.
    

    

    
      “…Hehe, I want some mala xiang guo.”
    

    

    
      She emptied her brain, staring blankly at the ceiling.
    

    

    
      But Famille couldn't bear to see her foolish friend happy, so she rose from her seat with her characteristically elegant steps and lightly snapped her fingers.
    

    

    
      Snap-.
    

    

    
      “Hieeek!”
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, Dokgo Ran, who had been lying spread-eagled on the bed, shot up ramrod straight, and the device she had thrown floated into the air.
    

    

    
      However, the screen was facing Famille, not Dokgo Ran.
    

    

    
      “Hey! I told you not to use your ability!”
    

    

    
      “Hmm, so this is it? The assignment Instructor Jin Crow gave out.”
    

    

    
      “Exactly! Creature or Crispy, what do I care!”
    

    

    
      At first, Dokgo Ran was fuming about the use of the ability, but her attention was easily diverted by the small bait.
    

    

    
      She was an easy child to handle in many ways.
    

    

    
      Of course, if they fought for real, she would lose.
    

    

    
      Famille easily released her Psychokinesis and, leaving Dokgo Ran to writhe on the bed again, picked up the device and began to scan the material she had been looking at moments before.
    

    

    
      ‘An assignment from Instructor Jin Crow. What got into him?’
    

    

    
      In fact, a surprisingly large portion of the students in Jin Crow's lectures were Martial Arts Division cadets.
    

    

    
      In a way, it was natural.
    

    

    
      There were many vague rumors about his past and skills, but the fact that he was a soldier who had participated in the 3rd Galactic War was certain.
    

    

    
      And what did that mean?
    

    

    
      It meant he was a veteran who had experienced countless instances of ‘actual combat,’ which the Martial Arts Division cadets longed for.
    

    

    
      So it wasn't strange that not only Dokgo Ran but also a considerable number of Martial Arts Division cadets signed up for his lectures.
    

    

    
      ‘Though it had been meaningless.’
    

    

    
      How bad must it have been to be called a sleeping pill?
    

    

    
      However, she too was secretly curious about the recent, much-talked-about assignment, so she began to scan the device with some interest.
    

    

    
      ‘Creatures.’
    

    

    
      Was that the academic term for space monsters?
    

    

    
      The content of the assignment was quite fresh.
    

    

    
      It felt similar to a war game.
    

    

    
      There was more information provided than she expected.
    

    

    
      The defense formation of the Planet Aurum Defense Force, the initial manifestation time of the Void Rifts, and so on…
    

    

    
      ‘This is more interesting than I thought.’
    

    

    
      Was it because it was an enemy she had never considered before?
    

    

    
      It was more engaging than she'd anticipated.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, the thought that she now had a toy to play with over the weekend brought a smile to Famille's face.
    

    

    
      Of course, at that same time.
    

    

    
      “Hueeeh… I'm hungryyy.”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran was lounging about, swimming on her bed.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Cold water soaked his head.
    

    

    
      Shwaaaaa….
    

    

    
      He glanced unconsciously in the mirror, and the memory of when he first saw this body made him chuckle.
    

    

    
      “I just can't get used to it.”
    

    

    
      He was used to lean muscles, as working out had been his hobby, but he could never get used to the countless scars etched on top of them.
    

    

    
      The more he looked, the more he became curious about this guy's past.
    

    

    
      Putting those thoughts aside, he put on his military uniform and left his quarters.
    

    

    
      ‘I should probably conserve the alcohol.’
    

    

    
      He had to make do with what he had until he could go out and get more.
    

    

    
      He had drunk too much at the training ground earlier.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, thanks to that, I've gotten a grasp on it.’
    

    

    
      He didn't really think of it as a loss.
    

    

    
      How long had he been walking?
    

    

    
      Soon, as he reached the classroom, he couldn't help but furrow his brow.
    

    

    
      It was because the chaos inside the classroom, where the lecture was about to start, could be felt even from the hallway.
    

    

    
      “Woah…”
    

    

    
      Just then, he spotted Miel staring blankly at something from outside the classroom.
    

    

    
      “Miel Angbereu.”
    

    

    
      “Hm? Ah? Y-Yes!? Hiccup!”
    

    

    
      Was it because he had called her so suddenly?
    

    

    
      Or was she surprised that Jin Crow remembered her name?
    

    

    
      Miel couldn't hide her bewilderment and kept hiccuping, but knowing it was a habit of hers, he didn't pay it much mind and asked again.
    

    

    
      “What's going on?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, that is. Hiccup! The, the Commandant…”
    

    

    
      Looking past the answering Miel and through the classroom window, he saw Idealle, just as she'd said, surrounded by a considerable number of cadets with an endlessly weary expression.
    

    

    
      “Ah, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      He turned his head again at the familiar voice that followed, and Baek Hwi-young approached with a faint smile, his inscrutable gray eyes glinting.
    

    

    
      He looked at Idealle and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “She's someone who doesn't usually show herself, so the cadets seem excited. By the way, an observation… I suppose this assignment was quite unconventional.”
    

    

    
      His uncharacteristically slick tone was grating.
    

    

    
      Without having to think too deeply, he could tell that Baek Hwi-young was testing him.
    

    

    
      ‘Does his personality seem different, or is it just my imagination?’
    

    

    
      The Baek Hwi-young from the original story wasn't in his right mind either after several regressions, but somehow, these eyes were even more chilling.
    

    
      At times like this, Jin Crow's personality, which had a habit of surfacing, was quite helpful.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, he indifferently walked past Baek Hwi-young and into the classroom.
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      Then, he placed the device he was carrying on the lectern with a light tap and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Break time is over.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, his voice was drowned out by the cadets' chatter.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Idealle and the few instructors accompanying her tried to say something to send the cadets back to their seats, but they couldn't get the situation completely under control.
    

    

    
      ‘These bastards…’
    

    

    
      Was it because Baek Hwi-young had opened the floodgates?
    

    

    
      Or was it because his personality was growing fouler due to the pressure, exhilaration, and complex thoughts he had felt over the past few days?
    

    

    
      A surge of irritation welled up.
    

    

    
      The bell signaling the start of the lecture had already rung, so it probably wouldn't matter if he acted a little forcefully here.
    

    

    
      After a quick calculation, he opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, shut your mouths and sit down.”
    

    

    
      …Huh, I didn't mean to curse.
    

    

    
      Of course, the atmosphere in the classroom had already turned deathly cold.
    

  
    Chapter 8: 

    
      Idealle Kukenhausen.
    

    

    
      One of the founding contributors of the United Human Star Nation and the second daughter of the Kukenhausen family, a traditional military family of the nation.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, she was a war hero who had successfully rescued approximately 1.5 million refugees during the Rocha Colony Escape Operation in the 3rd Galactic War, an operation everyone else had given up on.
    

    

    
      “I-I respect you, Commandant!”
    

    

    
      “…Yes, for now, everyone, to your seats.”
    

    

    
      She normally didn't show herself before the cadets unless absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she disliked them.
    

    

    
      It was just that every time she saw the cadets' intense reactions, it felt like a bitter reaffirmation of how her family had decided to ‘use’ her.
    

    

    
      ‘A war hero.’
    

    

    
      Such a hollow honor held no emotional sway over her.
    

    

    
      The real heroes were likely buried under the cold earth of some nameless planet even now.
    

    

    
      ‘Unlike a scarecrow like me, created for propaganda.’
    

    

    
      Perhaps the reason she couldn't be harsh with Jin Crow was due to that sense of indebtedness.
    

    

    
      Although he was broken and fallen, the man she had met on the battlefield was undoubtedly a comrade she had admired and respected.
    

    

    
      “…I don't think I've seen you since the entrance ceremony.”
    

    

    
      “She looks younger than I thought. She seems almost our age.”
    

    

    
      Regardless of the cadets' gazes, a bitter smile graced her lips.
    

    

    
      At the young age of 30, she had reached Penta Gear and attained the rank of Brigadier General.
    

    

    
      However, having been born with the Kukenhausen name, she had only three options.
    

    

    
      Become a political soldier, a path she despised so much.
    

    

    
      Or leave the military and renounce her family name.
    

    

    
      If neither, then she could only cling to her half-baked convictions and retreat to a minor post, as she was doing now.
    

    

    
      …That was the kind of family the Kukenhausens were.
    

    

    
      A lineage of iron faces who considered it natural to sacrifice for the family, and if not, to be used by it.
    

    

    
      In fact, the family's faction was one of the largest, alongside the Rosen faction to which Jin Crow belonged, so what more needed to be said?
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s time.’
    

    

    
      Idealle gazed at the clock hanging above the lectern with her distinctive white eyes.
    

    

    
      It was about time for the lecture to begin.
    

    

    
      For that reason, she opened her mouth to tell the cadets to return to their seats.
    

    

    
      No, she was about to open her mouth.
    

    

    
      If it hadn't been for the single phrase uttered by Jin Crow, who at that very moment, entered the classroom with a creak of the door.
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      “…Break time is over.”
    

    

    
      He narrowed his brow from between strands of black hair that slightly covered his eyes and scanned the chaotic group of cadets.
    

    

    
      The black eyes shining from beneath his distorted brow were endlessly indifferent, but in that moment, Idealle could instinctively tell.
    

    

    
      That he was in a foul mood.
    

    

    
      And at his next words, not only the cadets but also the instructors accompanying Idealle froze solid.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, shut your mouths and sit down.”
    

    

    
      The sharp words scattered.
    

    

    
      It was only natural that the atmosphere in the classroom turned icy cold.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Idealle stared at him with slightly dazed eyes.
    

    

    
      It wasn't because she was overwhelmed by his presence.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was because that single utterance had reminded her of the man she had once seen on the battlefield.
    

    

    
      But that was brief. 
    

    

    
      She soon realized she was having too many useless thoughts and gestured to the instructors behind her. 
    

    

    
      At her signal, the instructors, who had been hesitating just like the cadets, belatedly moved.
    

    

    
      “Alright, everyone, sit down!”
    

    

    
      “You're moving too slow! Move it!”
    

    

    
      At Jin Crow's words and the instructors' frozen expressions, the cadets sat down with faces that looked as if they were walking on thin ice.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Jin Crow, the one who had created this atmosphere, simply prepared for the upcoming lecture with a still expressionless face.
    

    

    
      ‘Looks like.’
    

    

    
      ‘Yeah.’
    

    

    
      There wasn't a single cadet who failed to grasp the situation.
    

    

    
      ‘We're fucked.’
    

    

    
      It was clear that Jin Crow was in a very bad mood.
    

    

    
      “Hic-Hiccup!”
    

    

    
      Miel, standing by the door, must have also sensed the grave atmosphere, as she tugged on Baek Hwi-young's clothes and scurried to her seat.
    

    

    
      Of course, even then, Baek Hwi-young was still watching Jin Crow with that same unchanging gaze.
    

    

    
      “As you know, a failing grade in a theory class will not be an issue for your commission, but it will affect your duty assignment. Keep that in mind.”
    

    

    
      His unusually cold voice echoed.
    

    

    
      He then began to list their names and scores in a dry tone, without even looking at the cadets.
    

    

    
      “Baek Hwi-young. A.”
    

    

    
      The cadets' expressions brightened for a moment when Baek Hwi-young's score was more generous than expected, but they soon had no choice but to realize that it had been a delusion.
    

    

    
      “Miel Angbereu. B-. Jean Ludwig. D…”
    

    

    
      The Special Ability Division cadets managed to get scores up to a rare B-, but the Martial Arts Division was, in a word, disastrous.
    

    

    
      “Aaron Graham. F. Weasley Drew. F…”
    

    

    
      What more needed to be said when half the cadets received an F?
    

    

    
      But soon, an anomaly occurred.
    

    

    
      “Lastly. Dokgo Ran. A.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “What did he say?”
    

    

    
      At Jin Crow's words, Ran's black eyes, which had a characteristic faint red tint, widened, and she soon scratched her head.
    

    

    
      Though she was inwardly perplexed, it was by no means a bad thing, so just as she was about to show off to the surrounding cadets.
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow put down the device he had brought with him and added.
    

    

    
      “However, since the individual assignment was co-authored, it's an F.”
    

    

    
      “Excuse me? That can't be…?”
    

    

    
      “The name Famille Dimesia was written on it. I will not accept any objections.”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Famille did not take Jin Crow's lecture.
    

    

    
      But at his words, Dokgo Ran recalled the events of yesterday, immediately understood the situation, and could only let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    

    
      At her somewhat murderous smile, the female cadets shook their heads.
    

    

    
      It would probably be quite noisy for a while.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Jin Crow finished grading and scanned the cadets.
    

    

    
      His gaze briefly landed on Idealle, but not for long.
    

    

    
      Swoosh, he swept back his slightly disheveled hair and finally opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Any questions?”
    

    

    
      The words were laden with many meanings.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      A good number of cadets, including Baek Hwi-young, raised their hands and tried to say something.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      If, at that very moment, Idealle, who had been observing quietly from the very back, had not spoken up.
    

    

    
      Naturally, all eyes gathered on her.
    

    

    
      And at her following words, not only the cadets but also the instructors looked back at Jin Crow once more.
    

    

    
      “This assignment's solution. Could you perhaps provide an explanation?”
    

    

    
      Hundreds of gazes focused on a single person, Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      No matter how stoic a person might be, it's human psychology to be shaken, even if unconsciously, when so many eyes are focused on one individual.
    

    

    
      But this was Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      He remained unconcerned by the numerous gazes fixed on him, met Idealle's eyes with his unwavering black ones, and finally nodded.
    

    

    
      “…Of course, I can.”
    

    

    
      As he linked the device he brought to the simulation behind the lectern, a blue model of Planet Aurum appeared.
    

    

    
      “A Creature invasion usually comes without a precursor.”
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      “Hypotheses about the reason are varied, but it is generally accepted that their superior species opens rifts by emitting energy comparable to humanity's hyperspace drives.”
    

    

    
      Pointing to the simulated Planet Aurum, he flicked his hand lightly, and soon a series of purple rifts shimmered in the air, and red dots began to rapidly cover the planet's sky.
    

    

    
      “The exits they emerge from have been named Void Rifts, and the best humanity can currently do is to observe a precursor about 10 to 30 seconds before it occurs and then sound an alarm. Aurum's Planetary Defense Force sounded the alarm about 7 seconds beforehand.”
    

    

    
      This was all information that had been sufficiently explained in the materials Jin Crow had posted, so there was no great commotion or surprise yet.
    

    

    
      But his words, which recited only the key points, had a clear, absorbing quality.
    

    

    
      “Here, the first mistake was made.”
    

    

    

    
      He zoomed in on the screen, which had been showing only the planet, to display the fleet stationed nearby.
    

    

    
      Despite receiving the alert, instead of moving immediately, they remained stationary for a long time, as if confirming something.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow looked at Baek Hwi-young and asked.
    

    

    
      “Cadet Baek Hwi-young, what was the method you proposed here?”
    

    

    
      “The moment the precursor to the Void Rift was confirmed, the main fleet should have bombarded the rift to establish a barrage, and then immediately requested support from the adjacent Federal Army fleet.”
    

    

    
      At Baek Hwi-young's words, most of the cadets, and even Idealle, nodded unconsciously.
    

    

    
      His words were close to the standard doctrine.
    

    

    
      But Jin Crow shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Not enough.”
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young nodded without any particular agitation, as if he had expected as much.
    

    

    
      But the others were different.
    

    

    
      They just hadn't said it out loud, but they had been thinking that there couldn't possibly be a better alternative.
    

    

    
      “The Void Rift's grade was A-class. On the other hand, the Planet Aurum Defense Force's firepower is barely enough to stop a B-class. Therefore, even if they establish a barrage, they cannot maintain it for more than three minutes. It would be a meaningful delaying tactic against the Holy Galactic Empire's fleet, but not against Creatures.”
    

    

    
      Regardless of the cadets' reactions, Jin Crow continued speaking, looking at them with an expression that said he was stating extremely obvious common sense.
    

    

    
      “Therefore, in this case, the method the Planetary Defense Force must execute for planetary defense is forced into a single option.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow displayed the materials he had prepared on the lectern's screen and indifferently moved the simulation with a wave of his fingertip.
    

    

    
      “Ram a portion of the available dreadnought-class warships, including the Canis and the Plu, into the rift, overload all their fusion reactors to scuttle them, and thus deal a blow to the rift itself. Then, with the remaining warships, strike the Void Turtles that cross the Void Rift and…”
    

    

    
      For a slightly different reason than before, the atmosphere sank in an instant.
    

    

    
      Some doubted their ears, while the cadets who understood his meaning stared at him with various expressions.
    

    

    
      “…Instructor, I have a question.”
    

    

    
      It was so shocking that a Special Ability Division cadet, who had been listening to the lecture silently until now, raised his hand and asked him with a stiff expression.
    

    

    
      “Are you perhaps explaining that we should intentionally ram the ships into the rift and blow them up?”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow stopped his ongoing explanation and shifted his gaze to the cadet who had asked the question.
    

    

    
      Then, he opened his mouth and asked back.
    

    

    
      “Well, is there another meaning to the word ‘scuttle’?”
    

    

    
      It was a chillingly dry retort.
    

    

    
      ‘Is he crazy?’
    

    

    
      ‘…Is he a psychopath?’
    

    

    
      His utter confidence was, paradoxically, what left the cadets speechless, able only to stare at him.
    

    

    
      But there was a fact they had not noticed.
    

    

    
      The fact that the instructors and Idealle, while they might question the logic of Jin Crow's words or wear expressions of displeasure, could not bring themselves to deny that he was wrong.
    

    

    
      Most of the instructors had experienced the 3rd Galactic War.
    

    

    
      Because of that, they knew.
    

    

    
      That the hell known as the battlefield was a place where, if necessary, even greater madness was required.
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      The cadets, on the other hand, were different.
    

    

    
      “How absurd.”
    

    

    
      A cadet who had been sitting quietly stood up, and following her, a series of male cadets also rose.
    

    

    
      What was peculiar was that they all had East Asian features and, moreover, stood as if they were samurai guarding her.
    

    

    
      “I had expectations since you are a veteran, but this is a disappointment. I will be taking my leave.”
    

    

    
      The actions of the girl with black hair as dark as a raven's feathers and red eyes, and the reactions of those around her, were unmistakably those of a noble.
    

    

    
      ‘Hino Kanae.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't a simple bluff.
    

    

    
      And for good reason—she was the heir to the ‘Hino’ family, who used an entire planetary system as their fief.
    

    

    
      ‘He picked the wrong one.’
    

    

    
      It was no wonder that the other instructors watching the scene thought so.
    

    

    
      The Hino family might have a small foothold within the military, but they held considerable influence in the political world.
    

    

    
      Knowing this, Hino Kanae could express her displeasure so boldly.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, their relationship with the Rosen faction wasn't bad.
    

    

    
      In other words, it was an awkward situation for Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      “You're mistaken about something. And you're arrogant.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    

    
      Most people thought so, until the very moment Jin Crow's words made her expression turn somewhat dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      “The lecture is not over yet.”
    

    

    
      As if he couldn't care less about Hino Kanae's background, Jin Crow stared at her with his characteristically dry pupils and added.
    

    

    
      “Sit down.”
    

    

    
      His voice was devoid of any emotional fluctuation, but paradoxically, because nothing could be felt, the pressure it carried was beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      “…Kuh.”
    

    

    
      And it was enough to make even Hino Kanae, who had been born into the ruling class and raised as a noble her entire life, flinch.
    

  
    Chapter 9: 

    
      A mixture of contempt, doubt, and gazes that were anything but welcoming emanated from the cadets.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      He, too, was annoyed with himself for spouting such words.
    

    

    
      ‘Although it was a method used in the original work, I can't help but feel disgusted by it.’
    

    

    
      He was no warmonger mad for battle.
    

    

    
      But unfortunately, the world the author had created was this kind of place.
    

    

    
      A swamp-like hell where one could not achieve victory without sacrifice.
    

    

    
      A place where grand causes and ethics became infinitely insignificant before the immediate reality of survival.
    

    

    
      However, he had no intention of deliberately showing the cadets the full extent of their cruel future just yet, so after making Hino Kanae sit down, he added.
    

    

    
      “Of course, I have no intention of insulting the fallen soldiers of the Defense Force for their decision not to scuttle.”
    

    

    
      This was sincere.
    

    

    
      Whether they were driven to it by their superiors or willingly threw their lives away for a greater cause, they had died honorably as soldiers on the battlefield.
    

    

    
      “They fought to the end, and the time they bought allowed at least some of the Synthetic Nation's citizens to survive.”
    

    

    
      But the vermin he was about to speak of were different.
    

    

    
      “However, the Special Mission Officers of the Planetary Defense Force are a different story. Personally, I wish those bastards had died instead.”
    

    

    
      This time, it was a rather scathing critique.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow's original personality had inadvertently surfaced, causing him to add some harsh words, but they were mixed with a good deal of sincerity.
    

    

    
      “As you all know, the number of Special Mission Officers in a Planetary Defense Force is small. The number of Special Mission Officers and NCOs reported by the Planet Aurum government was approximately 3,000. However, the number of officers with combat records after the invasion does not even reach 2,000.”
    

    

    
      Even then, the majority were low-ranking officers who were Dual Gears.
    

    

    
      The kind of individuals who would have been commissioned as Special Mission NCOs, not officers, in the Federal Army.
    

    

    
      By their very nature, the Special Mission Officers of a Planetary Defense Force were traditionally from the planet's ruling class, or those sponsored by them.
    

    

    
      If that was the case, wasn't it obvious where the remaining 1,000 had been deployed?
    

    

    
      “Even in the dire crisis of abandoning the planet, the casualties among the planetary government's council members and the Defense Force high command were infinitesimally small. A truly amazing miracle, isn't it.”
    

    

    
      No one laughed at the seemingly self-deprecating joke.
    

    

    
      It was impossible for them not to understand the true meaning behind his words.
    

    

    
      “No matter how qualitatively lacking the Defense Force's equipment was, if the infantry equipped with Powered Exoskeletons had blocked this route…”
    

    

    
      But Jin Crow paid it no mind and silently continued the explanation Idealle had requested.
    

    

    
      About half of it consisted of tactics or mistakes that the cadets could have inferred on their own, but the other half was a list of methods so extreme that even the instructors looked disgusted.
    

    

    
      The problem was that it was all quite persuasive, based on a logic that prioritized extreme efficiency.
    

    

    
      “To summarize, the reasons they were pushed to the ‘Black’ phase, the planet abandonment stage, are as follows: the tactical incompetence of the Defense Force high command, the malfeasance of the politicians, and complacency.”
    

    

    
      With those words, he fell silent.
    

    

    
      The reactions were truly varied.
    

    

    
      Some were terrified, some were deep in thought, and others… had extremely insolent eyes, like Hino Kanae.
    

    

    
      Was it because he saw her gaze?
    

    

    
      Or was it that his eyes simply landed on her, and he called her name without any emotion?
    

    

    
      “Hino Kanae.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Do you know what happened to the planet?”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow asked her, and before she could even open her mouth, he answered impassively.
    

    

    
      “The population residing on Planet Aurum was approximately 2.5 billion. The size of the Planetary Defense Force was about 1 million. They operated five fleets of their own; they were by no means a weak force.”
    

    

    
      Being adjacent to the Defense Line, their Defense Force was bloated if anything, certainly not lacking.
    

    

    
      “The invasion lasted for about 7 hours. But meaningful engagement did not even last for 3 hours.”
    

    

    
      Yet, the result was catastrophic.
    

    

    
      “The population that successfully evacuated was about 1 billion out of 2.5 billion. And even then, the majority of those were lives saved by the belatedly arrived Federal Army, who let the citizens trembling in cities outside the front lines board their ships, even exceeding the loading limits.”
    

    

    
      At this point, the atmosphere in the classroom was no longer something that could be simply described as icy.
    

    

    
      A sacrifice of 1.5 billion people.
    

    

    
      Everyone had realized it.
    

    

    
      That these things called Creatures were not simply natural disasters—not just primitive space monsters.
    

    

    
      But did the cadets know?
    

    

    
      That, compared to the disasters that would unfold in the future, the escape from Planet Aurum was so successful it could be called a miracle.
    

    

    

    
      “…Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Only then was Hino Kanae forced to temper her rebellious gaze, if only slightly.
    

    

    
      Watching their reactions, Jin Crow mulled over a question he had been feeling for a while, but could only now be certain of.
    

    

    
      ‘How can they be this complacent?’
    

    

    
      The space monsters, Creatures, were not first discovered on Planet Aurum.
    

    

    
      No matter how primitive, the number of planets they had attacked was not small, and even if most had been repelled, their danger when swarming was not something to be overlooked.
    

    

    
      ‘But everyone overlooks it. The danger of the Creatures. As if, without the precedent of Aurum, nothing would have ever happened.’
    

    

    
      It was a somewhat unsettling speculation.
    

    

    
      But nothing was certain yet.
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      He lightly tapped the lectern and said.
    

    

    
      “That’s all for this lecture.”
    

    

    
      There was nothing more to elaborate on, and the lecture time had already been exceeded by about 10 minutes.
    

    

    
      At his declaration, the cadets hesitated before getting up from their seats and heading outside.
    

    

    
      “That was an impressive lecture, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young, with his uncharacteristically gleaming gray eyes, bowed his head to him and left the classroom.
    

    

    
      With Miel following behind him, all the cadets were gone, and soon, the only ones left in the room were Jin Crow standing at the lectern and Idealle sitting in the very back.
    

    

    
      “Would you give us some space?”
    

    

    
      Her words were not directed at Jin Crow, but at the instructors accompanying her.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Commandant.”
    

    

    
      As expected of those who followed her purely out of admiration for her character rather than for factional ties, no one objected, though their eyes held concern.
    

    

    
      ‘No, in this case, is it confidence that I wouldn't be able to do anything to her?’
    

    

    
      Idealle hadn't become a war hero simply for skillfully commanding an evacuation operation.
    

    

    
      She herself, as a Special Mission Officer, was a powerful individual.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence lingered between them.
    

    

    
      Finally, the one to speak first was Idealle.
    

    

    
      “You've returned the alcohol. However, a few more bottles were empty than I remembered.”
    

    

    
      “It was a matter the Commandant herself warned me about. How could that be?”
    

    

    
      It began with simple small talk.
    

    

    
      But that was brief. Idealle tapped the table as if organizing her thoughts, then opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      “The incident on Planet Aurum is certainly unprecedented. As such, academia, the media, and the government are all on high alert. But this is too blatant.”
    

    

    
      Her words might have sounded vague at first glance, but the Aurum incident was shocking enough to rock not just the military, but the entire United Human Star Nation.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the first time humanity had encountered an alien species.
    

    

    
      But it was the first time since the war with the Empire that they had suffered such great losses in a confrontation with another race.
    

    

    
      “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “…There’s a rumor circulating within the military recently. That perhaps, we should start seeing the Creatures not as a simple disaster or a disturbance, but as an enemy of humanity, on par with the Empire.”
    

    

    
      “Which means?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, a lecture on anti-monster combat is scheduled to be newly established on a trial basis. I don't know if it's just a rumor, but I heard the budget has already been allocated.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow stared at her for a moment, and unconsciously, his hand almost reached for the hip flask in his pocket.
    

    

    
      ‘Already?’
    

    

    
      The flow of the original story had changed.
    

    

    
      It had been moved up by at least a few months.
    

    

    
      But why?
    

    

    
      To attribute it to his lecture, the Ministry of National Defense's decision was abnormally fast.
    

    

    
      …It didn't make sense.
    

    

    
      At times like this, it was a relief that Jin Crow's personality had its influence.
    

    

    
      It allowed him to maintain his expressionless face, albeit with difficulty.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, whether she knew his inner turmoil or not, Idealle added with a serious expression, even biting her lip.
    

    

    
      “And, the ones who spread that rumor were most likely the Rosen faction. I’ll ask you, Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      At that very moment, a heavy pressure began to slowly eat away at the classroom.
    

    

    
      The force was so intense that frost began to form on the windows, making it immediately clear that she was serious.
    

    

    
      Her deeply sunken white pupils captured Jin Crow’s face, and she spoke as if she would wring his neck at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Is this, too, another one of your dirty tricks to drag factional politics into the military academy?”
    

    

    
      It was a clear question, but what lay beneath it was an ice-cold certainty.
    

    

    
      And for good reason—the timing was far too coincidental.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is bad.’
    

    

    
      So much so that Jin Crow unconsciously thought so.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering Idealle’s question, he took out the hip flask he had tucked in his pocket and brought it to his lips.
    

    

    
      “What the—.”
    

    

    
      He swallowed the alcohol with a shameless composure.
    

    

    
      At his action, Idealle tried to say something, but Jin Crow, exuding a subtly changed aura, offered her a proposal instead of an answer.
    

    

    
      “Give me the instructor position for the newly established lecture. In return.”
    

    

    
      It was an absurd suggestion.
    

    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    

    
      Thinking so, Idealle was about to immediately refute his words, but she couldn’t help but shut her mouth at what followed.
    

    

    
      “The weakness of the Kukenhausen family. I will tell you that, Idealle Kukenhausen.”
    

    

    
      In that instant, Jin Crow saw it.
    

    

    
      It was only for a split second, but he saw the waver in her eyes.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “…We’ll talk next time.”
    

    

    
      After Idealle left, Jin Crow headed straight for his quarters.
    

    

    
      However, his expression was anything but bright.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      He had a lot on his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘The original story changed before I even had a chance to intervene.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't for no reason that he, who knew the future called the ‘original story’, had used the Planet Aurum case to lecture the cadets.
    

    

    
      He had been laying the groundwork for the instructor position of a lecture that would be established a few months later.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh, puff-.
    

    

    
      Upon entering his quarters, he immediately took out a cigarette, lit it, and sank into the sofa.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he loosened the black necktie that was already choking his frustrated throat and took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      “Haaah.”
    

    

    
      With a sigh laden with anguish and fatigue, hazy cigarette smoke scattered like a shimmer of heat.
    

    

    
      Watching it, Jin Crow narrowed his brow slightly and continued to think about the ‘deal’ from a moment ago.
    

    

    
      ‘The budget for the lecture has already been allocated. In that case, I have to assume the lecture is being established. Whatever the reason, I have to get it.’
    

    

    
      There is a saying, ‘gihojise’—the situation of riding a tiger.
    

    

    
      It means that if you get off the tiger's back midway, you become its next meal.
    

    

    
      His current predicament was exactly that.
    

    

    
      He had thought of and reviewed countless other methods, but to prepare for the coming doom while maintaining his status as a military academy instructor, the instructor position for the new lecture was absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      ‘My authority will only grow stronger from now on.’
    

    

    
      It was an extremely logical conclusion.
    

    

    
      Every time the Creatures brutally trampled a planet, the military would have no choice but to raise its vigilance against them.
    

    

    
      In that sense, mentioning the ‘weakness of the Kukenhausen family’ to Idealle was a necessary gamble.
    

    

    
      It was a waste to use it so early, but what could he do?
    

    

    
      For him, who had no foundation whatsoever, the information from the original story was his only source of power.
    

    

    
      “Now, is all that’s left to wait?”
    

    

    
      The decision was not yet his to make.
    

    

    
      But the expression on Jin Crow’s face, as he brought another cigarette to his lips, was quite calm.
    

    

    
      It was likely because he had an inkling.
    

    

    
      ‘Idealle has no choice but to accept this deal.’
    

    

    
      …Or so he thought.
    

  
    Chapter 10: 

    
      In a study where soft lighting flickered.
    

    

    
      “Hmm, hmm-hmm.”
    

    

    
      Bottles of liquor decorated on one side added to the ambiance.
    

    

    
      It was a room steeped in nostalgia for the past, to the extent that someone with a deep appreciation would instantly recognize the owner's taste.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man sitting on the antique sofa in its center cut the tip of a cigar with a practiced hand and poured whiskey into a glass.
    

    

    
      〔H-Help me!〕
    

    

    
      And at that moment, a desperate scream echoed from the large, Gothic-style speaker on one wall.
    

    

    
      〔Th-This is Reumal. Reumal Planetary Defense Force! Space, no. C-Creatures have invaded! Requesting support! Support!〕
    

    
      〔Gyaaaaaaaah!〕
    

    

    
      The screams piercing through the speaker filled the room.
    

    

    
      It was enough to give one goosebumps even if it were merely a performance, yet the middle-aged man simply lit his cigar, calmly humming a tune.
    

    

    
      “Hooo.”
    

    

    
      From beneath his well-groomed white beard, thick smoke escaped his lips, scattering as if to crumble against the yellow light.
    

    

    
      His composed demeanor was even rather chilling, but as if unconcerned by the gazes of others, the middle-aged man simply swirled the glass in his hand, appreciating the screams and cries of the battlefield.
    

    

    
      Yes, as if it were a pleasant piece of classical music.
    

    

    
      Creeak-.
    

    

    
      But that, too, was brief.
    

    

    
      The firmly shut door opened, and a female secretary who entered approached the middle-aged man, adjusted her slightly slipped glasses, and said.
    

    

    
      “A variable has occurred.”
    

    

    
      “Hoho, in a tedious life, variables are a joy. Well, what is it?”
    

    

    
      Even in her grave tone, the middle-aged man asked back, completely unconcerned.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    

    
      The female secretary, with a face that seemed a bit more composed, delivered her message.
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow. He has been lecturing the cadets of the Central Special Mission Military Academy, mentioning the recent incident on Planet Aurum. Shouldn't we find out what he's thinking?”
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow did?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man bit down on the tip of the cigar in his mouth.
    

    

    
      One might have thought he was displeased.
    

    

    
      But as someone who had assisted him for a very long time, she instantly recognized it as a habit he displayed when deep in thought and remained silent.
    

    

    
      〔I-It's over. It’s all ov—*Bang!*〕
    

    

    
      Of course, even during that time, the desperate screams of soldiers echoed from the speaker, but neither the middle-aged man nor his secretary paid them any mind.
    

    

    
      How long did that strange silence continue?
    

    

    
      “I see. So that's what it is.”
    

    

    
      “Sir?”
    

    

    
      When she questioned his cryptic muttering, the middle-aged man replied with a faint smile on his lips.
    

    

    
      “Do you still not understand? This is the answer he sent.”
    

    

    
      “……Then?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, it seems that even if he was broken, his fundamental nature hasn't gone anywhere.”
    

    

    

    
      The faint smile had now turned into a delight-filled one with admiration.
    

    

    
      But unlike the middle-aged man, the female secretary standing beside him spoke cautiously with an even more serious expression.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow is dangerous. If by some chance he were to change his mind…”
    

    

    
      Her words were clearly a loyal warning.
    

    

    
      But unlike her, who always wrestled with documents, to the middle-aged man, it was nothing more than a meaningless worry.
    

    

    
      Inhale, exhale-.
    

    

    
      He blew out acrid smoke between short breaths.
    

    

    
      “Karin.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever he does, let's leave him be for the time being.”
    

    

    
      “……Yes.”
    

    

    
      It was a coercive command without any explanation.
    

    

    
      But in that moment, the only option allowed to her was to nod her head.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      There was no way the middle-aged man before her would make a wrong judgment.
    

    

    
      It wasn't simple faith, but something that bordered on fanaticism.
    

    

    
      〔G-God. P-Please have mercy…….〕
    

    

    
      Of course, even during that brief conversation, the requiem, with the soldiers' screams as its melody, continued to play on, endlessly impassive.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Idealle's answer came sooner than expected.
    

    
      Late at night, when he was lost in thought and unable to sleep, his Watch chimed.
    

    

    
      [The park behind the quarters. - Idealle]
    

    

    
      Jin Crow got up from his bed and slightly raised the blinds.
    

    

    
      ‘If it’s the park behind…’
    

    

    
      It was a park made for the welfare of the instructors, but since they were such busy people, it was sparsely populated, making it a suitable place for a secret meeting in many ways.
    

    

    
      Being summoned there implied a great deal.
    

    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    

    
      He threw on the overcoat he had tossed on a chair and stepped outside. 
    

    

    
      As he passed through the hallway and down the stairs, the corporal on guard duty asked in a strictly business-like tone.
    

    

    
      “To the training grounds, sir?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Understood. Loyalty.”
    

    

    
      Since he had been consistently training at dawn for the past few days, there was no particular suspicion.
    

    

    
      As he headed towards the back park, his Watch chimed again.
    

    

    
      [To the maze garden inside. - Idealle]
    

    

    
      Such a cautious woman.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow let out an involuntary smirk and headed for the rendezvous point she had designated.
    

    

    
      When he reached the maze garden, Idealle, who had arrived beforehand, was silently watching him.
    

    

    
      “Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      “Have you made your decision?”
    

    

    
      As expected, the instructors who usually accompanied her were not present.
    

    

    
      A thought crossed his mind.
    

    

    
      Was she aware?
    

    

    
      That no matter how much they claimed to follow her of their own free will, to others, they still looked like a small faction of their own.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no way she doesn’t know.’
    

    

    
      Whether by instinct or calculation, the way she subtly pushed them away suggested she wasn't completely oblivious.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh, puff-.
    

    

    
      As he put a black cigarette to his lips with that thought, Idealle’s eyebrow twitched slightly.
    

    
      But that was brief. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps realizing she had no grounds to scold him since it was clearly a meeting after work hours, she went straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “First, I’ll ask. Is all of this the will of the faction behind you?”
    

    

    
      “Is that important?”
    

    

    
      “It is. If it is, then I will leave this place.”
    

    

    
      She wasn't the type to make empty threats.
    

    

    
      Knowing this, Jin Crow conveyed his intentions to her as plainly as possible.
    

    

    
      “Rosen won't be unaware. But if this incident has displeased them, I too will pay the price.”
    

    

    
      “Which means…”
    

    

    
      “Yes, this was entirely my own decision.”
    

    

    
      An answer didn't come back immediately.
    

    

    
      Only Idealle’s characteristic white eyes stared intently at him, as if reading the truth.
    

    

    
      But the silence was brief, and soon, a voice mixed with doubt escaped her lips.
    

    

    
      “……Why?”
    

    

    
      Her narrowed eyes and her question were not without reason.
    

    

    
      The large-scale invasion of the Creatures targeting Planet Aurum would later be remembered as a symbolic declaration of war, called the ‘Aurum Shock,’ but for the Idealle of the present, his actions held nothing but risk.
    

    

    
      Humans generally react negatively to things they cannot understand.
    

    

    
      Perhaps there was another motive.
    

    

    
      And Idealle was no different.
    

    

    
      “Does the reason matter?”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      But for now, he couldn't satisfy all of her questions.
    

    

    
      One misstep could shatter the delicate balance maintained between suspicion and distrust.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the path he chose was to not give her time to think.
    

    

    
      “What I proposed wasn't an agreement or cooperation to bare our positions and inner thoughts, but purely a transaction.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, he took the black cigarette that had burned down almost to the end from his lips, stubbed it out in a portable ashtray, and took out a micro hard drive from his pocket.
    

    

    
      “It's not enough to bring down the Kukenhausen family, but it's information that can at least leave a scratch.”
    

    

    
      He said it as if it were no big deal, but being able to inflict even a ‘scratch’ on a corrupt powerhouse like the Kukenhausens, who held so much power and vested interests, was by no means an easy feat.
    

    

    
      Whoosh…….
    

    

    
      A timely breeze swirled between the two before disappearing.
    

    

    
      Idealle’s lips trembled several times as if she were about to say something but held back, and then she finally spat out the words as if exhaling.
    

    

    
      “……Yes, that's all it was.”
    

    

    
      The emotion in her voice was not simple, but endlessly murky, making it impossible to guess her inner thoughts.
    

    

    
      But one thing was certain: she had decided to accept this deal.
    

    

    
      “In three days, there will be an instructor's meeting to deliberate on the newly established lecture. Should I support you then?”
    

    

    
      “There’s not much else you can do, is there?”
    

    

    
      “……Yes, that’s right.”
    

    

    
      Only after Idealle’s self-deprecating voice brushed past his ear did he realize he had spoken in a sarcastic tone without meaning to.
    

    

    
      But knowing this wasn't the time to worry about such trivial behavior, he stored the micro hard drive he had brought back into his pocket and said.
    

    

    
      “Then, I'll be going.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At his clean ending, Idealle immediately turned and disappeared beyond the maze garden.
    

    
      It was only natural, as there was no reason to exit through the same entrance and create gossip.
    

    

    
      ‘Now, all that's left is Rosen's choice.’
    

    

    
      As she had said, Idealle, who had broken away from her family half-willingly and half-unwillingly, could only offer a handful of support.
    

    

    
      But would Rosen, who was fighting tooth and nail with other factions for dominance in the original story, just stand by and watch such a good opportunity?
    

    

    
      Beep-.
    

    

    
      Just then, an alert chimed on his Watch.
    

    

    
      [Proceed.]
    

    

    
      “The first gamble was a smooth success.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the text from a restricted number, he couldn't help but smile with a mixture of relief and satisfaction.
    

    

    
      But this was just the beginning.
    

    

    
      Complacency was forbidden.
    

    

    
      With that thought, he put another cigarette to his lips and turned back the way he came.
    

    

    
      If he lingered for a bit before returning, they would just think, ‘Did his training end a little early?’
    

    

    
      “……Unbelievable.”
    

    

    
      But it was at that very moment.
    

    

    
      As he turned his gaze toward a familiar yet chilling voice that brushed past his ear, a lock of red hair peeking out from behind a park tree caught his eye.
    

    

    
      Thud-.
    

    

    
      Instantly recognizing the owner of the hair, Jin Crow couldn't help but mutter as the cigarette in his mouth fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Obia?”
    

    

    
      “Y-Yes?”
    

    

    
      At his low murmur, she peeked her head out as if she had been waiting.
    

    

    
      Her movement was rather cheerful, but seeing her flushed expression and trembling red pupils, he couldn't help but have ominous thoughts.
    

    

    
      “……Did you hear everything?”
    

    

    
      Had he brought his hip flask?
    

    

    
      No, before that, he didn't have his sword.
    

    

    
      He couldn't cause a disturbance.
    

    

    
      But if she had heard about the deal with Idealle…
    

    

    
      “Well……. I didn't hear everything. But I'll keep it a secret!”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow's eyes darkened.
    

    

    
      At the same time, cold sweat poured down his back like crazy.
    

    

    
      The person was bad, the situation was bad, and everything was the worst.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-.
    

    

    
      Because of that, just as he was about to resort to his last option and pull out his hip flask.
    

    

    
      “A secret rendezvous late at night, between a notoriously strict superior and her stoic subordinate, who are rumored not to get along…! Kyaaaaaaah!”
    

    

    
      Obia muttered with a completely flushed face and then quickly dashed off into the woods.
    

    
      Thanks to her, Jin Crow could only mutter in a daze.
    

    

    
      “……What kind of bullshit is this?”
    

    

    
      It seemed things had gotten twisted in a different direction.
    

  
    Chapter 11: 

    
      It wasn't often that a new lecture was established at the Central Special Mission Military Academy.
    

    

    
      After all, since its existence from the First Galactic War, it already had every lecture imaginable.
    

    

    
      But this time was different.
    

    

    
      Wasn't this a lecture on how to fight against the very beings that, until just recently, were treated as beasts or monsters?
    

    

    
      So much so that even the directive from the Ministry of National Defense was exceedingly vague.
    

    

    
      「To be operated as a joint course, not a regular one.」
    

    

    
      Cadets at the military academy usually take lectures from their respective combat departments as their major, and receive the necessary theory and doctrine for officers as their minor.
    

    

    
      A joint course is a lecture that doesn't fall into either of these two categories, and it often lies somewhere between the combat and theory departments.
    

    

    
      In other words, even the Ministry of National Defense had yet to establish clear guidelines for the Anti-Creature Combat lecture.
    

    

    
      ‘Passing the buck and putting on a show. The virtues of the military.’
    

    

    
      Was it thanks to this, or because of it?
    

    

    
      With several factions showing a lukewarm response, thinking there wasn't much to gain, Jin Crow was able to become the instructor for the newly established lecture without any major incidents.
    

    

    
      That wasn't to say the deal with Idealle had been completely unnecessary.
    

    

    
      Even if it wasn't a particularly profitable position, factional disputes were, by nature, all about tripping each other up.
    

    

    
      “The results of the vote. 33 in favor, 29 against. With 3 abstentions, Instructor Jin Crow will take charge of the newly established Anti-Creature Combat lecture.”
    

    

    
      At Idealle’s declaration, Jin Crow rose from his seat and gave a slight nod, and soon the half-hearted applause of the instructors filled the conference room.
    

    

    
      Clap, clap clap…….
    

    

    
      Of course, no one thought there was any sincerity in that applause.
    

    

    
      Rather, the instructors couldn't help but dart their eyes between Idealle and Jin Crow, as for them, this was an endlessly bewildering result.
    

    

    
      ‘Why would Idealle support Jin Crow…?’
    

    

    
      ‘Don't tell me, did he get in line with the Rosen side?’
    

    

    
      ‘That can't be right. She's a woman who detested factionalism so much…’
    

    

    
      What more needed to be said when even the instructors from the pro-Rosen faction who had supported Jin Crow wore dazed expressions?
    

    

    
      But as there was no need to resolve their questions, Jin Crow and Idealle left the conference room as if by agreement, without even a brief exchange of glances.
    

    

    
      “……Ha.”
    

    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    

    
      The instructors, faced with a situation they couldn't comprehend, left their seats with their own different thoughts, speculations, disappointments, and expectations.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the atmosphere around the instructors on the so-called pro-Idealle side, who had silently cast their votes in favor despite Idealle's incomprehensible request, was different from the others.
    

    

    
      They were all busy observing the expression of Idealle, and as she left the conference room and headed for her office, her face was, unlike ever before, endlessly hardened.
    

    

    
      ‘Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      To them, there was no other choice but to think that Jin Crow was the reason.
    

    

    
      Wasn't this the first time that the woman who despised factionalism, who subtly pushed away even those who followed her out of pure respect, had dipped her toes into factional politics?
    

    

    
      Their thought was that it could never have been of her own volition.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the instructors could only watch Idealle’s retreating back with pity, suppressing the urge to march up to Jin Crow and grab him by the collar.
    

    

    
      But they did not know.
    

    

    
      That this was not blackmail, but a transaction.
    

    

    
      ‘……If that information is truly real.’
    

    

    
      And that in that moment, Idealle’s anger was not directed at Jin Crow, but at her own family.
    

    

    
      ‘I must stop it. Even if it means bringing down my own family with my own hands.’
    

    

    
      But before her anger and the instructors' misunderstanding could be resolved in any way.
    

    

    
      「[Breaking News] Remal, an industrial planet in the Eastern Defense Line, invaded by space monsters, 'Creatures'.」
    

    
      「Planet damage level 'Black'…… Essentially in the planet abandonment phase.」
    

    
      「Planet Remal Defense Force practically annihilated. Survivors estimated to be less than 10%……」
    

    
      「'Has the Synthetic Nation's Federal Government abandoned its people?' Separatist group 'Red Hand' releases a statement.」
    

    

    
      Once again, shocking news struck the military academy.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      ‘……Was it this bad?’
    

    

    
      The tragedy of Planet Remal was unfolding with information being released even faster than during the Planet Aurum incident.
    

    

    
      This was because Planet Remal was surprisingly well-known within the United Human Star Nation, and the most decisive reason was that the few survivors had been rescued not by the Federal Army, but by the separatist terrorist group 'Red Hand', which had been conducting guerilla warfare in a nearby region.
    

    

    
      “Red Hand. An anti-government organization that criticizes the United Human Star Nation's militarism and ochlocracy.”
    

    

    
      The tragedy of Planet Remal, and its few survivors falling into the hands of those who desire internal strife—the outcome was obvious.
    

    
      The internet was already a battleground, rife with pro-government, anti-government, and neutral factions, as well as information on the Creatures, and analysis of the damage, while protests demanding an explanation from the Federal Government were breaking out like wildfire on every planet.
    

    

    
      ‘Of the 3 billion population, not even 100 million survived. A tragedy.’
    

    

    
      Three billion here was different from the three billion on Aurum.
    

    

    
      If the United Human Star Nation had something to say to the survivors back then, this time, it did not.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh, puff-.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow slowly leaned back against the sofa, which had now become his armchair, and exhaled smoke that pressed down on his lungs.
    

    

    
      ‘Not bad. No, in this case, is it a good thing?’
    

    

    
      From now on, every time the danger of the Creatures was highlighted, the value of Jin Crow himself would also rise.
    

    

    
      It couldn't be, but it felt as if the timing of this incident was almost too perfect.
    

    

    
      But why?
    

    

    
      It was clearly a beneficial event, yet it left a particularly bitter taste in his mouth.
    

    

    
      It was the same as when he had mentioned the self-needling before.
    

    

    
      “……It’s not easy to adapt.”
    

    

    
      As an avid reader who had gone through the original 「Galactic Chronicles」 dozens of times, he knew he had to harden his heart from the beginning.
    

    

    
      Because of that, he also understood that considering the future damages, the incidents on Aurum and Remal were just the beginning, 'minor' damage.
    

    

    
      But it was frustrating.
    

    

    
      It felt as if all sorts of emotions were tightening around his neck like a chain.
    

    

    
      Sizzle-.
    

    

    
      He stubbed out the cigarette in his mouth.
    

    

    
      Then he threw on his overcoat and rose from his seat.
    

    

    
      ‘Time to train.’
    

    

    
      Training was all that was left.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, there was something he had realized while going back and forth to the training grounds the other day.
    

    

    
      ‘It's not a Double Gear. Something is strange.’
    

    

    
      There was the word 'Error' written after 'Dual', and above all, his intuition was screaming like crazy.
    

    

    
      The question remained.
    

    

    
      Was the damage sustained on the battlefield truly the only reason Jin Crow had become like this?
    

    

    
      Knock, knock-.
    

    

    
      His thoughts were cut off there.
    

    

    
      He shifted his gaze to the door where the knocking sound came from, and soon pressed the switch next to his quarters' door to open it.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow, here is a brief proposal for the new lecture's curriculum and recruitment process.”
    

    

    
      A man with familiar brown hair.
    

    

    
      It was Assistant Instructor Ginatio Rowen, with whom he had clashed in the lecture hall before.
    

    

    
      “In addition, this is the projected budget and a list of cadets who have expressed interest in applying.”
    

    

    
      He handed over the documents one after another, unconcerned with Jin Crow’s reaction.
    

    

    
      “Right.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow also didn't ask questions like, ‘Why are you the one bringing this?’
    

    

    
      He had half-expected Idealle to attach some kind of safety measure like this.
    

    

    
      “Are you the assistant instructor for this lecture as well?”
    

    

    
      “……Yes, that’s right.”
    

    

    
      Rather, it was Ginatio Rowen who was taken aback by his composed attitude.
    

    

    
      But, even at his reaction, Jin Crow simply skimmed through the documents he had been handed.
    

    

    
      ‘This… isn't bad.’
    

    

    
      The list of cadets was quite substantial.
    

    

    
      So much so that a satisfied smile inadvertently formed on his lips.
    

    

    
      ‘But it’s not enough.’
    

    

    
      In the novel, countless people hunted Creatures alongside the protagonist, ‘Baek Hwi-young’, but among them were those who were unparalleled.
    

    

    
      The so-called 「Standard-bearers of the Stars」.
    

    

    
      Peers from the Central Special Mission Military Academy who would later become generals, each having torn hundreds of billions of Creatures to shreds.
    

    

    
      ‘Famille D'megeard.’
    

    

    
      Fortunately, she was the only one currently at the military academy whose name was not on the list.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “……It’s creepy. Unpleasantly so.”
    

    

    
      Unlike Jin Crow's, her endlessly shining golden hair swayed with the trembling of her shoulders, and her characteristic blue eyes also contorted in displeasure.
    

    

    
      At that, Dokgo Ran, standing before her, cracked her knuckles, her bronze muscles twitching.
    

    

    

    
      “It should be creepy. How dare he mess with my A-grade assignment?!”
    

    

    
      “Not you……. No, a gorilla charging at me is certainly creepy in a different sense.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, let's see you get beaten to a pulp by a gorilla today!”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran immediately kicked off the ground.
    

    

    
      KABOOOOOM!
    

    

    
      The floor of the training ground, made of reinforced alloy, instantly buckled, and as Dokgo Ran leaped dozens of meters in a split second, Famille couldn't help but let out a sigh.
    

    

    
      ‘That instructor, honestly. Would it kill him to just give a D+?’
    

    

    
      Since the man was already rumored to be sensitive, he must have held a grudge against Dokgo Ran for her earlier provocation.
    

    

    
      “If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have gotten a failing grade! My assignment was perfect!”
    

    

    
      “Ran, you went to sleep after writing less than half of it……. Ugh, forget it.”
    

    

    
      She didn't bother saying that it would have been an F if she hadn't touched it.
    

    

    
      If she could reason with words, she wouldn't be a gorilla.
    

    

    
      Woooong-.
    

    

    
      At that very moment, Famille’s fingertips, for a fleeting instant, pointed towards Dokgo Ran, who was throwing a punch that broke the sound barrier.
    

    

    
      “Huh, huh?”
    

    

    
      In that moment, all Dokgo Ran could do was watch Famille click her tongue in a pathetic manner through her rapidly flipping vision.
    

    

    
      “Your goal is to spar anyway, right? Then I'll end it quickly for you.”
    

    

    
      Space separates and rotates.
    

    

    
      The principle is simple.
    

    

    
      The reassembly of extended force, and its release.
    

    

    
      CRUUUUUNCH!
    

    

    
      “Gueeeehk!”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran’s body was launched in the exact same direction it had come from, and thanks to that, the floor was completely torn apart, scattering steel fragments in all directions.
    

    

    
      Swish-swish-swish-swish!
    

    

    
      Since all the floor panels were made of reinforced alloy, each one rushed towards Famille like a sharp dagger, but she simply isolated the space where the fragments floated with an endlessly indifferent hand and spoke.
    

    

    
      「Compress.」
    

    

    
      The short utterance was not spoken through her vocal cords.
    

    

    
      It was merely a wave of her ability, manipulated by her will.
    

    

    
      But this anomaly was no illusion.
    

    

    
      Woooong-.
    

    

    
      Her blue eyes flashed, and the formless space that shot out from her fingertips engulfed Dokgo Ran, who was just getting back on her feet.
    

    

    
      “Ptui-.”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran spat out red saliva.
    

    

    
      The scratch on her cheek from the alloy healed quickly, and a smile spread across her lips.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, this is how it should be!”
    

    

    
      The frantic appearance from a moment ago was gone.
    

    

    
      Her characteristic reddish-black eyes were now filled with the emotion Famille found most troublesome—a love of battle.
    

    

    
      “……I think I'll have to take a slightly longer bath today.”
    

    

    

    
      How did she end up with such a ruffian by her side? 
    

    

    
      Famille sighed and immediately twisted her fingertips, severing space dozens of times in an instant.
    

    

    
      「Disassemble.」
    

    
      「Assemble.」
    

    

    
      Deconstruction is the reverse of assembly.
    

    

    
      Following her will, her inner Gear rotated rapidly, instantly creating something from nothing and manipulating space.
    

    

    
      CRUUUUUNCH!
    

    

    
      RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!
    

    

    
      The training ground floor supporting her shot up into the air in an instant, and space itself, imbued with malice, descended upon Dokgo Ran.
    

    

    
      And, sitting just below the training ground ceiling, Famille D'megeard, who had piled it up like a fortress, made the flickering lights her chandelier and created a throne from the twisted alloy, seating herself upon it.
    

    

    
      “If you can reach me up here, I'll give you an apology, Ran.”
    

    

    
      “And throw in a one-month pass for the snack bar!”
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran was swallowed by the encroaching forest of cement.
    

    

    
      “……Oh my?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Famille, who had been about to take out her device with a bored expression to work on her overdue assignments, spotted a man standing beyond the training ground and let out an involuntary gasp.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow?”
    

    

    
      It was quite an unexpected appearance.
    

  
    Chapter 12: 

    
      “Famille? I saw her flying towards the training ground with Ran trailing behind her a while ago….”
    

    

    
      Although it sounded like they were describing Dokgo Ran as some kind of beast, he realized there was no other way to put it and made his way to the training ground.
    

    

    
      And soon, what he was faced with was…….
    

    

    
      “Ugh, uwaaaaaaah!”
    

    

    
      “Run away!”
    

    

    
      It was a scene of utter chaos at the training ground.
    

    

    
      “Haha, I told them not to tear up the ground.”
    

    

    
      “Let's just have a smoke. There's no stopping them.”
    

    

    
      “……Aren't there any Creatures around? Maybe they could come and drag those two away.”
    

    

    
      The ground shaking was a given, and the androids and soldiers in charge of facility management walked out of the training ground with looks of resignation, each lighting a cigarette.
    

    

    
      Their expressions showed that this was an all-too-familiar sight.
    

    

    
      Only then did Jin Crow recall that in the original novel, Dokgo Ran and Famille had destroyed at least five training grounds before graduation, and he couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.
    

    

    
      ‘Monsters.’
    

    

    
      There was a reason the Central Special Mission Military Academy received special treatment.
    

    

    
      Taking in the sight, Jin Crow took a hip flask from his coat and took a sip.
    

    

    
      -Drug Addiction (30min).
    

    

    
      Not only did he lack the confidence to endure this sober, but if he were to get swept up in it by any chance, it would all be over.
    

    

    
      It might not be enough, but it was better to have this much insurance.
    

    

    
      Of course, to others, he might look like a madman drinking while the training ground was on the verge of collapse, but what could he do?
    

    

    
      If necessary, he had to become even worse.
    

    

    
      And so, he stepped inside, and the scene he soon encountered was truly a spectacle.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      The floor and walls of the training ground, roughly the size of a baseball stadium, crashed down on Dokgo Ran like a tidal wave.
    

    

    
      What was even more terrifying was that the emotion on Dokgo Ran's face as she faced it all alone was not fear or despair, but joy.
    

    

    
      ‘……To think that even this isn’t her full power, hah.’
    

    

    
      Her outstretched fist tore through the surging walls and space in a single blow, and the resulting shockwave violently battered the window where Jin Crow stood.
    

    

    
      C-c-crack.
    

    

    
      He couldn't help but be appalled that the glass, which was supposedly the same type used in space battleships, was actually cracking, even if only slightly.
    

    

    
      “……Oh my?”
    

    

    
      Just then, the eyes of Famille, who was sitting arrogantly on her throne in the center of the training ground as if she were a queen, blinked.
    

    

    
      Soon, a voice slipped past her lips and brushed against his ears.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow?”
    

    

    
      Apparently, it was quite unexpected for him to have come all the way inside the training ground looking for them.
    

    

    
      However, that momentary lapse in concentration was not a good thing for her, nor for Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!
    

    

    
      Soon after, Dokgo Ran, having pulverized all the walls that had surged like a tidal wave, leaped into the air and burst into a maniacal laugh.
    

    

    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaah!”
    

    

    
      “……W-wait a minute!”
    

    

    
      She had completely lost it.
    

    

    
      Only then did Famille realize something was wrong and urgently try to calm her down, but.
    

    

    
      「Dokgo Style, Ran Form.」
    

    
      「Explosive Thunder Fist.」
    

    

    
      It was impossible for her words to reach Dokgo Ran, who had already lost half her reason to the excitement of battle.
    

    

    
      “Hnngh!”
    

    

    
      She hurriedly scattered the alloy plates she had been using as a throne and scraped together all her remaining power to erect walls.
    

    

    
      CRUUUUUUUUUNCH!
    

    

    
      The earth trembled with a horrifying sound.
    

    

    
      Space shattered, and faced with such overwhelming, materialized violence, Famille could only bite her lip.
    

    

    
      ‘G-going all out, what is she thinking!?’
    

    

    
      It might have been different if she had her Special Mission Armament.
    

    

    
      No matter how promising a Supernatural Triple Gear she was, dealing with Ran was a struggle.
    

    

    
      “Kyahahahahahahat!”
    

    

    
      It was better for her peace of mind to discard any hope like, ‘Maybe Dokgo Ran will come to her senses?’ from the start.
    

    

    
      Because of that, she had no choice but to take a short, deep breath and opt for a gamble.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Just then, her own reflection appeared in Dokgo Ran's dark red eyes as she pierced through the final wall.
    

    

    
      “Got y-!”
    

    

    
      “You brought this on yourself. Who told you to get an F?”
    

    

    
      Muttering words of resentment and self-justification, she spread her fingertips.
    

    

    
      Then, she glanced at Jin Crow, who happened to be staring intently at her, and opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      「Refraction.」
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      The fist that had clearly been aimed at Famille twisted away as if it had slipped.
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran's reason returned slightly as she realized something was wrong, but the moment she saw someone's face getting closer, she couldn't help but turn pale.
    

    

    
      “Ah? Uh, uh?”
    

    

    
      The slightly cracked window for some reason.
    

    

    
      The face visible beyond it was familiar.
    

    

    
      No, how could it be just familiar?
    

    

    
      For better or worse, he was an instructor so famous within the academy that not knowing him would make you a spy.
    

    

    
      The problem was that the destination of the fist she had just thrown with all her might was him.
    

    

    
      “G-get out of the way! I said, get out of the way!”
    

    

    
      She belatedly screamed, but it was a struggle that was far too late.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Finally, her fist struck the training ground wall, which was already precariously standing due to Famille's ability, and the collapsing wall instantly engulfed Jin Crow and Dokgo Ran.
    

    

    
      ‘I-I’m screwed.’
    

    

    

    
      Even for a Superhuman, being crushed by a building while defenseless was bound to leave at least a scratch.
    

    

    
      The problem, however, was that the price for that scratch was attacking an instructor.
    

    

    
      Pant, pant-.
    

    

    
      Famille was her last hope, but she too had no strength left after using Refraction just now.
    

    

    
      However, she hadn't refracted Dokgo Ran's attack without thinking.
    

    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    

    
      Soon, the sound of a short click of the tongue brushed past the dazed Dokgo Ran's ear.
    

    

    
      It wasn't an emotion like disappointment.
    

    

    
      ‘Annoyance?’
    

    

    
      Yes, it was more like a low sigh filled with the annoyance of having been caught up in something pointless.
    

    

    
      *Shing,* a sword was drawn.
    

    

    
      Then, in a flash, a brilliant gleam of light was followed by a vibration that shook her to the core, as if something heavy had fallen.
    

    

    
      “Guek!”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran fully regained her senses precisely after her head had been slammed down at someone's feet.
    

    

    
      Sniffle, sob…….
    

    

    
      It wasn't just that her head had hit the floor.
    

    

    
      It was as good as being slammed down with the speed of her Explosive Thunder Fist, so even for someone as durable as her, the pain was enough to bring tears to her eyes.
    

    

    
      But the pain was momentary, and a question arose.
    

    

    

    
      ‘It doesn’t hurt?’
    

    

    
      The pain from hitting her head was brief, and after that, there was no pressure at all from the building debris that should have been crushing her back and body.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the very moment she blinked her questioning eyes and raised her head.
    

    

    
      “Dokgo Ran.”
    

    

    
      *Click.* Along with the sound, Jin Crow sheathed his Special Mission Armament, a jet-black longsword, at his waist and stared intently at Dokgo Ran, who was collapsed at his feet.
    

    

    
      “……Ah.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Dokgo Ran realize.
    

    

    
      That he had cut down the debris of the building that had been collapsing towards her and Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Famille, who had approached at some point, opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      “Instructor, I have been wronged.”
    

    

    
      Famille spoke calmly while wiping the dust and sweat from her face with a handkerchief, but her expression, which clearly said she'd gotten into deep trouble, was a sight to behold.
    

    

    
      “Ah……. Th-that is, this wasn't me trying to attack you, Instructor…….”
    

    

    
      On the other hand, Dokgo Ran, for some reason, had a tearful, pale face and was on the verge of begging for forgiveness.
    

    

    
      But that too was only for a moment.
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran soon began pointing a finger at Famille, who was standing behind her, looking neat and tidy as if she had never broken a sweat.
    

    

    
      “No, this is your fault in the first place, Famille!”
    

    

    
      “What did I do?”
    

    

    
      “You wrote your name on my assignment…!”
    

    

    
      “You said you were doing the assignment and then you fell asleep, didn't you? It was going to be an F anyway, so what does it matter?”
    

    

    
      “Th-that's!”
    

    

    
      The sight of them passing the blame to each other was truly a spectacle.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, Jin Crow took a cigarette from his pocket and put it in his mouth.
    

    

    
      Flick, puff-.
    

    

    
      The flint of the lighter spun briefly.
    

    

    
      A flame flickered, and the acrid smoke that pressed on his lungs dispersed into the air like a heat haze.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……C-cough.”
    

    

    
      Was it said that silent anger is the most frightening kind?
    

    

    
      Even Dokgo Ran and Famille, who had been blaming each other for a while, couldn't help but shut their mouths as Jin Crow smoked his cigarette without a word.
    

    

    
      “Wh-what happened?”
    

    

    
      “The, the training ground…….”
    

    

    
      Following that, the instructors, cadets, and the Military Police who had sensed the commotion approached, and as the smoke cleared, they all let out gasps.
    

    

    
      “……They've really caused a major incident.”
    

    

    
      At the words of a military police officer who looked fed up, even the others nodded inadvertently.
    

    

    
      The instructors, cadets, and even the Military Police were all within the category of Superhumans, even if there were differences in their ranks.
    

    

    
      However, even for them, the sight of a completely demolished wall of the training ground was not a matter to be laughed off.
    

    

    
      ‘Of all people, Jin Crow had to be the one to get involved.’
    

    

    
      ‘Considering what happened last time with Dokgo Ran, it'll be hard to let this slide.’
    

    

    
      ‘She picked the wrong person. He must have been grinding his teeth, waiting for an opportunity.’
    

    

    
      Moreover, the perpetrator and the victim were clear.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the surrounding instructors and military police also began to grow tense.
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, Jin Crow wasn't one to go on a rampage, but it was a different story once he snapped.
    

    

    
      They had seen it once before, hadn't they?
    

    

    
      A snapped Jin Crow was an extremely awkward opponent to deal with, even for the instructors and military police.
    

    

    
      Indeed, just standing in front of him was suffocating due to his unique aura.
    

    

    
      “Um, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      One of the instructors standing nearby cautiously called out to Jin Crow, who was silently smoking amidst the debris.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he took a step forward, tightly gripping his dagger-shaped Special Mission 
    

    

    
      Armament so he could subdue him at any moment.
    

    

    
      “First, please calm down.”
    

    

    
      But at that very moment, he indifferently stubbed out the half-smoked black cigarette in a portable ashtray, narrowed his eyes slightly, and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Dokgo Ran, Famille D'megeard.”
    

    

    
      It was just a low utterance of their names, but the surrounding atmosphere instantly stiffened.
    

    

    
      Just as even the dispatched regular soldiers were swallowing nervously, Jin Crow's mouth finally opened.
    

    

    
      “Both of you, follow me to the instructor's office.”
    

    

    
      With those words, he took his hand off the Special Mission Armament it had been resting on and turned around.
    

    

    
      Dazed gazes from those around him followed his every move.
    

    

    
      However, he paid them no mind, simply brushing back his slightly disheveled hair and adding a word to a nearby military police officer.
    

    

    
      “Report to the Headmaster. I'll send these cadets to the Military Police after I have a talk with them. Is that acceptable?”
    

    

    
      “Yes? Ah, yes! Understood!”
    

    

    
      The short-haired female military police officer hurriedly nodded at the question-like command, and Jin Crow walked past her as if it were only natural.
    

    

    
      “……A-are we saved?”
    

    

    
      “Shut up and follow. Hah.”
    

    

    
      Soon, Famille followed behind him, levitating the dazed and muttering Dokgo Ran in the air.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……Wow.”
    

    

    
      A strange silence remained in the spot where the main culprits had all left.
    

    

    
      In front of the training ground, the instructors, cadets, military police, and soldiers could only follow the departing Jin Crow with their eyes.
    

    

    
      The slight shift in the underlying emotion in their gazes was probably not just an illusion.
    

    

    
      “……Hah.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Jin Crow, walking ahead, unbuttoned one of the buttons on his shirt that was choking him and thought.
    

    

    
      ‘……Fuck. It actually worked.’
    

    

    
      They would never know.
    

    

    
      That a moment ago, he was the only one in the training ground who had almost died.
    

  
    Chapter 13: 

    
      The Special Mission Military Academies of the United Human Star Nation are broadly divided into two types.
    

    

    
      The Central, Eastern, Western, Southern, and Northern Special Mission Military Academies, which train special mission officers for the ‘Federal Army’.
    

    

    
      And the various planetary special mission military academies, which train special mission officers for the ‘Defense Force’.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were many others, such as non-commissioned officer schools that train special mission NCOs and academies that train regular officers, but there was one fact they all acknowledged on the surface, regardless of their private feelings.
    

    

    
      The 「Central Special Mission Military Academy」 was the most outstanding of all military academies.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the scale of support it received was beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      It wasn't for nothing that all the factions paid more attention to the Central Special Mission Military Academy than anywhere else.
    

    

    
      ‘To the extent that destroying one training ground could be passed off as a minor incident.’
    

    

    
      Jin Crow sat in a chair in the instructor's office, gazing at Dokgo Ran, who was kneeling with her hands raised and a tearful expression, and Famille, who stood beside her.
    

    

    
      “So, you got angry and followed her because she put your name on the assignment without permission, and Cadet Famille headed to the training ground to avoid causing damage elsewhere. Is that correct?”
    

    

    
      “……W-well. Ugh.”
    

    

    
      As if she was aware of the trouble she'd caused, Dokgo Ran lowered her head like a puppy with its tail between its legs.
    

    

    
      Famille, on the other hand, was quite composed.
    

    

    
      “Yes, that's correct, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      There were probably no lies.
    

    

    
      Even speculating based on the personalities of the two he had seen in the original novel, the conclusion was the same.
    

    

    
      Tap, tap-.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow looked back and forth between the kneeling Dokgo Ran and Famille, who stood politely with her hands clasped beside her, as he lightly tapped the armrest of the leather chair he was sitting in.
    

    

    
      “First, Cadet Dokgo Ran.”
    

    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    

    
      “Stand up.”
    

    

    
      “Yup!”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran responded in a cheerful voice while cautiously watching his expression and got up.
    

    
      For the record, the kneeling was something she had done voluntarily.
    

    

    
      “You may leave.”
    

    

    
      “Th-then?”
    

    

    
      A flicker of hope crossed her face.
    

    

    
      But he shook his head and said.
    

    

    
      “Go to the Military Police and receive your demerits.”
    

    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    

    
      Was his answer unexpected?
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran blinked her reddish-black eyes for a moment, then her face brightened as she nodded.
    

    

    
      “Th-thank you!”
    

    

    
      Then, as if worried he might change his mind, she immediately bowed 90 degrees and left the instructor's office.
    

    

    
      Just as Jin Crow was about to wonder about her reaction, he noticed that Famille, who had been standing silently, also wore a surprised expression.
    

    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran. 
    

    

    
      Was there some reason he was supposed to dislike her?
    

    

    
      As he was thinking this, a certain rumor suddenly crossed his mind.
    

    

    
      -I heard that if he doesn't like someone, he'll draw his sword on them, regardless of whether they're a cadet or an instructor.
    

    

    
      ‘Dokgo Ran. Come to think of it.’
    

    

    
      Only then did it feel like the puzzle pieces were fitting together.
    

    

    
      When Dokgo Ran was a cadet, she had shown a brief interest in Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      And given her reckless personality, that ‘interest’ had likely gotten on Jin Crow's nerves.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      When he looked up, Famille's strange blue eyes were gazing at him.
    

    

    
      At her gaze, which seemed to be observing something out of place, Jin Crow inadvertently let out a non-excuse excuse.
    

    

    
      “It was just a pain to deal with her.”
    

    

    
      ……Was it because the effects of the stimulant hadn't worn off yet?
    

    

    
      The words he had blurted out were too scathing.
    

    

    
      But in that moment, Jin Crow fell into serious despair about his own reputation.
    

    

    
      “……Yes. Well.”
    

    

    
      The tension in Famille's blue eyes, which had been slowly filling with a strange suspicion, dissipated.
    

    

    
      Moreover, she even gave a slight nod in agreement with his opinion, making it awkward to take back his words now.
    

    

    
      “Why did you do it?”
    

    

    
      Because of that, instead of trying to retract what he'd already said, he continued the conversation with a question.
    

    

    
      His question lacked a subject, but Famille understood what he was asking without a moment's hesitation and answered.
    

    

    
      “I became interested.”
    

    

    
      “Interested, you say.”
    

    

    
      “Isn't it the same for you, Instructor? Although I didn't expect her to rampage like that.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't about Dokgo Ran; it was about the Creatures.
    

    

    
      The incidents on Planet Aurum and Planet Reumal had long since become a hot topic within the United Human Star Nation.
    

    

    
      However, from his position of having read the assignment she wrote under Dokgo Ran's name, he couldn't help but scoff at the simple word 'interest'.
    

    

    
      ‘She was a little short of Baek Hwi-young, but she was very close.’
    

    

    
      The difference was that while Baek Hwi-young had intentionally listed only established theories, she had no qualms about using some radical methods.
    

    

    
      Indeed, it was just like the future wise general of the United Human Forces and the ‘efficienist’ who disregarded sentiment.
    

    

    
      Tap-.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow stopped tapping his fingers on the leather and asked her.
    

    

    
      “You've heard about the new lecture, I assume?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Since it's an unusually new lecture, there's been a lot of talk. I heard Ran is applying too...”
    

    

    
      “She already has. Besides her, over 200 applicants have flocked to it.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a bluff, but the truth.
    

    

    
      Of course, with about 1,500 cadets in each year and it not being a regular lecture, it was hard to call it a popular one, but even considering that, it was by no means a small number.
    

    

    
      “200 people.”
    

    

    
      She knew that as well, so she looked surprised at the larger-than-expected number.
    

    

    
      “It will only increase from here. As you said, the stirrings of the Creatures are no light matter, and the previous two cases have proven that the Planetary Defense Force has its limits.”
    

    

    
      No matter how brilliant she was, a shocking future she could not foresee awaited.
    

    

    
      At Jin Crow's confident assertion, Famille's eyebrows twitched slightly, and after pursing her lips a few times, she asked him.
    

    

    
      “What is it that you're trying to say?”
    

    

    
      “Apply for the new lecture.”
    

    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    

    
      She had expected it, but it was a proposal full of questions.
    

    

    
      However, her answer was already decided.
    

    

    
      With so much to do already, she had no intention of wasting her time on a mere lecture about space monsters.
    

    

    
      “……I appreciate the offer, but.”
    

    

    
      “For your information.”
    

    

    
      However, her refusal was simply thwarted by Jin Crow, who added with a calm face.
    

    

    
      “An accident is one thing, but intentionally deflecting an attack towards an instructor will be hard to get away with just demerits.”
    

    

    
      “I'll be sure to apply, if only out of gratitude.”
    

    

    
      Famille, befitting her sharp mind, quickly chose to surrender and bowed her head, thinking to herself.
    

    

    
      ‘……What a petty man.’
    

    

    
      It seemed she would have to cut back on her sleep a little more.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Opened unseasonably in the middle of the semester, Jin Crow's lecture, 「Understanding Space Monsters」, was successfully established to great fanfare.
    

    

    
      “……Here is the cadet list.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, trying his best to maintain a neutral expression, opened the file without even looking at Ginatio who handed him the cadet data.
    

    

    
      ----
    

    
      1. Baek Hwi-young (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      2. Miel Angbereu (Supernatural Division)
    

    
      3. Dokgo Ran (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      4. Famille Dimejear (Supernatural Division)
    

    
      5. Hino Kanae (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      ......(omitted)......
    

    
      98. Walker Vitrant (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      99. Yu Seol-ye (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      100. Beatus (Martial Arts Division)
    

    
      ----
    

    

    
      A whopping 347 cadets had applied for the lecture, but as it was being run as a trial linked course, the capacity was limited to 100.
    

    

    
      What was surprising was that the Martial Arts Division was more numerous than expected, and furthermore, that even Hino Kanae had applied.
    

    

    
      ‘No, maybe it’s not so surprising.’
    

    

    
      Hino Kanae is an oddball.
    

    

    
      Not only was she raised as a de facto noble within the United Human Star Nation, which ostensibly advocates for democracy, but she was also born into a prestigious political family, yet dreams of being a soldier and reveres martial prowess.
    

    

    
      ‘I have a rough idea of what she’s thinking.’
    

    

    
      In any case, it wasn't a bad thing.
    

    

    
      Miel Angbereu was also a surprise, but if she applied to follow Baek Hwi-young, it wasn't entirely implausible either.
    

    

    
      Just then, Instructor Ginatio, who was sitting on the sofa in the instructor's office with an uncomfortable expression, asked.
    

    

    
      “……This is unexpected.”
    

    

    
      “What is?”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow asked back, still scanning the list of cadets, and Instructor Ginatio replied after making an unnecessary 'ahem' sound.
    

    

    
      “That I am once again the assistant instructor... I imagine that's not a very pleasant development for you.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, so that's what you meant.”
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      He placed the device he was holding down.
    

    

    
      The paper-like texture was quite impressive.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow looked at him and said.
    

    

    
      “This was already discussed with the Headmaster. I knew about it, so there's nothing to be displeased or unhappy about.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      He didn't question it, but he nodded with an expression that still showed he didn't understand.
    

    

    
      Of course, Idealle had never said anything about assigning Ginatio as the assistant instructor.
    

    

    
      ‘But I expected it.’
    

    

    
      An instructor who, until recently, had many problems apart from his skills, is now in charge of a lecture that involves practical combat—albeit against monsters—and not just theory.
    

    

    
      No matter what kind of irrefusable deal they had made, from the perspective of Idealle, who was practically a 'good guy', it must be nerve-wracking.
    

    

    
      Wouldn't it be stranger ‘not’ to place a monitor by his side?
    

    

    
      “Since you're here, I was thinking we could share some opinions on the lecture. Is that also uncomfortable for you?”
    

    

    
      “……How could it be?”
    

    

    
      Ginatio's expression still wasn't pleased, but his attitude was one of getting the job done regardless.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow nodded once at his rather cooperative demeanor, and with a cigarette in his mouth, handed him the curriculum he had prepared in advance.
    

    

    
      “What's this?”
    

    

    
      “I'd like you to check it, and if there are no problems, we'll proceed with this.”
    

    

    
      Instructor Ginatio took it with an anxious expression, but Jin Crow was confident.
    

    

    
      There couldn't possibly be a problem.
    

    

    
      Because he had reconstructed it from memory, adapting the curriculum that had run smoothly without any issues in the original novel to the current situation as best he could.
    

    

    
      “Th-this is.”
    

    

    
      Just as he expected.
    

    

    
      Watching Instructor Ginatio's jaw drop as he read through the curriculum, Jin Crow wore a satisfied smile and prepared himself to enjoy the admiration that would follow.
    

    

    
      His head lifted with a creak.
    

    

    
      Horror filled his distinctive brown eyes, and soon, a single phrase slipped past his lips.
    

    

    
      “……Excuse me, but are you trying to get yourself thrown in the stockade?”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      His reaction was the complete and exact opposite of what he had expected.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Jin Crow blinked for a moment, stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, and re-examined the contents in Instructor Ginatio's hand.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no problem, though?’
    

    

    
      Wondering if he was looking at a different file, he looked at Ginatio, but Ginatio instead furrowed his brow with an expression that said he didn't know where to begin, and then spoke.
    

    

    
      “……What is the content of the first lecture?”
    

    

    
      “A front-line inspection.”
    

    

    
      “……And the target area?”
    

    

    
      “The front lines on the partially reclaimed Planet Remal.”
    

    

    
      “Are you insane?!”
    

    

    
      Only then did Jin Crow realize the difference in perception between himself and Ginatio.
    

    

    
      ‘……Ah, right. These guys haven't been ruined yet, have they?’
    

    

    
      But he didn't feel any particular need to change it.
    

    

    
      At least in this world, front-line inspections were a fairly common part of the schedule for cadets of all years, and his top priority right now was to engrave the terror of the Creatures into the cadets' minds, rather than theory or combat techniques.
    

    

    
      “Absolutely not!”
    

    

    
      “It's fine.”
    

    

    
      “I said no!”
    

    

    
      “It's fine.”
    

    

    
      In the end, Jin Crow and Ginatio continued their argument for an hour.
    

    

    
      “What is all this commotion?”
    

    

    
      “H-Headmaster! Wh-what are you doing here...? More importantly, look at this. Instructor Jin Crow has finally lost his mind...!”
    

    

    
      “……Is he in his right mind?”
    

    

    
      In the end, after the intervention of Idealle, who had come to see Jin Crow for another reason, they had no choice but to reach a compromise: requesting a few corpses captured from the front lines for research purposes from the higher-ups.
    

    

    
      “……Tsk, I'll concede just this once.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow clicked his tongue as if disappointed, and at the sight, Idealle and Ginatio met each other's eyes and thought.
    

    

    
      ‘……Headmaster.’
    

    

    
      ‘Yes.’
    

    

    
      ‘Perhaps leaving Jin Crow to his own devices, drowning in alcohol, would have been the better choice?’ they thought.
    

  
    Chapter 14: 

    
      The incident at the training ground ended up being just a minor happening, as Jin Crow had predicted.
    

    

    
      Famille, of course, was fine, and Dokgo Ran only received 5 demerits for property damage.
    

    

    
      Although the fact that their respective families, upon hearing the news, anonymously donated funds for reconstruction wasn't much of a secret among the instructors.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m glad no one was hurt.’
    

    

    
      Idealle wasn't too concerned about this part either.
    

    

    
      She would have been displeased if the donations were made for factionalism or other gains, but they had sent just enough to cover the repair costs—perhaps because they knew her personality, or perhaps to avoid giving other factions a reason to attack.
    

    

    
      She wasn't inflexible.
    

    

    
      After all, even if it was anonymous, the money came with receipts and couldn't be embezzled by anyone. 
    

    

    
      If it were a pure donation, there was nothing to be wary of.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since Instructor Jin Crow had intervened and no one was injured, looking at the results alone, it was resolved rather smoothly.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Idealle pressed on her throbbing eyelids, strained from her work, and took off her glasses, placing them on the table.
    

    

    
      The black tea that Assistant Instructor Ginatio had made for her when he stopped by the Headmaster's office hours ago had long since gone cold.
    

    

    
      Sip.
    

    

    
      She wet her dry lips.
    

    

    
      A moderately bitter taste brushed the tip of her tongue, and she rose from her stiff body and walked to the window.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Feeling stuffy, she undid the top button of her shirt, which was fastened all the way to her neck, and felt much more comfortable.
    

    

    
      “……What on earth is he thinking?”
    

    

    
      What slipped past her lips was none other than a question.
    

    

    
      The subject, of course, was Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      After causing trouble with his extremely insincere attitude, he was now approaching his duties as an instructor with a bafflingly proactive stance.
    

    

    
      It was bound to be perplexing.
    

    

    
      However, having checked the data Jin Crow had given her before, she could tell.
    

    

    
      At first, it was anger.
    

    

    
      But what lingered in her mind afterward was a question.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s something going on.’
    

    

    
      Whether it was a scheme by Rosen's side hoping for internal strife in the Kukenhausen family, or a deal made by Jin Crow personally.
    

    

    
      It was something she couldn't jump to conclusions about for now.
    

    

    
      Because of that, even after seeing the ‘dagger’ he had offered, she planned to watch him for the time being without showing any reaction.
    

    

    
      ‘Jin Crow.’
    

    

    
      The emotion she felt when she first met him again was gladness, and after seeing his changed self, it was disappointment.
    

    

    
      But the emotion she felt now was…
    

    

    
      ‘I will watch you.’
    

    

    
      It was something complex, a mixture of anxiety and expectation.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      A man walked into a massive facility, incomparable to the 7th Training Ground where Lambda had been before.
    

    

    
      As he moved, the gazes of the cadets who had arrived early and were waiting all turned to him.
    

    

    
      And Ginatio, who was already leading the cadets, nodded at him, trying his best to maintain a neutral expression.
    

    

    
      “Everyone’s here.”
    

    

    
      His—no, Instructor Jin Crow’s—sensitive yet languid voice echoed through the lobby of the Central Training Ground.
    

    

    
      No matter how much they gossiped behind his back, calling him a jerk or saying he was pathetic from being soaked in alcohol and cigarettes, facing him in person was a different feeling altogether.
    

    

    
      His murky black pupils were dead, and his pale skin made his already cold-looking impression even darker.
    

    

    
      But what struck them the most was the aura he subtly exuded.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Just his silent gaze sweeping over them felt like an inexplicable stuffiness tightening around their necks.
    

    

    
      Of course, it would be fine once they got used to it to some extent, but the fact that they were overwhelmed from the first impression wouldn't change.
    

    

    
      “Ooh, he seems even more menacing today, doesn't he?”
    

    

    
      “……Haa.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Dokgo Ran twitched her shoulders at the sight of Jin Crow, as if she wanted to fight him right then and there, while Famille, sitting beside her, shook her head.
    

    

    
      ‘How did I end up here?’
    

    

    
      It was all because of the gorilla next to her who couldn't control her strength in a spar.
    

    

    
      Something useless had been added to the curriculum she had painstakingly and meticulously calculated and planned.
    

    

    
      Of course, Jin Crow, who had semi-forcibly made her take this lecture, was just as unwelcome.
    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, who had lightly scanned the cadets standing in the lobby, opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “For the time being, the lectures will be held at the Central Training Ground.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the cadets tilted their heads at the statement that seemed to be missing a subject, but the sense of unease from Crow's words quickly passed.
    

    

    
      “Since it’s the first day, I’ll take questions. Feel free to ask anything.”
    

    

    
      His attitude was perfectly at ease.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of that.
    

    

    
      Just as a few cadets, who seemed much more relaxed, were cautiously about to raise their hands, Dokgo Ran, who was already squirming with a competitive spirit, shot her hand up and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Me!”
    

    

    
      “State your name and rank. Next.”
    

    

    
      “Cadet Dokgo Ran! I have a questioooon!”
    

    

    
      Only then did Jin Crow nod, and Dokgo Ran, her characteristic dark red eyes sparkling, shouted.
    

    

    
      “Will you spar with us, Instructor?!”
    

    

    
      “Denied. Next.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? But— Mph? Mmmph?”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran tried to hastily add something at the word "denied," but when Famille, who was watching beside her, snapped her fingers, no sound came out.
    

    

    
      Famille gave a slight glance, and Jin Crow, receiving her look, calmly pointed to the next cadet as if Dokgo Ran wasn't even there.
    

    

    

    
      “Cadet, Beatus.”
    

    

    
      “Ask.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Then what exactly will we be learning?”
    

    

    
      The cadets also agreed with his question, which came from someone who was clearly from the Martial Arts Division but, unlike Dokgo Ran, was quite serious.
    

    

    
      “As you all know, the newly established 「Understanding Space Monsters」 is a linked course that includes both theory and combat.”
    

    

    
      The answer to that was concise.
    

    

    
      Because of that, just as a few cadets whose questions were still unanswered were about to ask again, he furrowed his brow as if he wasn't finished speaking and added.
    

    

    
      “Don’t be hasty. You’ll find out in due time. Next.”
    

    

    
      “Cadet Wooten.”
    

    

    
      The questions that followed from the cadets were all expected.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Jin Crow only answered the appropriately meaningful questions and was about to wrap things up.
    

    

    
      “Cadet Baek Hwi-young.”
    

    

    
      He raises his hand, blinking his ash-gray eyes.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow’s gaze falls on the words he uttered like a murmur.
    

    

    
      He nods.
    

    

    
      At the silent permission, Baek Hwi-young opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “This may be rude of me, Instructor, but there is a point I would like to address. Would that be alright?”
    

    

    
      It was different from the questions the cadets had asked before.
    

    

    
      Because of that, they too were expectant of what Baek Hwi-young would say, while Miel, standing beside him, could only look at him as if afraid of what he might say next.
    

    

    
      “You may ask.”
    

    

    
      Finally, his permission was granted.
    

    

    
      At that, Baek Hwi-young asked him as if he had been waiting.
    

    

    
      “Are you qualified to teach us, Instructor?”
    

    

    
      At that extremely provocative question, cadets, whether they knew Baek Hwi-young or not, turned their heads towards him.
    

    

    
      However, they couldn't help but inwardly nod at his next words.
    

    

    
      “Theory is one thing, but practical combat would be different.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, a strange silence hung in the spacious lobby of the Central Training Ground.
    

    

    
      In any other lecture, it would have looked like a cadet daring to doubt an instructor, but at least when it came to Creatures, Baek Hwi-young's words had a point.
    

    

    
      ‘Tsk, a checkmate.’
    

    

    
      It was to the point that even Assistant Instructor Ginatio, who held no fond feelings for Jin Crow, glanced at him and clicked his tongue.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he even felt pleased watching Baek Hwi-young steadfastly meeting Jin Crow's gaze.
    

    

    
      ‘He hit the nail on the head. I don’t remember him being a cadet who stood out that much…’
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young. It was then that he engraved those three syllables into his mind.
    

    

    
      Slowly, Jin Crow’s mouth opened.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Assistant Instructor Ginatio, as well as the other cadets, did not expect anything pleasant to come from his mouth, and Miel already squeezed her eyes shut, her shoulders trembling in anticipation of the scolding that would follow.
    

    

    
      “A valid question.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      But at the words that flowed from his mouth, everyone’s eyes widened in disbelief.
    

    

    
      Only Baek Hwi-young stared straight at him as if he had expected it, waiting for the answer that would follow.
    

    

    
      “The cadets of the Central Special Mission Military Academy are all talents recognized by the Synthetic Nation's military. Therefore, you are entitled to a lecture befitting your status.”
    

    

    
      In fact, as Jin Crow gave his answer, a faint smile even brushed his lips, albeit for a fleeting moment.
    

    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young, satisfied, opened his mouth to reply to his words.
    

    

    
      But he too couldn't help but be bewildered by the words that were added.
    

    

    
      “However, doubting an instructor means a subordinate has arbitrarily judged the capabilities of a superior officer. In extreme terms, it borders on insubordination. Therefore, you get 5 demerits.”
    

    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    

    
      One could say it was an over-interpretation, but this was actually closer to the Jin Crow the cadets knew, so they were rather convinced by it.
    

    

    
      Besides, it wasn't as if it was logically unsound.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      In the end, Baek Hwi-young had no choice but to accept it with a slightly hollow smile.
    

    

    
      He himself was aware that he had just crossed a line.
    

    

    
      Just as Baek Hwi-young fell silent and the atmosphere was about to settle down.
    

    

    
      “But it was a good question. Lambda.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes! Instructor!”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow called out to Lambda, the blue-haired android standing in a corner of the Central Training Ground's lobby. Answering his call, Lambda walked over with a slightly nervous expression and stood beside Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the cadets’ gazes gathered on her, and when Jin Crow nodded, Lambda cleared her throat with a short ‘ahem’ and began to speak.
    

    

    
      “A pleasure to meet you, cadets. I am the android Lambda, in charge of the academy’s 7th Training Ground.”
    

    

    
      She introduced herself briefly and gave a silent bow, and Jin Crow added.
    

    

    
      “She has been dispatched here because the Central Training Ground’s usual management staff is on vacation. You may see her often from now on, so treat her with the same respect you would an instructor.”
    

    

    
      He said that and gestured to her with his eyes, and Lambda nodded and walked towards the external control room of the nearest training ground, A1.
    

    

    
      “Instructor, what is this?”
    

    

    
      Assistant Instructor Ginatio quietly approached and asked about his sudden, unagreed-upon action, but what he got back was not an answer, but a single phrase that was closer to a command.
    

    

    
      “Assistant Instructor, lead all cadets to Training Ground A1.”
    

    

    
      “……Hmph, understood.”
    

    

    
      In the end, all Ginatio could do was follow his words and lead the cadets.
    

    

    
      He also had an inkling of what Jin Crow intended to show them.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s the most definitive way, I suppose.’
    

    

    
      Well. Creatures aren't exactly familiar enemies even for the instructors.
    

    

    
      No matter how overwhelming the power gap is, will simply crushing it with that power gap serve as a meaningful demonstration?
    

    

    
      Contrary to his concerns, the cadets obediently followed the lead and entered Training Ground A1.
    

    

    
      〔Are you ready?〕
    

    

    
      A moment later, Lambda's voice, sounding much more relaxed, echoed through the training ground's internal speakers.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, who had entered the training ground first, readily nodded and murmured lowly.
    

    

    
      “Difficulty: low. Assumed enemy: Creature. Background: urban warfare.”
    

    

    
      〔Then, activating.〕
    

    

    
      The cadets’ vision turned black.
    

    

    
      And when they opened their eyes again not long after, what entered their vision was not the white walls of the training ground, but.
    

    

    
      “H-help me!”
    

    

    
      “Gyaaaaaaaaargh!”
    

    

    
      The middle of a battlefield where desperate screams echoed.
    

    

    
      “……Urban warfare?”
    

    

    
      “There was a Creature option?”
    

    

    
      Any cadet would have experienced training in a simulation, so there was no agitation.
    

    

    
      But in that moment.
    

    

    
      A scream close to a shriek brushed past the ears of the murmuring cadets.
    

    

    
      “G-get away!”
    

    

    
      The shout of an officer cowering in a collapsed building. It was merely a virtual construct realized in the simulation, but its desperation was indistinguishable from the real thing.
    

    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    

    
      The gazes of the cadets and Assistant Instructor Ginatio followed the danger the officer had shouted about, and they soon realized that the target of his warning was none other than Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaak!
    

    

    
      A monster, easily 3 meters tall and a mix of purple and red, stomped on the asphalt and leaped into the air. 
    

    

    
      It extended the long, spear-shaped exoskeleton that replaced one of its arms towards Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      “Wh-what speed!”
    

    

    
      “Insane.”
    

    

    
      At its overwhelming size and speed, the cadets, without exception, held their breath.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Which of them had ever seen a Creature right before their eyes?
    

    

    
      ‘……It’s over.’
    

    

    
      Even Assistant Instructor Ginatio narrowed his eyes and swallowed a groan.
    

    

    
      The Creature’s movements were faster than expected, and it was already face-to-face with Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      Gulp-.
    

    

    
      But in that very moment, the cadets witnessed a fleeting flash of light, along with the sound of liquid being swallowed.
    

    

    
      -Kii?
    

    

    
      The Creature, having landed on the ground in front of Jin Crow, blinked its characteristic red eyes.
    

    

    
      “This beast is a Pawn. It’s a mass-produced type, but an individual specialized in anti-personnel combat.”
    

    

    
      But right after, a thin line appeared, splitting its body vertically, and its flesh slid apart to the left and right.
    

    

    
      Click-.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow sheathed the sword he had drawn at some unknown point and added to the cadets who were staring at him with blank expressions.
    

    

    
      “Take notes.”
    

    

    

    
      And only then did they realize.
    

    

    
      That the sound of liquid they had heard moments ago was not from anything else, but from the hip flask in Jin Crow’s hand.
    

  
    Chapter 15: 

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    

    
      Lambda manipulated the Central Training Ground’s panel with a tense expression.
    

    

    
      The training grounds used by individuals were all automated, but having a large number of people access the same simulation at once was a different story.
    

    

    
      ‘Bio-signals are normal, no dropout data either…’
    

    

    
      No matter how advanced the assisting AI was, hacking or errors could not be completely ruled out.
    

    

    
      Especially if a hundred Special Mission Officer cadets were to suffer even a minor problem in their brains or nervous systems due to an error in the simulation room, it would be a major disaster.
    

    

    
      The reason Lambda had been dispatched was precisely to shut down the system from the outside if necessary.
    

    

    
      Even then, it was only because the Central Training Ground's androids happened to be on vacation that she, who had a relatively friendly relationship with Jin Crow, was chosen.
    

    

    
      “Alrighty.”
    

    

    
      However, with several safety measures already in place, there wasn't much for Lambda to do.
    

    

    
      Therefore, after briefly tidying up the system panel, she simply blinked her characteristic blue eyes while staring at the black central screen and the internal view of the training ground where the simulation was taking place.
    

    

    
      ‘So the security clearance applies here too.’
    

    

    
      Normally, the screen should have displayed which simulation was in progress, but it seemed the AI, recognizing Jin Crow's security clearance, had forcibly blurred the image.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, all she could see were the bio-signals of the awkwardly standing cadets, Instructor Jin Crow, and Assistant Instructor Ginatio.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      But then, something unusual happened.
    

    

    
      Beep-.
    

    

    
      While the stress levels of the other cadets who had entered the simulation room were rising, one cadet was slightly different.
    

    
      Because of this, Lambda pulled up the relevant data and checked the name.
    

    

    
      “Cadet Baek Hwi-young……. Hmm.”
    

    

    
      He was strangely unperturbed.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn't a major concern, and his stress levels soon rose to a similar level as the other cadets, so she quickly lost interest.
    

    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    

    
      Lambda glanced around for a moment, and after confirming once more that she was alone in the control room, she took out a small wrapper from the inner pocket of her black military uniform.
    

    

    
      “A new product. Durian flavor?”
    

    

    
      What she took out was none other than a new product of the artificial jelly she frequently enjoyed.
    

    

    
      She tilted her head for a moment at the unfamiliar name, then quickly searched for information and licked her lips.
    

    

    
      ‘They say it smells awful, but tastes good.’
    

    

    
      Wasn't this something entirely new?
    

    

    
      Lambda's eyes sparkled without her realizing it, and then, with a thought of ‘what could go wrong,’ she tore open the wrapper and popped it into her mouth.
    

    

    
      “Eugh, hmm? Th-this taste is?”
    

    

    
      Then, her brow furrowed at the taste, and she murmured lowly.
    

    

    
      “It’s… it's delicious!”
    

    

    
      She had awakened to a new flavor.
    

    

    
      〔I-is that possible?〕
    

    
      〔Insane…….〕
    

    

    
      Of course, even at that moment, the cadets' murmurs, somewhere between astonishment and amazement, could be heard vividly from the screen.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The training ground's simulation room was not an unfamiliar place for the cadets.
    

    

    
      It was a place they were often brought to when the training grounds were full, or when the combat faculty wanted them to experience a real battlefield.
    

    

    
      However, the enemies the cadets usually chose were either anti-personnel combat simulations against the soldiers of the Holy Galactic Empire or fleet battles.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Why had the Synthetic Nation's military grown so large, to the point that some even considered it militaristic?
    

    

    
      ‘The Galactic War that has continued up to its third iteration.’
    

    

    
      It was because they were still fighting with the other races of the Holy Galactic Empire for hegemony over the entire galaxy.
    

    

    
      In other words, the first enemies the cadets would face after graduating from the academy and being commissioned would not be the Creatures they had until recently considered mere beasts, but intelligent beings with a proper military.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaaak!
    

    

    
      Because of that, the cadets couldn't hide their bewilderment.
    

    

    
      They had seen many battlefields through simulations or on inspection tours to the front lines, but none had been as brutal as the urban warfare before their eyes.
    

    

    
      “……Ugh!”
    

    

    
      They knew it was just a simulation.
    

    

    
      They were not unaware that the nauseating smell of burning corpses brushing past their noses, the screams of people echoing in their ears, and even the vibrations of the earth were all fake.
    

    

    
      “G-Gods.”
    

    
      “Uuugh.”
    

    

    
      But was it because it was a highly advanced simulation?
    

    

    
      Or was it because they were unconsciously reminded of the cases on Planet Aurum and Planet Remal?
    

    

    
      “Grr!”
    

    

    
      “A-are you okay?”
    

    

    
      A few cadets from the Martial Arts Division flushed as if they were about to charge out at any moment, while the more soft-hearted cadets tended to the fallen soldiers.
    

    

    
      But right then.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, who was standing alone in front of the cadets amidst the corpses of the fallen Creatures and staring into some unknown point in the empty air, opened his mouth in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “Assistant Instructor Ginatio.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “I leave the cadets to you.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Instructor Ginatio immediately closed his eyes.
    

    

    
      He may have been slightly flustered by Jin Crow's unexpected response, but he too was an instructor of the Central Special Mission Military Academy.
    

    

    
      Woooong-.
    

    

    
      He rotated his inner Gear.
    

    

    
      As the Psionic Energy briefly resonated, the space occupied by the cadets and Jin Crow was separated. 
    

    

    
      Famille’s eyes gleamed as she carefully observed the deployment of Ginatio's ability.
    

    

    
      ‘So that’s an instructor…’
    

    

    
      Despite being from a similar class in the Special Ability Division, his efficiency and output were overwhelming.
    

    

    
      Even though they were both Triple Gears.
    

    

    
      The reason was probably the difference in proficiency.
    

    

    
      Her eyes wide, she took in the flow of Psionic Energy guided by Ginatio.
    

    

    
      Just as Famille was gaining her own insights.
    

    

    
      “Th-they’re swarming in!”
    

    

    
      “Build more barricades!”
    

    

    
      “Get down!”
    

    

    
      Beyond the separated space, the despair-filled voices of the soldiers, who were barely holding on in the section of the city where Jin Crow stood, brushed past their ears.
    

    

    
      The cadets held their breath, and soon, a mixture of anxiety, strange anticipation, and somber gazes fell upon Jin Crow's back.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaa!
    

    

    
      -Kiiiiiik! Kiiiiiiik!
    

    

    
      From every direction of the city where they stood, the Creature that Jin Crow had cut down moments before, the 「Pawn」, revealed itself.
    

    

    
      Subsequently, the infestation spines embedded throughout the city transformed into infestation nests, swallowing and spitting out lost civilians.
    

    

    
      Along with the mutants born in such a way, which could hardly be called mass-produced, hundreds of Creatures with glinting red eyes appeared throughout the city.
    

    

    
      “The infestation spines are ejected from their warship, the Void Turtle, and the moment they embed themselves in the ground, they take deep root and transform into nests, hatcheries, and so on.”
    

    

    
      However, there was no tremor in Jin Crow's voice as he calmly continued his explanation to the cadets, who could only watch from the separated space.
    

    

    
      “In short, if civilian casualties are expected, as in urban warfare, remove the infestation spines immediately. However, if you miss the timing and civilians are transformed into mutants……”
    

    

    
      -Ah, ahhhh!
    

    
      -Kigigik!
    

    

    
      “They are merely non-viable organisms. Eliminate them immediately.”
    

    

    
      Slice, thud-.
    

    

    
      There was no emotion at the tip of Jin Crow's jet-black blade.
    

    

    
      A grotesquely misshapen, hideously distorted head rolled on the ground.
    

    

    
      One, two, three, four…….
    

    

    
      With every swing of his blade, the blood of the countless monsters swarming as if to devour Jin Crow at any moment, scattered into the air.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      From the moment the Creatures began to swarm, there were no living humans left in the city.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      The simulation was ‘designed’ that way from the beginning.
    

    

    
      Pabababak!
    

    

    
      Mutants with grotesquely twisted arms contorted their bodies and dashed through the streets, and the Creature shattered the asphalt as it charged at Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      ……Rumble……
    

    

    
      The purple-tinged sky swirled, and the limbs of humans caught between collapsed buildings swayed in the wind.
    

    

    
      “……Th-that’s a lot.”
    

    

    
      Dokgo Ran muttered, and the cadets standing beside her nodded inadvertently.
    

    

    
      A wave that filled the city surged forward, as if it would sweep over Jin Crow and engulf the cadets at any moment.
    

    

    

    
      ‘What is this pressure…’
    

    

    
      ‘……Are those monsters really like that?’
    

    

    
      It wasn't just one cadet's thought.
    

    

    
      Without exception, all the cadets could do was stare with weary faces at the endlessly swarming Creatures.
    

    

    
      They knew it was an illusion.
    

    

    
      But was this to be expected of the facilities assigned to the Central Special Mission Military Academy? 
    

    

    
      It was perfectly deceiving all five senses into believing it was real.
    

    

    
      Just as the cadets' spirits were beginning to wane, hundreds of Creatures simultaneously charged towards him across the ground.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaaak!
    

    
      -Ugh, uwaah!
    

    

    
      Running at the forefront were the humans who had been forcibly turned into mutants by the infestation nests.
    

    

    
      Tentacles squirmed from their arbitrarily split necks, and they leaped to tear Jin Crow to shreds, dangling fragments embedded where their eyes should be.
    

    

    
      -Kaak, kiiiiik!
    

    

    
      However, Jin Crow remained standing in the same spot, cutting down the charging fiends.
    

    

    
      He sliced through an outstretched arm.
    

    

    
      He occasionally twisted his body to dodge, and even while being drenched in blood, he protected the front of the cadets.
    

    

    
      If he took one step back, he took another step forward.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!
    

    

    

    
      Even when a roaring Pawn trampled the mutants and extended its spear-like arm towards him, the result was the same.
    

    

    
      “Kgh.”
    

    

    
      Frowning and biting his lip, Jin Crow took the brunt of the creature's charge, then slid inside and precisely plunged his sword into its solar plexus.
    

    

    
      CRUUUNCH!
    

    

    
      He didn't care if it was blocked by the exoskeleton.
    

    

    
      If it was blocked once, he stabbed a second time.
    

    

    
      If it was blocked a second time, then a third, a fourth, a fifth time…….
    

    

    
      -Ki, kiii?
    

    

    
      At that, it was the Creature that was flustered.
    

    

    
      It hastily reached out to throw Jin Crow, but in that moment, Jin Crow murmured lowly.
    

    

    
      “Tsk, this is certainly a hassle.”
    

    

    
      The small but clearly audible murmur reached not only the Creature but also the cadets who were standing behind, watching his battle.
    

    

    
      And only then did they realize.
    

    

    
      ‘…He’s using power on par with us, no, he’s not even using that much.’
    

    

    
      ‘And he can move like that?’
    

    

    
      Even those in the Martial Arts Division, no one solved everything with physical ability alone.
    

    

    
      They were only called the Martial Arts Division because they borrowed the forms and stances of traditional martial arts; fundamentally, they processed Psionic Energy with their Gear and unleashed it through their weapons.
    

    

    
      “……Insane.”
    

    

    
      That was why the Martial Arts Division cadets could only follow Jin Crow's movements with dazed eyes.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, there wasn't a single cadet here who couldn't replicate his movements.
    

    

    
      Because they were Dual Gears.
    

    

    
      But the story changed if it was on a battlefield against hundreds of Creatures.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      He took a short breath, and without leaving his spot, he fought the enemy only within the limits allowed by a Dual Gear.
    

    

    
      His restrained sword tip was not flashy, but rather crude.
    

    

    
      However, his sword had no errors.
    

    

    
      As if he had faced Creatures from birth and spent his entire life cutting them down.
    

    

    
      ‘……It's not perfect. But.’
    

    

    
      Hino Kanae looked at his back with somewhat shocked eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no wasted motion.’
    

    

    
      Dual Gear was a level that any cadet of the Central Special Mission Military Academy had long since surpassed.
    

    

    
      However, what he was showing was a manifestation of movement more efficient than they could have imagined.
    

    

    
      Only now could she understand the incomprehensible disregard and hostility Jin Crow had shown towards the cadets.
    

    

    
      ‘I see, so his battlefield experience included Creatures.’
    

    

    
      Thus, Hino Kanae's misunderstanding grew, and the other Martial Arts Division cadets were also shocked in their own way by Jin Crow's bizarre yet masterful display.
    

    

    
      -Kyaaaaaaaaaaa!
    

    

    
      And finally, the moment he cut down the last Creature.
    

    

    
      〔Survival time: 28 minutes, 49 seconds. Terminating training.〕
    

    

    
      The simulation, which had reeked of blood to an overpowering degree, ended, and Jin Crow, along with the cadets, returned to the interior of the training ground filled with white walls.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Jin Crow's body was not stained with blood, but as if by habit, he flicked the blood off his longsword and sheathed it again, scanning the cadets.
    

    

    
      “Submit a report summarizing the role of a Special Mission Officer in an urban warfare situation by the next lecture.”
    

    

    
      With those words, he turned and silently headed out of the training ground with an attitude and expression that were not the least bit disheveled.
    

    

    
      “……He said to submit it.”
    

    

    
      Ginatio added, but the cadets' gazes were all fixed on Jin Crow, who was walking out of the training ground.
    

  
    Chapter 16: 

    
      The place Jin Crow headed after leaving the Central Training Ground was none other than his quarters.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because it was still too early for the lecture to be over, the only people he encountered on his way to his quarters were a few soldiers and androids.
    

    

    
      Even they paid him no particular attention, so Jin Crow was able to return to his quarters without any friction or being held up.
    

    

    
      “Gasp……!”
    

    

    
      He hurriedly opened the door to his quarters and, as soon as it closed, let out the breath he had been holding.
    

    

    
      He roughly threw off his outer coat and even unbuttoned his white shirt before clutching his heart and collapsing to the floor.
    

    

    
      “……Kgh. Haahk!”
    

    

    
      His heart was pounding like crazy, and his fingertips were terribly numb.
    

    

    
      Clutching the hair that fell over his eyes, he gritted his teeth and lowered his gaze.
    

    

    
      A nosebleed dripped down, staining the floor.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn it. Fuck.’
    

    

    
      All he could do was grit his teeth and swallow the curse.
    

    

    
      ‘It wasn’t this bad in the training ground……!’
    

    

    
      He had gotten nosebleeds during every training session.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be worse because of all the training he had done and the psychological pressure.
    

    

    
      Either that, or there was something wrong with the Awakening Agents he had been taking.
    

    

    
      “Cough! Cough!”
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, in his current state, he was confident he would even lose to the soldier on duty at the instructor's quarters.
    

    
      How much time had passed while he was collapsed like that?
    

    

    
      Once he could barely control his body, he forced his creaking frame up and moved to the sofa.
    

    

    
      Fsssh, inhale-.
    

    

    
      He took a cigarette from the pack on the table and lit it.
    

    

    
      The heavy smoke pressing down on his lungs made his already dizzy head ache even more, but paradoxically, the pain felt like it was clearing his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘I haven’t lost anything. If anything, I’ve gained.’
    

    

    
      The side effects of the Awakening Agent are temporary anyway, and pain disappears once you forget it.
    

    

    
      But weren't the other things I gained things I might not have been able to obtain if not for today?
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve quelled some of the cadets' suspicions, and I’ve been able to see my situation more clearly.’
    

    

    
      I might not know about the Special Ability Division cadets, but seeing how the Martial Arts Division cadets watched quietly, I think I can be sure of the former.
    

    

    
      Indeed, isn't it the department’s custom for most Martial Arts Division cadets to charge in headfirst if they think something is wrong?
    

    

    
      The fact that they just watched quietly proves that, at least for now, there isn't a major problem.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't that I had anticipated this situation and trained in the simulation for it from the start, but it was fortunate.
    

    

    
      However, the situation wasn't entirely hopeful.
    

    

    
      It wasn't as if there were no daunting problems.
    

    

    
      As if to prove it, the face reflected in the mirror I glanced at was quite a sight.
    

    

    
      “……Two bottles.”
    

    

    
      Before, when I returned the alcohol to the Military Police, I had four bottles left. Of those, I’ve finished roughly two bottles as of today.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t rely on alcohol forever.’
    

    

    
      For now, the cadets and other instructors might just think of me as an instructor who likes to drink, but if this keeps happening, they might catch on someday.
    

    

    
      No, perhaps someone has already noticed.
    

    

    
      ‘An alternative, I need an alternative.’
    

    

    
      I can’t rely on Awakening Agents forever.
    

    

    
      Even if I manage to hold out for a few days or months, as an instructor in the combat faculty, there will definitely come a time when I have to prove myself with skill.
    

    

    
      Moreover, isn't the Central Special Mission Military Academy the Empire's number one target for terrorism?
    

    

    
      Sizzle…….
    

    

    
      He took the cigarette from his mouth, stubbed it out in the ashtray, and roughly wiped away his cold sweat.
    

    

    
      Just then, his gaze fell upon the white shirt stained with his nosebleed.
    

    

    
      “Damn.”
    

    

    
      Bloodstains are hard to get out.
    

    

    
      He unbuttoned the stained shirt and threw it, along with the rest of his clothes, into the laundry basket.
    

    

    
      Then he opened the shower door, stepped inside, and immediately let the cold water spray down on his head.
    

    

    
      Shwaaaa…….
    

    

    
      The blood and sweat he hadn't managed to wipe away slid down to the floor with the cold water. 
    

    

    
      Wiping the condensation from the mirror, Jin Crow stared at his even paler reflection and murmured softly.
    

    

    
      “OOPArts.”
    

    

    
      Among the alternatives he could think of, there was only one that was remotely realistic.
    

    

    
      「OOPArts.」
    

    

    
      Originally, it’s a term interpreted as Out-of-Place Artifacts, used in various occult, conspiracy theory, and pseudo-history circles.
    

    

    
      But in this world, it’s a little different.
    

    

    
      Because here, ‘out-of-place artifacts’ that cannot be explained by science or the laws of physics actually exist.
    

    

    
      ‘Artifacts that existed during the transitional period when Earth was endlessly expanding its colonies across the galaxy, and within the histories of various other races.’
    

    

    
      Of course, a few other things came to mind besides OOPArts, but most were so unrealistic that he didn't even consider them deeply.
    

    

    
      In fact, the plan to ‘obtain an OOPArt’ was by no means an easy one.
    

    

    
      ‘The most suitable sources for me are the Holy Galactic Empire, and the other is the Free Planetary Alliance. And I don’t even know if the latter actually exists.’
    

    

    
      The damage the Synthetic Nation and the Empire have suffered from the war with the Holy Galactic Empire, now in its third iteration, is beyond astronomical.
    

    

    
      Moreover, who was Jin Crow?
    

    

    
      He might not have his memories, but he was a veteran Special Mission Officer who had fought on the battlefield for a long 20 years.
    

    

    
      This meant that his career was practically a count of how many elves from the Holy Galactic Empire he had slaughtered.
    

    

    
      His options were effectively forced towards the latter.
    

    

    
      ‘The Free Planetary Alliance……. They’re not an easy bunch, but is there no other way?’
    

    

    
      Since they’re the type to do anything for money, it might actually make things easier.
    

    

    
      It seems I’ll have to pay them a visit soon.
    

    

    
      After all, I needed to visit them at some point to get alcohol with the Awakening Agent components anyway.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Just as he finished his quick shower and was about to step out, a throbbing pain shot through him, and his vision rapidly plummeted.
    

    

    
      “Damn, fu—.”
    

    

    
      Soon, all that greeted him was a blackened vision and his fading consciousness.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “Sergeant, wake up, sir.”
    

    

    
      As he opened his eyes, feeling the biting cold on the tip of his nose, a pair of white eyes shining in the black night stared back at him.
    

    

    
      If he hadn't been used to it, he would have let out an involuntary scream.
    

    

    
      However, looking at the subordinate who was now all too familiar, to the point of being tiresome, Jin Crow spoke in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “……Is it them?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      For some reason, his own slightly cracked and youthful voice felt unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      Peeeeew!
    

    

    
      But before he could dwell on that sense of unease, the sound of a bursting wind, along with flares embroidering the sky, turned night into day.
    

    

    
      -All troops! Charge!
    

    

    
      -Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!
    

    

    
      -For humanity!
    

    

    
      Soon, the dust settled.
    

    

    
      The brightened battlefield filled with the loud shouts of officers from behind and the desperate cries of countless conscripts.
    

    

    
      Clank-.
    

    

    
      However, the soldiers led by Jin Crow did not immediately charge out of the trench; they merely sharpened and polished the chainswords, field shovels, and machetes they each held.
    

    

    
      “Those morons. For humanity, my ass. They’re only running because they’ll get shot from behind if they don’t.”
    

    

    
      “Just you watch. I plan on supplementing that officer’s head with some iron soon enough.”
    

    

    
      A red-haired sergeant major responded to the grumbling of the blond-haired corporal who had woken Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      But Jin Crow paid them no mind.
    

    

    
      He simply adjusted his scope through a small groove carved between the trenches, confirmed someone was approaching quickly, and then murmured softly.
    

    

    
      “They’re coming.”
    

    

    
      At his word, the eyes of the soldiers, who had seemed utterly lax just moments before, darkened, and they simply waited for Jin Crow’s signal, their hands twitching on their respective weapons.
    

    

    
      -It's a Knight!
    

    

    
      -Kuaaaaaak!
    

    

    
      -It’s an Imperial Knight! Sa-save me……!
    

    

    
      Even as the screams of countless conscripts echoed from not too far away, they remained unshaken, holding their breath.
    

    

    
      “……You disgusting humans. As if it wasn't enough to dare invade the sacred lands of the Empire……!”
    

    

    
      And finally, just as the enemy’s steps had nearly reached the trench where they were hiding.
    

    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow shouted as if it were second nature, cranking the output of his writhing Gear to its maximum and instantly bursting from the trench.
    

    

    
      “W-what?!”
    

    

    
      Beneath the thick dust and the dreamlike light of the flares, what came into view was an Imperial ‘Knight’ clad in archaic armor and holding a greatsword dripping with blood.
    

    

    
      She was surprised by the sight of Jin Crow suddenly charging from the trench, but only for a moment. 
    

    

    
      Her face twisted in a scowl, and she swung her sword, which shimmered with a green light, as she roared.
    

    

    
      “How dare you, a mere grunt, try to face a Knight!”
    

    

    
      Was it because she had fought too many wars?
    

    

    
      She felt insulted that Jin Crow's rank was a mere ‘Sergeant’ and roared, while Jin Crow, knowing she was a Knight, aimed the railgun in his hand.
    

    

    
      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
    

    

    
      The rapidly fired bullets from the railgun were shot as if to pierce her through in an instant, but a Knight could not be felled by such insignificant projectiles.
    

    

    
      “Pathetic!”
    

    

    
      She cut down the bullets with a single strike and immediately leaped forward to cut down the enemy before her.
    

    

    
      In an instant, she surpassed the speed of sound.
    

    

    
      By the time she came into view again, she was already within reach of Jin Crow's neck.
    

    

    
      “Brave, but blame your inferior species!”
    

    

    
      For a split second, she seemed to hesitate at Jin Crow’s youthful appearance, but she quickly swung her sword with the resolve to leave no loose ends.
    

    

    
      But in that very moment, a sense of unease ran down her spine, and she involuntarily met his gaze.
    

    

    
      “……You morons. You always get close when I face you alone.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow unhesitatingly dropped the railgun he was holding, drew a greatsword from his waist, and swung it at the nape of her neck.
    

    

    
      Shwiiiiik!
    

    

    
      A shallow but clean cut.
    

    

    
      “Kgh!”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow looked at her bewildered face and then, without hesitation, gave an order to the soldiers he had been talking to in the trench moments before.
    

    

    
      “Tear her apart.”
    

    

    
      Instead of an answer, dozens of soldiers covered in dust poured out of the trench, each holding a crude melee weapon.
    

    

    
      “……Ah, ahh.”
    

    

    
      Only then did the Imperial Knight remember.
    

    

    
      She remembered who these beasts standing before her were.
    

    

    
      The hunting dogs of the United Human Star Nation, who held nothing but enmity for the Empire; the nightmare of the battlefield that kept coming, no matter how many times you killed them.
    

    

    
      In that case, this young man before her was…….
    

    

    
      “You’re the one……! Keok!”
    

    

    
      Her muffled murmur soon turned into a desperate scream, and a moment later.
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      Jin Crow drove his broken greatsword into the neck of the already dead Knight and spoke to his surviving squad members.
    

    

    
      “Next.”
    

    

    
      His eyes were endlessly empty.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “Gasp!”
    

    

    
      He opened his eyes, letting out a ragged breath.
    

    

    
      How long had he been unconscious?
    

    

    
      He sat up and looked out the window, and soon, he couldn’t believe his eyes.
    

    

    
      “……Damn.”
    

    

    
      Before he knew it, the sun was rising.
    

    

    
      Just in case, he checked his physical condition, but the pressure that had been weighing down on his body until a moment ago was already gone.
    

    

    
      He pushed his stiff body up.
    

    

    
      But the relief from his improved condition was short-lived.
    

    

    
      “……I.”
    

    

    
      He unconsciously furrowed his brow at a question that flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      “What did I just dream about?”
    

    

    
      As he was now, it was something he could not know.
    

  
    Chapter 17: 

    
      “I knew it, there was something about him.”
    

    

    
      “Of course. Would he be an instructor if he didn't have the skills?”
    

    

    
      “Well, yeah, but still. I don't like him. What good are skills if he's got no manners?”
    

    

    
      Baek Hwi-young suppressed a bitter laugh at the cadets' voices leaking from a room in the men's dormitory and headed to his own room.
    

    

    
      “Oh, Hwi-young. You're back?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      He walked up the stairs, returning greetings from cadets whose names he sometimes couldn't even remember.
    

    

    
      In truth, it would be more accurate to say he had no time to think about anything else.
    

    

    
      His mind was currently so complicated that the word 'confused' wasn't enough to describe it.
    

    

    
      Creeak-.
    

    

    
      He opened the door and entered his quarters. The empty bed on the opposite side caught his eye.
    

    

    
      ‘Did he drop out?’
    

    

    
      At first, no, until just a little while ago, he had remembered the name and face of the cadet who was his roommate.
    

    

    
      His skills might have been a little lacking for the Central Special Mission Military Academy, but his personality wasn't bad.
    

    

    
      But now, he couldn't remember. 
    

    

    
      Not his name, not his face, not even the reason he left.
    

    

    
      ‘Because whenever I opened my eyes, it was always an empty bed.’
    

    

    
      It's overwhelming just to remember the connections he made and broke throughout his regressions.
    

    

    
      What would happen if, one day, his memories flipped and mixed, and he gradually lost his sanity?
    

    

    
      When his thoughts reached that point, Baek Hwi-young, without realizing it, gripped his own neck, closed his eyes, and squeezed.
    

    

    
      Crrrack…….
    

    

    
      The pain awakened his mind, which had been sinking.
    

    

    
      Soon, when he opened his closed eyes, the ashen eyes reflected in the window blinked.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      A red mark remained on his neck, but there was no need to worry about it.
    

    

    
      After all, for a Superhuman, such a mark was something that would disappear quickly, not even qualifying as an injury.
    

    

    
      “Shall we begin.”
    

    

    
      He sat in his chair, took out a notebook he had kept deep inside a drawer, and opened it.
    

    

    
      Its contents were a long list of terms, written in a messy, scattered script, that only Baek Hwi-young, who had experienced the future, could recognize.
    

    

    
      As if it were familiar, he held a pen and began to write down what he knew and had experienced, one by one.
    

    

    
      -Alliance with the Empire. Impossible for now.
    

    

    
      -Free Planetary Alliance. The Council Chairman is a puppet; the real political body is the council of owners of the five major corporations.
    

    

    
      -Separatist guerrilla organization 'Red Hand'. Seems larger than expected. Relationship with the owners of the Free Planetary Alliance?
    

    

    
      -Factions within the military. Led by Rosen and Kukenhausen. Alliance of minor factions…….
    

    

    
      The reason he didn't bother transferring it to a more convenient device was simple.
    

    

    
      It absolutely could not be leaked to the outside.
    

    

    
      ‘This is too much information for a mere cadet to know. It'll get annoying if the information brokers on the darknet even get a whiff of it.’
    

    

    
      The possibility of it being dismissed as a mere cadet's delusion was low.
    

    

    
      Setting aside the fact that he was a cadet at the Central Special Mission Military Academy, it also contained no small number of secrets about various factions and events that would soon occur, barring any major variables.
    

    

    
      If he uploaded it to a device, the creation time would be saved in the data, so unless someone was an idiot, they would have no choice but to notice he had something.
    

    

    
      Of course, the stories he wrote down would not necessarily be the absolute truth.
    

    

    
      The future could always change.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason he was organizing it was that it was a sort of "mistake notebook," an attempt to avoid at least some of the thorny paths he would encounter along the way.
    

    

    
      How long had he been writing like that?
    

    

    
      -Instructor Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      When he reached the name he had semi-consciously pushed to the back, Baek Hwi-young paused the tip of his pen for the first time and stared intently at it.
    

    

    
      Then, as if to organize his thoughts, he closed his eyes and let out a low, sigh-filled remark.
    

    

    
      “……What is it? What changed? What in the world is it?”
    

    

    
      At first, he thought it was a coincidence or some other variable.
    

    

    
      Although the past had always been the same until now, it would be paranoia to be suspicious just because one thing—returning some liquor bottles—happened.
    

    

    
      However, that thought soon collapsed.
    

    

    
      ‘Originally, he had no great interest in Creatures. No, perhaps it seemed like he was intentionally avoiding them.’
    

    

    
      He had never brought up the topic of Creatures during his theory lectures.
    

    

    
      Moreover, for the newly established lecture this time, both the original timing and the instructor were not Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      In the end, Baek Hwi-young's deliberation had no choice but to arrive at the final possibility he had thought of and denied countless times in his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘A regressor?’
    

    

    
      It was a guess so close to a delusion that any other cadet or instructor who heard it would have recommended a mental hospital to Baek Hwi-young, but paradoxically, for him, it was the most realistic deduction.
    

    

    
      “No way.”
    

    

    
      But he shook his head.
    

    

    
      It was more likely that there was a different, special turning point in this past.
    

    

    
      After a moment of deliberation, Baek Hwi-young began to write something under Jin Crow's name.
    

    

    
      -Observe carefully.
    

    

    
      And so, in Baek Hwi-young's quarters, only the sound of a pen moving could be heard late into the night.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “As of now, it's true that research resources on Creatures are lacking. Until just a little while ago, the majority of people simply called them space monsters instead of their academic name, Creature, so it's not surprising.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow's impassive voice echoed throughout the lecture hall.
    

    

    
      As might be expected, the majority of the cadets were rubbing their sleepy eyes.
    

    

    
      “However, it's very fortunate that we have the papers of Professor Lee Su-jong, who has been researching Creatures for the last 10 years, which have been of great help to the military. The Creatures you saw in the simulation room before were all data actualized through Dr. Lee Su-jong's research.”
    

    

    
      Of course, among the Special Ability Division cadets, there were quite a few who were genuinely interested in Creatures and were paying attention.
    

    

    
      “However, it's difficult to fully apply the cases from the colonial planets outside the Defense Line. Their situation and ours are different.”
    

    

    
      But regardless of the cadets' reactions, Jin Crow paid them no mind and silently continued his lecture.
    

    

    
      ‘……He seems different somehow.’
    

    

    
      Hino Kanae blinked her characteristic long black hair and black eyes as she scanned Jin Crow, who was speaking in a monotone voice.
    

    

    
      His eyes, slightly hidden by his black hair, held an empty light, and his pale face and slightly sunken cheeks made him look like a sickly and frail man at first glance.
    

    

    
      But with his well-trained body added to the mix, he was quite a sight to behold externally.
    

    

    
      ‘I acknowledge his skill. But I still don't like him.’
    

    

    
      The display he had shown the cadets in the simulation room before was brief, but it had resonated with her.
    

    

    
      However, that didn't mean she approved of his radical and extreme ideology.
    

    

    
      What she revered was the spirit of Bushido from her homeland's distant past, not the madness of suicide commandos who were handed bundles of bombs and pushed to their deaths.
    

    

    
      “Cadet. ……Uh.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “Hino Kanae.”
    

    

    
      “……My lady.”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Deep in thought, she was brought back to her senses by the whisper of Huma Kentaro, a vassal of the Hino family, who was next to her.
    

    
      And she soon realized that Jin Crow was calling none other than her, and she stood up from her seat.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      “I didn't tell you to stand. Sit.”
    

    

    
      “……Ah, yes.”
    

    

    
      She tried to ignore her needlessly blushing cheeks and stared at Jin Crow without losing her dignity.
    

    

    
      She could feel the gazes of the other cadets, filled with sneers or laughter, but she knew she couldn't lose her composure.
    

    

    
      “How dare he…….”
    

    

    
      The members of the Hino family sitting beside her, including Huma Kentaro, narrowed their eyes, but he too was just playing his part.
    

    

    
      “Quiet.”
    

    

    
      But that was only for a moment. 
    

    

    
      The brief commotion that had filled the lecture hall subsided at Jin Crow's single word, as if it had never happened.
    

    

    
      He narrowed his eyes as if displeased with something, but then shook his head as if to dismiss it and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “A moment ago, I mentioned the difference between the colonial planets outside the Defense Line and the planets within it. Explain.”
    

    

    
      “……The colonial planets outside the Defense Line belong to the Federation of the United Human Star Nation, but they are planets where other races or criminals, who are judged to lack the capacity to adopt the advanced political system of democracy, are relocated. Therefore, the sovereignty of each colonial planet is transferred to a Governor-General's office dispatched through proper procedures.”
    

    

    
      Hino Kanae's answer was concise.
    

    

    
      However, she couldn't help but be a little bewildered by Jin Crow's follow-up question.
    

    

    
      “Then, do you know why the differences become so prominent when colonial planets and the Federation's member planets respond to Creatures?”
    

    

    
      “……Pardon?”
    

    

    
      What's with this sudden leap in logic?
    

    

    
      Hino Kanae's red eyes widened and she blinked for a moment, but she soon answered.
    

    

    
      “It's a difference in military power, organization, and management. The Defense Line is, as its name suggests, systematically managed by the Galactic Federal Army under the Ministry of National Defense, which divides it into sectors. However, the planetary defense capabilities of the colonial planets vary according to the discretion of each Governor-General's office.”
    

    

    
      In truth, it was a textbook answer.
    

    

    
      It was the argument that usually came up when you substituted the Empire for the Creatures.
    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      “Hmm, a half-baked answer. Sit down.”
    

    

    
      “……Yes.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow said with a less than satisfied expression, and Hino Kanae could only nod, trying to act nonchalant, and sit back down.
    

    

    
      “Pfft!”
    

    

    
      “Don't laugh so openly. It's rude.”
    

    

    
      She could hear the annoying conversation between Dokgo Ran and Famille from behind, but she paid it no mind.
    

    

    
      “Any other opinions?”
    

    

    
      “Me!”
    

    

    
      “Cadet Dokgo Ran. Speak.”
    

    

    
      “Yessir! It's because the colonial planets are weak!”
    

    

    
      “An insincere and thoughtless answer. Three demerit points.”
    

    

    
      “W-what?! Mmph!”
    

    

    
      “Haa, so embarrassing. You really don't have a……. Ah, right. You never did, did you?”
    

    

    
      Just as Famille's low voice suggested, it was a familiar sight for Dokgo Ran to act thoughtlessly.
    

    

    
      In fact, she was even grateful.
    

    

    
      Because the answer Dokgo Ran had just blurted out was so pathetic, her own answer would have seemed slightly better by comparison.
    

    

    
      “Any other cadet with an answer? No one?”
    

    

    
      Unable to watch any longer, Ginatio scanned the cadets and asked.
    

    

    
      However, the other cadets weren't confident they could give a better answer than Hino Kanae, so the atmosphere was one of silence.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmph, as expected.’
    

    

    
      Thanks to this, the corners of Hino Kanae's mouth curled up slightly and Jin Crow's eyes darkened further, but the cadets still just glanced at each other.
    

    

    
      “U-um…….”
    

    

    
      But just then, a female cadet sitting next to the male cadet with ashen hair at the very back of the lecture hall timidly raised her hand.
    

    

    
      “Cadet, Miel Angbereu.”
    

    

    
      “Y-yes!”
    

    

    
      The cadets' gazes focused on her, a girl with light brown hair and eyes who resembled a squirrel.
    

    

    
      “Hi-hiccup!”
    

    

    
      Was she startled by the gazes of over a hundred people?
    

    
      Or was she just flustered by Jin Crow calling her name?
    

    

    
      Whichever it was, Miel Angbereu, with a look of clear surprise, shrank her shoulders, but when Jin Crow waited quietly, she seemed to gain courage and mumbled a question.
    

    

    
      “U-um, which side suffers more damage?”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, the cadets who heard this could only stare at Miel Angbereu in disbelief.
    

    

    
      ‘……Is she an idiot?’
    

    

    
      The same went for Hino Kanae.
    

    

    
      Asking which suffers more damage between a colonial planet, which has almost no decent Special Mission Officers and maintains a force equivalent to a single fleet, and a federation planet that maintains a force of at least several hundred thousand, or even millions?
    

    

    
      Wasn't it a question with such an obvious answer that even saying 'of course' felt like a waste?
    

    

    
      “Ah, uh. I mean, what I meant was…….”
    

    

    
      Did she only then realize what kind of question she had asked?
    

    

    
      Miel Angbereu's face turned beet red as she tried to make some excuse.
    

    

    
      “You've pointed out the blind spot.”
    

    

    
      But right at that moment, the cadets couldn't believe their ears at the composed voice that came from the podium.
    

    

    
      “The damage to the colonial planets is far less severe.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow added, tapping the podium with his leather-gloved fingers as if he found it interesting.
    

    

    
      “Now, try to explain the reason why.”
    

  
    Chapter 18: 

    
      Miel Angbereu's expression brightened for a moment, but it soon turned to bewilderment at Jin Crow's next words.
    

    

    
      “I-I don't really know the reason……”
    

    

    
      “You may sit.”
    

    

    
      She seemed worried that she might get demerit points for not being able to state the reason, like Dokgo Ran a moment ago, but Jin Crow actually nodded with a rather satisfied look.
    

    

    
      “The first time a Creature was observed was not on Planet Aurum. Some have consistently mentioned the danger they pose. The authority, Dr. Lee Su-jong, was one of them.”
    

    

    
      In the first place, the reason Dr. Lee Su-jong was treated as a semi-heretic in academic circles was precisely because of his obsession with Creatures.
    

    

    
      Most colonial planets have poor public security, or even if they don't, the natives are often hostile towards officials of the United Human Star Nation.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, for the past 10 years, he has persistently traveled from one colonial planet to another, tenaciously gathering information.
    

    

    
      This raises a question.
    

    

    
      “Why has humanity only now realized the danger of the Creatures?”
    

    

    
      Beyond his impassive gaze was a hint of pity.
    

    

    
      “Because humanity was complacent, and they were meticulous.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow displayed a galactic map behind the podium, showing the colonial planets outside the Defense Line.
    

    

    
      Then, pointing to a planet that was neither too far nor too close to the Defense Line, he continued.
    

    

    
      “This is a colonial planet called Area 72. According to reports submitted by the Governor-General's office over the past 10 years, it has been invaded a total of 12 times.”
    

    

    
      At those words, the cadets naturally recalled the incidents on Planet Aurum and Planet Remal and couldn't help but look bewildered.
    

    

    
      ‘A colonial planet withstood 12 invasions?’
    

    
      ‘Is that possible? How?’
    

    

    
      What was a colonial planet?
    

    

    
      As Hino Kanae said earlier, it's a place where other races or criminals, disqualified from becoming members of the United Human Star Nation, live under the protection and guidance of a Governor-General's office.
    

    

    
      There's much debate within the Synthetic Nation about whether this is right or wrong, but their level of civilization and technology would, at best, be around that of 21st-century Earth.
    

    

    
      However, Jin Crow paid no mind to the cadets' reactions, simply manipulating the hologram nonchalantly.
    

    

    
      “And the damage, at its worst, was only to the extent of a part of a city being lost. Of course, this would be a disaster for the residents of the colonial planet, but from the perspective of the military receiving reports from within the Defense Line, it would just be classified as 'minor damage'.”
    

    

    
      At this point, the cadets couldn't help but wonder what he would say next.
    

    

    
      And as if answering their questions, Jin Crow said concisely.
    

    

    
      “Simply put, Dr. Lee Su-jong explained it as 'a difference in purpose'.”
    

    

    
      “A difference in purpose?”
    

    

    
      “The Creature swarm observed on Planet Aurum was at least 100 million strong. If you add the yet-to-be-defined biological weapons or superior species, you could add tens of thousands more. On the other hand……”
    

    

    
      Beep.
    

    

    
      A brief summary of the invasion records for Area 72 floated in the air next to the planet.
    

    

    
      “The number of individuals observed in Area 72 was, at most, in the tens of thousands, and even then, the majority were expendable units, worse than the mass-produced types.”
    

    

    
      And upon seeing that, the cadets finally realized what he was trying to say and couldn't help but swallow a groan.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow nodded at the cadets' expressions and added.
    

    

    

    
      “The consensus among not only Dr. Lee Su-jong but also the researchers cooperating with the military was that the sporadic Creature disturbances up until now were, at most, presumed to be 'reconnaissance' or 'pheromone marking'.”
    

    

    
      In fact, it wasn't a presumption; it was correct.
    

    

    
      “The first discovery site of the Creatures was Area 121, a planet now abandoned due to resource depletion and planetary aging.”
    

    

    
      In reality, the Creatures had slowly and carefully approached the Defense Line from distant colonial planets, in an ambiguous way that was just enough to provoke humanity's vigilance, but not too much.
    

    

    
      “Therefore, to continue, it is presumed that Creatures have a superior individual that acts as a command unit, much like bees or other swarm insects, and……”
    

    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    

    
      “……And that concludes the discovery of the Creatures and a brief overview of their behavioral principles researched to date.”
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether the cadets were shocked by the lecture's content or had brushed it off indifferently, Jin Crow continued with his prepared material to the end. 
    

    

    
      Soon, when it was time to end the lecture, he tapped the podium lightly and said.
    

    

    
      “Submit the assignment from the last practical training session to Assistant Instructor Ginatio. That is all.”
    

    

    
      As always, as soon as the lecture ended, he immediately made his way out of the lecture hall.
    

    
      But the very moment he opened the lecture hall door.
    

    

    
      “Instructor Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      An instructor standing outside the door, as if he had been waiting, called out to stop him.
    

    

    
      “Headmaster Idealle is looking for you.”
    

    

    
      “……Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Jin Crow said, pulling down the black tie around his neck slightly with an inscrutable gesture.
    

    

    

    
      “I'll go now.”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The Headmaster's office was neat and tidy, a perfect reflection of Idealle's personality.
    

    

    
      She sat at a desk filled only with documents, without even any particular luxuries, biting her lip.
    

    

    
      “……Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Was it because of her furrowed brow?
    

    

    
      The glasses she only wore for work trembled slightly, and soon, she took them off somewhat irritably and muttered under her breath.
    

    

    
      “……This has become a headache.”
    

    

    
      But just then, hearing the sound of irritable footsteps echoing from the hallway, Idealle sank into her chair with an expression that said, 'Here it comes.'
    

    

    
      Knock, knock-.
    

    

    
      A short knock was heard.
    

    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    

    
      Creeak.
    

    

    
      The door opened, and the one who appeared was none other than Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      As if he had no intention of fixing his disheveled clothes, he nonchalantly closed the door, strode up to her desk, and asked.
    

    

    
      “I heard you were looking for me.”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, she turned the official document she had been staring at just moments before so that he could see it.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, at her sudden action, Jin Crow let out a questioning sound, but he soon understood why she had such a troubled expression.
    

    

    
      “This is……”
    

    

    
      “It's an official order to send Instructor Jin Crow as an Admissions Inspector. It came in the name of the Ministry of National Defense.”
    

    

    
      Admissions Inspector. 
    

    

    
      Hearing those words, Jin Crow's expression strangely stiffened.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Idealle couldn't help but think something along the lines of, 'Of course.'
    

    

    
      ‘Because it's a job most instructors avoid.’
    

    

    
      The Central Special Mission Military Academy produces about 1,000 to 2,000 Special Mission Officers each year.
    

    

    
      But the official population of the United Human Star Nation is about 1 trillion. 
    

    

    
      If you add the residents of colonial planets and those without citizenship, it would easily exceed 1.2 trillion.
    

    

    
      ……It's impossible to handle.
    

    

    
      Moreover, in the Third Galactic War, the number of Special Mission Officers was one of the direct factors that determined the outcome of battles. Naturally, the Central Special Mission 
    

    

    
      Military Academy was not the only military academy that produced Special Mission Officers.
    

    

    
      “Atla Colony?”
    

    

    
      At Jin Crow's words, Idealle nodded and took a sip of the cold black tea on the table before speaking.
    

    

    
      “It's the colony that houses the refugees from Planet Remal and has the command headquarters for the front line. The mission is to observe and scout talented cadets from the Remal Planetary Defense Military Academy.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the mission alone, it's ridiculously simple.
    

    

    
      But why is it avoided?
    

    

    
      That too is simple.
    

    

    
      In the Federal Army, there are a total of five military academies that train Special Mission Officers, including the Central Special Mission Military Academy.
    

    

    
      In other words, it means they have to compete with them.
    

    

    
      “Are all the other military academies coming too?”
    

    

    
      “Except for the Southern Special Mission Military Academy. Probably. They likely don't have the capacity due to a recent internal audit.”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, there was one less competitor, but that didn't make the job any easier.
    

    

    
      In the end, Jin Crow narrowed his eyes and asked Idealle for permission with a glance. 
    

    

    
      When Idealle gave a rare nod, he immediately put a cigarette in his mouth.
    

    

    
      Tsssk, shhh-.
    

    

    
      Pungent gray smoke flowed out between his short breaths, and he soon forced a word past his lips.
    

    

    
      “This is hard to accept.”
    

    

    
      “……I agree.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't anything else, but there had never been a case where the higher-ups 'designated' an Admissions Inspector by name.
    

    

    
      Beyond just being unconventional or tyrannical, it was an unprecedented event.
    

    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    

    
      The two didn't say it out loud, but they were thinking the same thing.
    

    

    
      ‘It's either Rosen's doing……’
    

    

    
      ‘Or it must be Kukenhausen.’
    

    

    
      Either way, it was awkward.
    

    

    
      However, the problem was that this order came down in the name of the 'Ministry of National Defense'.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Idealle looked at Jin Crow, who was smoking with a stiff expression, and let out a sigh-filled remark.
    

    

    
      “If you want, I can file an objection with the higher-ups. But whether it will be accepted is……”
    

    

    
      This too was the greatest consideration possible, justified by the fact that it was unprecedented.
    

    

    
      It meant she was willing to shoulder the risk of it being considered 'insubordination', at least with a valid reason.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, Jin Crow narrowed his eyes as if thinking about something, and then asked her.
    

    

    
      “Atla Colony. No, which nation did Planet Remal border?”
    

    

    
      “The Free Planetary Alliance.”
    

    

    
      And at that moment, Idealle felt it.
    

    

    
      That unexplainable sense of incongruity she had been getting from Jin Crow lately.
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      Tssssk.
    

    

    
      He stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette in a portable ashtray.
    

    

    
      Then, as if he had organized his thoughts, he swept his slightly disheveled bangs back and said.
    

    

    
      “The objection is unnecessary. Then.”
    

    

    
      What?”
    

    

    
      He gave a short, silent bow to the questioning Idealle and then left.
    

    

    
      The fact that he gave a silent bow instead of a salute was astounding in itself, but she was more troubled by something else than his attitude.
    

    

    
      “The Free Planetary Alliance? Why there?”
    

    

    
      It was all just a series of incomprehensible things.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      ‘Atla Colony. I thought the name sounded familiar.’
    

    

    
      Most of the early refugees from Planet Remal were rescued by the Red Hand.
    

    

    
      However, there was no way the Federal Army of the United Human Star Nation would just stand by and watch.
    

    

    
      Naturally, troops dispatched from the nearby 17th Fleet and various Planetary Defense Forces were sent in, and the Red Hand was ultimately forced to retreat.
    

    

    
      ‘But regardless of their justification, there's no way a terrorist group would retreat that easily.’
    

    

    
      Unless his memories were wrong or had changed, it was certain that something would happen at Atla Colony.
    

    

    
      The only problem was that even in the original story, it wasn't specified exactly what that event was.
    

    

    
      ‘It could be a terrorist attack, or it could just be my concern.’
    

    

    
      Personally, I hope it's the latter.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I could refuse anyway, but I didn't want to risk my life just yet.
    

    

    
      Moreover, my real purpose wasn't something noble like wanting to solve the incident at Atla Colony, but something extremely personal.
    

    

    
      ‘I can just stop by on the way back after the job is done.’
    

    

    
      The Free Planetary Alliance is, how should I put it…
    

    

    
      It's a place that acts as a neutral nation between the Synthetic Nation and the Empire, which are fighting for galactic hegemony, while also serving as a tourist destination where all the universe's money and goods gather.
    

    

    
      In other words, even if he were to stop by for a while after finishing his work, it wouldn't arouse much suspicion externally.
    

    

    
      “Hehe.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Having thought that far, Jin Crow instinctively reached for his hip flask at the sound of an innocent laugh piercing through his idle thoughts.
    

    

    
      “Yap, yap-yap. Open your eyes, Instructor.”
    

    

    
      But he soon endured it with superhuman patience, opened his closed eyes, and looked at the red-haired woman sitting in front of him, waving her hand in front of his face, and asked in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “So, why did you really follow me, Major Obia?”
    

    

    
      It was a remark feigning exhaustion.
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      As a rule, Admissions Inspectors never move alone.
    

    

    
      ‘Because they have too many enemies.’
    

    

    
      This wasn't a story limited to just instructors from the Central Special Mission Military Academy.
    

    
      Regardless of the military academy, what is an instructor?
    

    

    
      Ultimately, they are Superhumans and important assets prioritized for deployment in wars or disturbances.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, they are easier to approach than Special Mission Officers currently deployed on the battlefield, and at the same time, they are the ones who nurture and educate the cadets who will serve in the military in the future.
    

    

    
      This meant that even without the Empire, there were more than enough factions, organizations, and even individuals who would target an instructor.
    

    

    
      “Well, of course, it's to protect you from the bad guys who might be targeting you, Instructor!”
    

    

    
      ……In the end, Major Obia.
    

    

    
      What she said wasn't complete nonsense.
    

    

    
      It was true that the Military Police from each military academy moved together for the instructors' safety.
    

    

    
      However, the problem was that it was inappropriate for her, the battalion commander of the academy's Military Police, to make a move.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow silently watched Obia, who was grinning incessantly and hovering in front of him, before sending a silent gaze to the two Military Police officers standing behind her.
    

    

    
      ‘Didn't you stop her?’
    

    

    
      ‘……Would she listen even if we did?’
    

    

    
      No conversation was exchanged, but for some reason.
    

    

    
      They understood each other.
    

    

    
      Tsssk-.
    

    

    
      In the end, instead of dealing with Obia any longer, Jin Crow had no choice but to take a cigarette from his pocket and put it in his mouth.
    

    

    
      [Commencing internal air purification.]
    

    

    
      At that, the AI inside the cabin murmured softly, and after a short mechanical sound, the noise of vibrating and circulating air replaced the momentary silence.
    

    

    
      Was it because he was showing his annoyance?
    

    

    
      Or had she simply lost interest?
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright. You want me to leave, right? But I'll be back later, so stay on your toes!”
    

    

    
      Obia Timist blinked her characteristic red eyes at the indifferent-looking Jin Crow, who had a cigarette in his mouth, gave a bashful smile, and left the cabin without giving him a chance to reply.
    

    

    
      ……It felt like a storm had just passed.
    

    

    
      But thanks to that, he had gained some time to gather his thoughts, so he inwardly relaxed and sank into the sofa.
    

    

    
      ‘The more I see her, the harder it is to get used to her.’
    

    

    
      Obia Timist. 
    

    

    
      A Major in the Military Police and a Quad Gear-class Special Mission Officer.
    

    

    
      On the outside, she seems endlessly lighthearted and airheaded, but the reality was completely different.
    

    

    
      ‘A sociopath? No, it's different.’
    

    

    
      It was complicated to explain, but to put it very simply, she was a woman who moved based on 'interest'.
    

    

    
      ‘She likely noticed something during my last meeting with Idealle, too.’
    

    

    
      Since Idealle, a Penta Gear Special Mission Officer, didn't sense it, she probably couldn't have eavesdropped openly, but her playful escape back then was clearly a ploy to gloss over the situation.
    

    

    
      He himself had been flustered at the time and let it slide, but in any case, it was certain that she was a dangerous woman.
    

    

    
      It was clear that she was accompanying him on this mission because something had piqued her personal interest.
    

    

    
      ‘Is it me?’
    

    

    
      No matter how he thought about it, the most likely candidate was Jin Crow himself.
    

    

    
      ……It wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      He had tried his best to imitate Jin Crow's personality to avoid raising suspicion, but hadn't he caused quite a lot of trouble in a short time?
    

    

    
      ‘For now, let's just be wary. Just wary.’
    

    

    
      There was a point that made him hesitant to be openly hostile.
    

    

    
      She was neither a villain nor a hero.
    

    

    
      As someone who moves purely on 'interest', if he could somehow get on her good side, she could become a very good ally.
    

    

    
      ‘Yes, if I can handle it right.’
    

    

    
      He felt like his head had just gotten needlessly more complicated.
    

    

    
      In the end, he got up and took a can of beer from the simple minibar set up on one side of the cabin.
    

    

    
      Tssssk-.
    

    

    
      After opening the beer can, he turned on his watch and checked the contact information Rosen had sent him before, but as expected, there were no new messages.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      It would have been nice if there was something clear.
    

    

    
      No, maybe it would have been much easier if I had been possessed as the protagonist, Baek Hwi-young.
    

    

    
      In the end, all that was left was grumbling.
    

    

    
      It was around the time he was finishing the can of beer.
    

    

    
      [Entering Hyperspace shortly. All crew members on board, please remain in your positions.]
    

    

    
      The captain's voice, full of experience yet somehow carrying a profound power, flowed from the speaker.
    

    

    
      Following that, a blast shield lowered over the window that had been showing the vast expanse of space just moments before, and soon, a short but powerful impact violently shook the ship.
    

    

    
      Ruuuumble!
    

    

    
      If one didn't know what a 'Hyperspace Jump' was, the brief but intense vibration and noise were enough to make one think the ship was under attack.
    

    

    
      ‘So this is a Hyperspace Jump.’
    

    

    
      How was humanity able to establish a galactic-scale nation?
    

    

    
      The answer is the 「Hyperspace Jump」.
    

    

    
      He couldn't remember the detailed principles or structure because it was so complicated, but it could be simply thought of as a 'highway in space'.
    

    

    
      ‘However, it’s dangerous in many ways.’
    

    

    
      There's a reason they go out of their way to lower the blast shields.
    

    

    
      It's less severe for Superhumans like Special Mission Officers, but the matter in Hyperspace has adverse effects on both humans and androids.
    

    

    
      It was so bad that there was even a national holiday commemorating the pioneers who wandered through Hyperspace searching for paths in the much harsher past.
    

    

    
      “They said it would take three days to get to Atla Colony, right?”
    

    

    
      He mulled over the words of the crew member who had briefed him before departure, his gaze fixed on the ashtray that had somehow turned into a small cactus of cigarette butts.
    

    

    
      It might seem like a long time at first glance, but it only takes three days to go from the galactic center to the outer regions.
    

    

    
      They say this speed is possible by crossing through military-managed Hyperspace routes multiple times, and it gives one a sense of just how fast that is.
    

    

    
      “Hoo.”
    

    

    
      Once they entered Hyperspace, it was comfortable except for the occasional rattling noise and vibrations.
    

    

    
      He also liked the unexpected silence.
    

    

    
      In the first place, being a Special Mission Officer from the Military Police, not just a regular officer, meant she received treatment on par with his own.
    

    

    
      And yet, instead of staying in her own cabin, she had gone out of her way to follow him to his and bother him.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m tired.’
    

    

    
      Since it was a suddenly decided external schedule, he had entrusted the lecture to Assistant Instructor Ginatio, but organizing and handing over the materials overnight had been entirely his responsibility.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, Jin Crow had to feel the fatigue he was already experiencing twofold.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tap, tap.
    

    

    
      As he blankly tapped the leather of the sofa, his eyelids slowly grew heavy.
    

    

    
      He inwardly wondered, ‘Is it okay to sleep?’, but what could possibly happen on a military transport ship?
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the thought that if he didn't get some sleep now, a bored Obia might come to bother him again, made him close his eyes without further hesitation.
    

    

    
      ‘Just for an hour.’
    

    

    
      It was a wish born from the unconscious thought that Obia wouldn't leave him alone for long.
    

    
      However, his hopes were dashed.
    

    

    
      “I-Instructor! Instructor!”
    

    

    
      Someone's urgent shout reached the ears of Jin Crow, who had been in a deep sleep for the first time in a long while.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Opening his eyes with a deep sense of drowsiness, he saw a familiar face under the flickering lights.
    

    

    
      The first emotion he felt was irritation.
    

    

    
      He hadn't been sleeping well lately as it was, and he felt resentful that his first deep sleep in a long time had been interrupted.
    

    

    
      “We're in big trouble!”
    

    

    
      However, that complaint quickly vanished at the Military Police officer's next words.
    

    

    
      Under the constantly flickering lights, the ashen face of the Military Police officer came into view.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, seeing the not-so-light injuries on his body, Jin Crow immediately grabbed the special mission weapon, a longsword, that he had placed beside him.
    

    

    
      “What's wrong?”
    

    

    
      “Th-that is.”
    

    

    
      Was he reaching his limit?
    

    
      The nameless Military Police officer swayed but struggled to keep his balance, speaking with a face full of distress.
    

    

    
      “……It's an attack. The enemy has already boarded the ship……”
    

    

    
      And the last thing the Military Police officer saw before he lost consciousness was.
    

    

    
      “I-Instructor?”
    

    

    
      Without a word of reply, his broad back as he headed straight out of the cabin.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The Hyperspace Jump expanded humanity's sphere of activity across the galaxy, but it also brought with it countless dangers.
    

    

    
      Hyperspace is a place filled with the unknown.
    

    

    
      Opinions among scholars were still divided as to whether it was a stable space, a mere crack between dimensions, or something else entirely without substance.
    

    

    
      ……But one thing was certain.
    

    

    
      For humanity, Hyperspace was an indispensable transport route and passage, and at the same time, a strategic resource.
    

    

    
      “Kuaaargh!”
    

    

    
      “Hold on!”
    

    

    
      RUUUUUMBLE!
    

    

    
      A heavy vibration rattled the red-painted assault ship.
    

    

    
      Was it because they were using an old-model Hyperspace module?
    

    

    
      Or was it because the assault ship's mother AI was also severely aged?
    

    

    
      [Hyperspace Jump complete. Fusion reactor number 3 is overheating. Isolating the corresponding sector.]
    

    

    
      It seemed to be both.
    

    

    
      One of the dozens of soldiers in red uniforms standing in the hangar muttered.
    

    

    
      “The Krieg... this old girl will have to be retired after this operation.”
    

    

    
      “Retirement from the battlefield is an honor for a ship, Sergeant.”
    

    

    
      “I know. It's just a shame. Wasn't she something of a lucky charm?”
    

    

    
      The Sergeant replied to the young Lieutenant Colonel standing at the front, scratching his left eye, which had melted down to the bone and been replaced with artificial skin, a skeleton, and an eyeball.
    

    

    
      The Lieutenant Colonel responded to him with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “That must be why the Grand Marshal gave us this ship. To tell us to come back alive.”
    

    

    

    
      There was no reply, but their bond was not so weak that they couldn't understand it was a silent affirmation.
    

    

    
      Rumble…….
    

    

    
      The hangar's windows were all covered by blast shields, so they couldn't see beyond into Hyperspace.
    

    

    
      “Even if we die, it is not a defeat. It is merely a cornerstone for victory.”
    

    

    
      That murmur, which at a glance seemed tinged with madness, echoed in the ears of the red soldiers standing in the hangar.
    

    

    
      This is revenge, and the proper price of blood.
    

    

    
      Whenever their hearts wavered even slightly, they recalled the insults and sense of betrayal they had received from the United Human Star Nation, a feeling passed down from their parents' generation.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The silence continued.
    

    

    
      As one, they all swallowed their surging anger and silently maintained the weapons in their hands.
    

    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    

    
      [Maximum output. Commencing assault. Brace for impact. Good luck.]
    

    

    
      A voice filled with grim determination echoed from the speaker connected to the hangar.
    

    

    
      And then, as if by agreement, all the soldiers in red uniforms pressed the black gas masks they held in their hands to their faces and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Hell to the hypocrites.”
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Following that, with an explosion, the assault ship rammed straight into the rear hangar of the United Human Star Nation's armored transport that had been moving swiftly through Hyperspace.
    

    

    
      Shhhhhhh-.
    

    

    
      The sound of deep breaths being drawn through the filters of the gas masks echoed, and soon, the Lieutenant Colonel at the front gave a low command.
    

    

    
      “All hands, assault.”
    

  
    Chapter 20: 

    
      [Intruder on board. Intruder on board. All non-combat crew members, please proceed to the designated shelters.]
    

    

    
      [Sector D-7 sealed. I repeat, Sector D-7 sealed...!]
    

    

    
      “D-damn it! What the hell is...!”
    

    

    
      A total of ten unidentified red assault ships had charged the rear hangar. 
    

    

    
      Three of them were shot down by the ship's partially functioning anti-air system, but the rest made it through.
    

    

    
      As a result, the marines, after evacuating some of the non-combat crew, headed for the corridor leading to the rear hangar.
    

    

    
      Soon, what they faced were unidentified soldiers wearing red uniforms and black gas masks.
    

    

    
      “Take cover!”
    

    

    
      “Aaargh!”
    

    

    
      “H-help me—. Keuk!”
    

    

    
      In terms of overall equipment, the Synthetic Nation's marines had the upper hand, but when the Superhumans in red uniforms stepped forward, they were instantly pushed back to the corridor beyond the hangar.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't long before the captain commanding the scene could breathe a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      This was partly because the marines who had arrived late as support were all wearing Powered Exoskeletons, but mainly because of the equipment at the forefront.
    

    

    
      [Everyone, move!]
    

    

    
      With a ‘creak, thud!’, a hulking figure, easily three meters tall, pushed its way through the marines and stood tall in the center of the corridor.
    

    

    
      [I'll wipe you all out!]
    

    

    
      Then, before the ones in red uniforms could even react, it aimed the large-caliber machine gun mounted on its left arm forward.
    

    

    
      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
    

    

    
      Tactical Powered Armor—Titan.
    

    

    
      An upgraded version of the Powered Exoskeleton created during the Second Galactic War to supplement insufficient squad firepower, its instantaneous firepower overwhelms even a Dual Gear.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the Superhumans in red uniforms in the corridor didn't seem to be of a very high rank, as they couldn't readily throw themselves in front of the muzzle.
    

    

    
      [Uwaaaaaah!]
    

    

    
      It was a marvelous display of firepower, seeing it almost single-handedly cover the corridor that dozens of marines had been defending until now.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because they had a moment to breathe, the captain commanding the scene, Schitze, asked the sergeant who had come as support.
    

    

    
      “What's the situation?”
    

    

    
      “I'm not sure of the details; I came in a hurry while on duty. But I heard Captain Hessen and Captain Arinne have headed for the bridge.”
    

    

    
      “...Damn it. Support will be difficult.”
    

    

    
      Captain Hessen and Captain Arinne. 
    

    

    
      Even if they held the same rank, the weight of their titles was different because they were both Special Mission Officers who had graduated from the Northern Special Mission Military Academy.
    

    

    
      ‘The bridge is under attack, too? But why in Hyperspace of all places...’
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that combat was impossible in Hyperspace, nor was it unprecedented.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was no exaggeration to say it was tactically perfect for guerrilla warfare.
    

    

    
      The moment a ship enters Hyperspace, its Mother AI shuts down all external anti-air systems to a minimum for safe navigation.
    

    

    
      However, for that very reason, military Hyperspace routes are managed with strict security classifications, and since even retreating is difficult in Hyperspace, it could easily become no different from a suicide mission.
    

    

    
      “Captain?”
    

    

    
      But his thoughts were cut short.
    

    

    
      Schitze also knew very well that this was not the time for such worries, so he quickly assessed the situation and gave an order.
    

    

    
      “For now, hold this position.”
    

    

    
      If the Special Mission Officers had headed for the bridge, it meant the main attack was there. In that case, there was nothing more they could do but hold their ground.
    

    

    
      [Hahahaha! Come and get some, you morons!]
    

    

    
      And with the Titan's appearance, that seemed quite manageable.
    

    

    
      But just then.
    

    

    
      Step, step…
    

    

    
      Under the flickering lights, perhaps damaged by gunfire, a man slowly walked forward, something long dangling from his hands.
    

    

    
      He wore a black gas mask, so his face was unknown, but the fact that he wore a red uniform meant he was an enemy.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the Sergeant piloting the Titan aimed the muzzle without a hint of hesitation and pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
    

    

    
      Bullets fired from the red-hot muzzle filled the corridor.
    

    

    
      ‘Fool.’
    

    

    
      Now that he was within range, there was no escape.
    

    

    
      As a Superhuman, he wouldn't die instantly from the bullets, but it should at least inflict considerable damage.
    

    

    
      But at that very moment.
    

    

    
      “I'll clean this up quickly.”
    

    

    
      Ssshhk.
    

    

    
      A voice, uttered with a short breath from under the gas mask, echoed through the noise of the machine gun.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      With the sound of an explosion, the Titan's right leg was torn off completely.
    

    

    
      “W-what...?”
    

    

    
      Not just Captain Schitze, but all the marines defending the corridor couldn't believe their eyes.
    

    

    
      He had clearly been at the end of the corridor. And yet, in the blink of an eye, he was overwhelming the Titan.
    

    

    
      [K-kuaaaaaargh!]
    

    

    
      The moment the desperate scream of the Sergeant piloting the Titan grazed his ears and only a faint afterimage remained, Captain Schitze saw the weapon the red soldier held and muttered under his breath.
    

    

    
      “Tonfa?”
    

    

    
      The red uniform, the blonde hair, and decisively, the overwhelming martial prowess to play with the Titan like a toy while wielding tonfas.
    

    

    
      “...Grade 2 wanted criminal. Liberto.”
    

    

    
      The most infamous criminal from the separatist, anti-government terrorist group 'Red Hand', and a Superhuman of estimated Quad Gear-class.
    

    

    
      “C-Captain. W-what should we do?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After finishing off the already-dead Titan for good, he stood there and stared at the Synthetic Nation's soldiers.
    

    

    
      The fact that he was waiting, despite being able to kill them all instantly if he chose to, was likely a form of silent pressure.
    

    

    
      Surrender. Or die.
    

    

    
      It might be different for other terrorist groups, but the Red Hand was known for barking about fighting for a greater cause.
    

    

    
      “...Hoo.”
    

    

    
      The deliberation was short.
    

    

    
      If he surrendered, he could save his own life for now.
    

    

    
      But he would be branded a traitor to the Synthetic Nation, and his family would surely face scorn for the rest of their lives.
    

    

    
      An honorable death?
    

    

    
      Or a cowardly survival?
    

    

    
      The answer was already decided.
    

    

    
      Schitze gave a bitter smile and commanded.
    

    

    
      “Ready to fire.”
    

    

    
      “...Ready to fire!”
    

    

    
      At his command, the remaining marines also raised their muzzles in unison. Seeing this, Liberto let out a short sigh under his gas mask and spoke.
    

    

    
      “If you insist on drinking the poisoned chalice. I won't drag this out.”
    

    

    
      And immediately after, the only thing heard from the corridor was the desperate death screams of the marines.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      “Th-thank you, Major.”
    

    

    
      Obia Timist casually accepted the injured marine's thanks and then walked over to a soldier in a red uniform who was lying on the ground with a fatal wound to his abdomen.
    

    
      Shhh, gasp-.
    

    

    
      He was clearly panting for breath, as if the gas mask made it difficult to breathe.
    

    

    
      And yet, his eyes, looking at her, were filled with killing intent and hostility.
    

    

    
      Of course, she paid it no mind and reached out, tearing off his gas mask.
    

    

    
      “Cough! Keuk...”
    

    

    
      Was it painful because she had forcibly torn the strap?
    

    

    
      Or was it because his organs were melting from the flames that had pierced his abdomen just moments before?
    

    

    
      Thinking it was probably both, she asked the man who was glaring at her as if he wanted to kill her.
    

    

    
      “It's our first time meeting, so I'll only ask once. What is your objective?”
    

    

    
      “...Kill me.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm. Yes, if that's your wish!”
    

    

    
      “...What?”
    

    

    
      Did he not expect her to agree so readily? 
    

    

    
      The fallen man's eyes widened as he questioned her, but he melted away without even letting out a death scream as flames filled his vision.
    

    

    
      At that, the adjutant standing behind her spoke, his face pale.
    

    

    
      “M-Major, even so...”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      “N-nothing, ma'am.”
    

    

    
      But at Obia's innocent-sounding question, he too had to shut his mouth.
    

    

    
      While the principle when encountering Red Hand terrorists was to arrest them, in urgent situations like this, summary execution was also possible.
    

    

    
      ...Excluding any humanitarian issues, that is.
    

    

    
      Obia, on the other hand, paid no mind to how others saw her and simply continued her thoughts.
    

    

    
      ‘An attack in Hyperspace. How interesting.’
    

    

    
      As expected, it was a good idea to follow Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      Aren't I experiencing something I might never have encountered in my entire life?
    

    

    
      However, she couldn't help but find her adjutant, who kept turning pale over trivial matters, to be a nuisance.
    

    

    
      “Hey, could you move the injured soldiers to a safe place?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, I understand, Major.”
    

    

    
      The adjutant nodded at her command.
    

    

    
      Escorting them to the rear was a necessary task, and her order was justified both in name and in practice.
    

    

    
      Of course, the reality was more along the lines of 'please get this unnecessary obstacle out of my way'.
    

    

    
      Just after the adjutant disappeared to take care of the wounded, Obia licked her lips, contemplating where to go first.
    

    

    
      “Hmmm.”
    

    

    
      She was currently standing in the central part of the ship, where there was a staircase leading to the rear hangar and a corridor leading to the bridge.
    

    

    
      Which way should I go to meet more enemies?
    

    

    
      After pondering for a while, she began to walk where her feet took her.
    

    

    
      No, she was about to.
    

    

    
      “...Hm?”
    

    

    
      In that instant, the sound of rushing wind from behind. 
    

    

    
      That is, if not for the heavy sensation that grazed her ear as she instinctively tilted her head.
    

    

    
      She quickly threw herself aside to create distance.
    

    

    
      Her white uniform was naturally stained with blood and ash, but she paid it no mind as she turned around and gave a bashful smile.
    

    

    
      “Major Obia Timist of the Military Police. Is that correct?”
    

    

    
      “Nope.”
    

    

    
      “...Just as the intel said, needlessly cheerful.”
    

    

    
      The photo he'd acquired from the darknet almost perfectly matched the face of the woman before him, and crucially, only the Military Police wore such conspicuous white uniforms.
    

    

    
      Krrrk!
    

    

    
      The moment he was certain the woman before him was Obia Timist, Liberto leaped off the ground as if her answer didn't matter in the slightest.
    

    

    
      ‘End this quickly.’
    

    

    
      Dragging this on will do no good.
    

    

    
      Especially when the opponent is a powerhouse of the same Quad Gear-class, a momentary lapse in concentration and momentum would decide the victor.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      He swiftly spun his tonfa and struck her abdomen, and with a sound like a bomb exploding, her slender body shot into the air.
    

    

    
      But Liberto didn't stop there; he leaped and swung the handle, aiming for her chin.
    

    

    
      ‘What?’
    

    

    
      It was a clean combo with no wasted movements, but Liberto couldn't help but feel an inexplicable sense of unease, his brow furrowing.
    

    

    
      “You're fast.”
    

    

    
      And soon after, a gentle yet eerie whisper grazed his ear, making Liberto instinctively twist his body.
    

    

    
      Fwhoooosh!
    

    

    
      A pinpoint flame shot past Liberto's cheek and struck the ground, instantly turning the corpses lying there into ash.
    

    

    
      Was that all?
    

    

    
      Liberto realized that his grazed cheek had been momentarily exposed down to the bone, and he immediately retreated, muttering.
    

    

    
      “...That's some incredible firepower.”
    

    

    
      Even if it was just for an instant, the fact that it melted flesh and bone meant her fire overwhelmed his regenerative abilities.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Liberto could only send a tense gaze toward Obia, who stood nonchalantly on the ground, grinning.
    

    

    
      ‘Dragging this on will be disadvantageous.’
    

    

    
      Of course, nothing would change.
    

    

    
      Just as he was steeling his resolve and about to take a step forward.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      A voice mixed with annoyance and weariness echoed from the corridor connected to the bridge.
    

    

    
      “Just like a terrorist. Struggling to take everyone down with you.”
    

    

    
      In that moment, his gaze was not on Liberto, but on Obia.
    

  
    Chapter 21: 

    
      Liberto gripped the tonfa in his hand tightly, a bitter smile forming under his gas mask.
    

    

    
      ‘What a mess.’
    

    

    
      The objective of this raid was crystal clear.
    

    

    
      ‘To make the Synthetic Nation pay the price.’
    

    

    
      To those vile bastards who, far from blaming the Defense Force for their incompetence in failing to protect the planet from cosmic beasts, not only drove us out after we went to great lengths to rescue the planet's inhabitants, but are now trying to bury the incident again without any remorse.
    

    

    
      That was why they had gone to the extreme of launching an attack in Hyperspace.
    

    

    
      ‘If I use ‘that’, I should be able to buy some time.’
    

    

    
      He reviewed his options and steeled his momentarily wavering resolve.
    

    

    
      The main attack was on the bridge, after all.
    

    

    
      If he could just hold out until they seized the bridge, their objective could be fully achieved.
    

    

    
      “Terrorist? That’s a harsh word.”
    

    

    
      With that, he threw off the black gas mask he had been wearing, half to hide his face and half to block out the harmful substances in Hyperspace.
    

    

    
      A rather handsome, blonde man's face was revealed.
    

    

    
      It was a calculated move; although unpleasant, his notoriety as a wanted man should prevent them from being completely at ease.
    

    

    
      “For what it’s worth, I also hold the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.”
    

    

    
      But, mockingly, Obia and Jin Crow paid him no attention whatsoever.
    

    

    
      “Go to the bridge, Major Obia.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? Won’t they be fine on their own, Instructor?”
    

    

    
      “I know what they’re like, but I’m not in the mood to play around right now. You’re not unaware of what it means to be stranded in Hyperspace.”
    

    

    
      “...Can’t argue with that. See you later, then!”
    

    

    
      Contrary to his intentions, Obia Timist disappeared toward the bridge so quickly that he had no time to react.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, Liberto, while realizing things had gone awry, instead smiled refreshingly and said.
    

    

    
      “Now it’s truly a race against time.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      “No matter how strong a Quad Gear user is, given the nature of their abilities, defending the bridge won’t be an easy task.”
    

    

    
      The fatal flaw of the Special Ability Division was that their powers were so destructive, they came with many restrictions in ship-to-ship combat.
    

    

    
      And skilled Martial Arts Division Superhumans are trained to exploit such openings very well.
    

    

    
      “In other words, if I can keep you tied up, things will be much easier!”
    

    

    
      As if to prove his own words, Liberto leaped toward Jin Crow.
    

    

    
      The corridor floor buckled.
    

    

    
      And Jin Crow, seeing the trajectory of the tonfa swinging toward his eyes in an instant, twisted his body with an almost instinctual movement.
    

    

    
      Krrrunch!
    

    

    
      The tip of the tonfa, dodged by a hair's breadth, dented the wall and shattered a pipe within, releasing a cloud of hazy steam between them.
    

    

    
      “Are you taking it easy? Or were the rumors exaggerated?”
    

    

    
      Liberto taunted Jin Crow, leisurely spinning his tonfa, but still received no reply.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind much, as the intel had stated he was a man of few words—or to put it another way, had no manners.
    

    

    
      However, the fragments he knew of the man's past deeds bothered him, so Liberto resolved not to give him any time to think.
    

    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    

    
      For a fleeting moment, his vision warped.
    

    

    
      It wasn't due to another's violence, but a step taken of his own will, ending at Jin Crow's abdomen.
    

    

    
      “...!”
    

    

    
      He saw Jin Crow instinctively raise his sword to block, but the movement was utterly clumsy.
    

    

    
      And so, he stopped his tonfa.
    

    

    
      Then, in the brief moment he exhaled with a furrowed brow, he thought.
    

    

    
      ‘Is it a trap?’
    

    

    
      Perhaps because he was an instructor at the Central Special Mission Military Academy, background checks had been difficult; the information provided by his superiors was incredibly scarce.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, a notable point was that he was a veteran of the 3rd Galactic War, a conscript who had started not as an officer, but as a common soldier.
    

    

    
      The fact that he had not only survived that brutal battlefield but had risen from a soldier to a military academy instructor was the reason Liberto had subconsciously rated him higher than Obia, a Quad Gear Superhuman, even before they had clashed.
    

    

    
      Things like experience and combat sense weren't things that could be covered simply by having a high Gear-class.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Before his thoughts could conclude, Jin Crow blocked his tonfa head-on and was sent flying into a wall.
    

    

    
      “...What was that?”
    

    

    
      Liberto narrowed his eyes.
    

    

    
      It was a look of bewilderment and doubt.
    

    

    
      He was so baffled that he lowered the hand holding his tonfa and simply waited as Jin Crow, who had crashed into the wall, let out a dry cough and pushed himself up.
    

    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    

    
      The pattern repeated.
    

    

    
      They leaped toward each other, clashing again.
    

    

    
      The chaotic dance of the tonfa and the jet-black longsword looked like a life-or-death struggle at first glance, but the reality was completely different.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      CHAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      How much time had passed since their chaotic exchange of blows began?
    

    

    
      Finally, Liberto spoke.
    

    

    
      “You… your body isn’t in a normal condition.”
    

    

    
      “...What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      “I think you know better than I do.”
    

    

    
      It was far more plausible to interpret it that way than to assume that a skilled warrior who had survived on the battlefield for twenty years was actually weak.
    

    

    
      How could he have become an instructor at the Central Special Mission Military Academy if he hadn't reached at least Triple, or perhaps even Quad Gear?
    

    

    
      Indeed, the proof was that when he mentioned his physical condition, Jin Crow’s endlessly black eyes had trembled for a brief moment.
    

    

    
      Just as he thought.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow’s head felt like it was about to explode.
    

    

    
      ‘...Damn it.’
    

    

    
      At this point, he had no choice but to admit it.
    

    
      That he, Jin Crow, was in no position to call the people of this world complacent.
    

    

    
      No, if anything, he was the complacent one.
    

    

    
      ‘I even predicted we would be attacked, and yet this is the result.’
    

    

    
      There were still about twenty minutes of drug withdrawal left, and he could feel two Gears creaking and shifting within him, but it was useless.
    

    

    
      Although it was just Liberto's wild guess, his physical condition was indeed poor, and his swordsmanship was only half-formed, merely swinging as his body dictated.
    

    

    
      ‘What should I have done?’
    

    

    
      Should I not have sent Obia Timist to the bridge?
    

    

    
      ‘No, if the bridge were to be taken and we lost control of the Mother AI, things would truly spiral into the worst-case scenario.’
    

    

    
      Should I have refused the position of Admissions Inspector?
    

    

    
      ‘If I had, I might have avoided the immediate danger, but the end result would have been the same. In fact, it would have likely drawn unnecessary suspicion.’
    

    

    
      Should I have sought power, power first?
    

    

    
      ‘I can't get my hands on an Awakening Agent, and it's still uncertain where to find an OOPArt with the right properties for me.’
    

    

    
      In the end, no matter how he went over it, the choices he had made were the best he could have made at the time.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Did he think Jin Crow's silence was a silent affirmation? Or did he think there was a chance he too could be swayed by their 'cause'?
    

    

    
      Liberto spoke, his expression no longer hostile but one of faint sympathy, as if looking at a kindred spirit.
    

    

    
      “I did a little background check. I heard that before you became an instructor, you expressed your intention to be discharged, only to withdraw it and then be selected for the Central Special Mission Military Academy.”
    

    

    

    
      That was all the information about him that could be found externally.
    

    

    
      The fact that he was a veteran of the 3rd Galactic War. 
    

    

    
      His uniquely peculiar personality and attitude. And finally, his discharge application, which he had formally submitted to the military, leaving an inevitable personnel record.
    

    

    
      “You know it too, don’t you?”
    

    

    
      He was certain now. That Jin Crow, too, was one of them.
    

    

    
      “The Synthetic Nation is that kind of place. Despite your condition, they forcibly hold you down for their own use—it’s pure egoism. In the end, though our paths may be different, you and I are both victims of this twisted state power.”
    

    

    
      And by this point, Jin Crow couldn't help but notice what kind of delusion, what kind of idea, Liberto was entertaining.
    

    

    
      “Join us, Instructor Jin Crow.”
    

    

    
      “...Haa.”
    

    

    
      This was another ridiculous turn of events.
    

    

    
      Jin Crow needlessly ran a hand through his hair, but Liberto, seeing his furrowed brow, seemed to think he was agonizing over the decision and immediately continued.
    

    

    
      “We are not terrorists. If you sympathize with our cause, we are willing to provide everything you need for your rehabilitation...”
    

    

    
      “Your cause. I know it all too well.”
    

    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    

    
      To think I'd live to see the day I get a recruitment offer from the Red Hand, one of the designated groups of morons in the story.
    

    

    
      Had the unimaginable event actually cleared his mind? Or had it, perhaps, erased his fear?
    

    

    
      Jin Crow uttered a very blunt remark to the man who was questioning him with wide eyes.
    

    

    

    
      “A bunch of morons who throw their lives away, brainwashed by agitation, without even knowing whose interests they’re serving.”
    

    

    
      “...What did you say?”
    

    

    
      Was it just his imagination, or was his mouth getting fouler?
    

    

    
      Probably not.
    

    

    
      It was likely proof that Jin Crow's own ego was gradually awakening.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Liberto, oblivious to his thoughts, had an expression that was utterly rotten.
    

    

    
      “...How insulting.”
    

    

    
      The offer, made with a certain degree of goodwill, had been rejected.
    

    

    
      In that case, there was no reason to talk further.
    

    

    
      Liberto quickly composed his expression as if he'd never scowled and repeated the words he had muttered in the corridor earlier.
    

    

    
      “If you insist on drinking the poisoned chalice.”
    

    

    
      Kugugugugung!
    

    

    
      At that moment, feeling a heavy presence flying at him from the side, Jin Crow immediately swung his sword.
    

    

    
      The cold, sharp blade cut through the air and Liberto's red afterimage, but the voice that followed came from the opposite side.
    

    

    
      “However, you will pay the price for insulting us. You dog of the Synthetic Nation.”
    

    

    
      It was pure hostility, devoid of the polite speech he had used until just moments ago.
    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    

    
      Jin Crow, too, swung his sword faster and without hesitation, his body now hypersensitive to pain.
    

    

    
      Kagagagagang!
    

    

    
      The heavy weight of the tonfa traveled through the tip of his sword and into his spine.
    

    

    
      He wasn't being overwhelmingly pushed back like before.
    

    

    
      But paradoxically, Jin Crow's intuition was constantly warning him of mortal danger.
    

    

    
      “Die regretting that you refused my final act of mercy.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Liberto appeared directly behind him, whispered those words, and then, rotating the tonfas in both hands like wheels, struck Jin Crow's body.
    

    

    
      “...Keoheok!”
    

    

    
      On the surface, it looked like a simple swing of the tonfa, but the man before him was a Quad Gear Superhuman and a Grade 2 wanted criminal. 
    

    

    
      His attack instantly launched Jin Crow into the air.
    

    

    
      But paradoxically, that was merely a basic move with no proper name, and the hell Jin Crow was about to face was only just beginning.
    

    

    
      「Breaking Wheel.」
    

    

    
      The tonfas spinning at his fingertips created two wheels in his hands, which battered Jin Crow's airborne body.
    

    

    
      CRUUUNCH!
    

    
      A gruesome sound echoed.
    

    

    
      Flesh tore, bones broke, and the black uniform he wore was ripped to shreds.
    

    

    
      “Cough! Keo-heok!”
    

    

    
      The steel plates that made up the lobby floor cracked, and pipes burst everywhere.
    

    

    
      It felt like facing a storm.
    

    

    
      The lobby was instantly torn apart as if a bomb had exploded, and Jin Crow's body at the center of it all was by no means unscathed.
    

    

    
      ‘Pathetic fool.’
    

    

    
      He felt not even a shred of pity for the man who was dying as an expendable pawn, without even realizing the dirty side of the Synthetic Nation.
    

    

    
      Especially since, from the moment he had kicked away the chance he was given, Liberto no longer saw him as a person.
    

    

    
      ‘Time to finish this and head to the bridge.’
    

    

    
      There was no need to inflict unnecessary pain.
    

    

    
      He wasn't a monster, after all.
    

    

    
      And so, just as he was about to deliver the final blow to the man whose breathing was slowly stopping.
    

    

    
      KWAAAAANG!
    

    

    
      Jin Crow’s fingertips, which had been twitching as if he were unconscious, weakly swung his sword, which was struck by the tip of a tonfa and sent flying into the wall.
    

    

    
      “...!”
    

    

    
      Following that, the eyes of the man who had been so helplessly beaten opened. 
    

    

    
      Amidst the pain of broken bones and torn flesh, he staggered to his feet, and finally, his lips twitched.
    

    

    
      “...I’ll kill. You.”
    

    

    
      It was an infinitely chilling voice, incomparable to the one from before.
    

    

    
      A sense of unease made him look at the man.
    

    

    
      And in that moment.
    

    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    

    
      His vision faded to black, and when Liberto opened his eyes again, what he saw was none other than.
    

    

    
      ‘The ceiling?’
    

    

    
      KWAAAAAAAAAAAAANG!
    

    

    

    
      “Keoheok!”
    

    

    
      An ear-splitting explosion, a searing pain striking his back, and along with them, an unfamiliar ceiling.
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