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BOOK 1: Evolution


Prologue: Requiem


｢Alpha respond! Respond, what is your position!?｣

｢Delta signal has been lost!｣

｢Omega signal has been lost!｣

Inside a gargantuan war room, large enough to house hundreds of people at a time. Individuals clad meticulously in soldier uniforms moved around busily while barking and sending orders one after another through the intercoms.

They were at war, a war that would decide the future survival of their race and…they were losing…

A woman, clad in a uniform distinctly different from the rest of the soldiers present, was seeking answers from different units but after receiving no answer from the other end. She could only release a deprecating sigh as she leaned back on her chair.

High above in the large room, a screen was playing out the events in real-time. The strategists shared their orders and tactics with the on-field soldiers but it was merely a futile endeavor.

They could only watch on as the Mechas, a tactical unit specifically created for space warfare were being destroyed one after another by their enemies from outer space.

“The mission is a failure. We were ultimately unable to breach the nest and reach the Queen of the Parasites.”

They all knew the underlying meaning behind those dreadful and despairing words. They would lose their base on the moon and thus their chances of survival in this war would fall to nearly zero.

The Parasites never took anything like hostages during battle. They only brought absolute and utter destruction in their wake and merely used the bodies of the captured soldiers and any human in general, as hosts to house their abominations.

“We are doomed.”

Someone muttered among the now silent crowd and slowly… all activities started to cease as the soldiers realized that there was no hope for them to turn this dire situation around.

“We need to start the evacuation process.”

Another among the hundreds gathered, muttered in a blank tone. His voice quivering as he delivered those words but he was immediately punched in the solar plexus by a fellow soldier,

“Are you crazy!? We already lost all our bases on Mars. The moon is the last bastion of protection before those monstrosities reach Earth! Where do we even flee!?”

In the end, it was the soldier who delivered the punch who broke into uncontrollable tears. His sentiments were echoed by the others gathered in this room. But the one who proposed the suggestion of retreat was not to be outdone.

“You think I do not understand that!? But we have no other solutions on our hands, dammit! All the soldiers on the frontline were decimated down to the very last. If we don’t even try, then we will all die.”

He sighed and with a trembling hand took out a small handgun from his holster.

Immediately, everyone unlodged their guns and pointed them at him but he did not waver nor did he stop his actions. There was even eagerness on his face, eagerness to finally end it all. Deep down, it was clear that he would not mind if he was shot dead right at this moment.

Waving his gun around with no fear on his face, instead… with a maniacal light filling his eyes, he asserted his stance on this matter,

“Haha… You all received the same gun, right!? Why do you think the World Federation gave us those useless guns from the previous era? Something that wouldn’t even put a dent in the shell of those monstrous Parasites!?”

The answer was clear to everyone present, even if they did not wish to voice it out loud.

For the Parasites, all people captured alive were potential resources to increase their might further.

This was why— while not outright stated, the protocol had guidelines about what might be the best suggestion when you were about to get captured by those extra-terrestrial entities.

End yourself.

This was the only way for them to truly be of any assistance in their last moments and the saddest fact about all of this was— that no one could even get mad at the suggestion. Since, as front-line soldiers, even if they did not pilot a Mecha or a space warship, they knew more than anyone else out there just how terrifying it was to fall into the hands of those wretched monsters.

It was nothing short of hell.

There were no better words to describe the fate that awaited the one who fell prey to those abominations.

Slowly, but surely, he brought out the gun to his temple.

“If you aren’t allowing us to retreat then—”

Some of them closed their eyes, refusing to see the scene that would soon follow. Many did not and their unyielding determination enabled them to see that glorious sight…

A moment that would change the entire trajectory of this war…

“Damn! We just took a few minutes off to rest but you guys are acting like it’s the end of the world already.”

A young man – in his early twenties at first sight – approached the soldier, who was shouting deliriously with swift and silent steps and managed to subdue the despairing soldier with clinical ease. His lanky appearance would never make one believe that he was capable of such a task, but he was… and he ultimately stopped the hysterical man from killing himself.

“Fuck! Who is…”

The soldier wanted to curse out loud with absolute vehemence in his voice but stopped short when he registered the voice of the young man.

“Seems like you aren’t dumb, heh… Good, don’t lose yourself, buddy.”

The young man smirked; “Look. I understand that you are going bonkers right now, but you know… don’t just bomb the entire morale like this, will you? God knows that we need every last bit of it right now.”

“I…”

The soldier still wanted to curse… he wanted to vent, to insult the young man who was speaking with him in such a relaxed and leisurely tone. But he could not. He would not. Not to this man.

His eyes slowly drifted over the body of the young man— someone who was barely even half his age. If this was a time of peace, the man would surely be at the university, enjoying his life, preparing for his future or going to parties and getting drunk like there was no tomorrow. There were infinite possibilities that this young man could pursue.

Now though, all he could see was the tired and battered body of a war veteran. A body entirely covered in bandages from head to toe. There was not a single place left on his body without a trace of blood. The minty scent of calming drugs and other similar medicines emanating from his entire being was so strong they were overpowering his senses.

How could he even stand right now?

Compared to such a young man, how could he continue to show such a shameless appearance?

He lowered his head, tears at the corner of his eyes. He was deeply ashamed of his conduct, “I am sorry.”

“See. Wasn’t hard, right?”

The young man did not seem angry in the slightest at the blunder of the soldier, just patting the weeping old man on the back to encourage him further. He looked at his surroundings, at the eyes and faces of his brothers and sisters who were watching him with mixed sentiments.

“Don’t look at me like this. We were just taking a nap… Right guys?”

“Obviously.”

Behind him, stood three more people, clad in similar attire and with various degrees of injuries mirroring those of the young man. Two women, one tall African American woman with messy black hair and the other a small blonde-haired girl of English descent with a frail body. They were followed by a hulking African man that looked to be more like a bodybuilder or a powerlifter than a pilot.

The muscular man was in a state no less grave than the one who spoke at first but he was letting out a boisterous laugh while flexing his chest muscles and biceps.

“I don’t know what the doctor gave me but I’ve never felt better. I think I am even ready for a steamy session right now.”

“Taurus, you are weirding everyone out. So, cut it out already!”

The blonde woman cleared her throat after remonstrating Taurus, before looking at everyone on the deck with steely eyes.

“Hello everyone, I am Minerva, also known as Virgo. With me are Taurus, Leo, and finally— Serpent.” Even though she was showing a smug smile, no one opposed her words. Because what she said was the whole and absolute truth.

Virgo— one of the 13 constellations. There was no way that they would not know who she was.

“Our situation is dire and it was judged that the Project Ark has to be activated.”

“Hah…”

One of the soldiers kneeled on the ground in despair at the mention of those words.

They all knew. This was the last bastion for them. Sending the very last embers of humanity far into the Sea of Stars in the case that all hope of victory was lost for them.

However, it was still a tragedy like no other. Despite all the advancement of technology and every resource at their disposal, they had only been able to create four Arks due to the very limited time they had. Each of those arks could only assure the survival and life of two million people at most.

Eight million people out of 22 billion would be able to survive. The rest… gone for all eternity…

“Four out of the eight remaining Constellations have been chosen to protect the last members of Humanity. As of now, the fleet consisting of the four Arks have been launched into space and have safely left the earth’s atmosphere.”

Her voice was even and subdued, showing no fluctuations whatsoever as she delivered one of the most dreadful news in the history of humanity.

“Humanity has lost.”

Another soldier started to cry as he said those words of despair and dismay and soon… a few more followed suit, not being able to suppress the pain in their hearts.

“Ugh… This is why I said that I should be the one to share the news. Hey guys!”

The young man who had initially decided to let Virgo talk until now spoke up at that very moment, prompting everyone else to look at him all at once.

“The situation is shitty right now. We have been chosen as bait to keep the Hive occupied and yeah, statistics say we are all gonna die.”

Minerva looked at him speechlessly. “I thought you wanted to encourage them…”

He ignored her completely and added, “All the lights in the night sky are our enemies and hope is utterly useless. But you know… since we’re gonna die anyway, don’t you think it would be fun to die in a last blaze of glory?”

He laughed out loud and started walking with boisterous steps, “I don’t know what you guys are going to do, but if those parasitic bastards wanna eat me up, I will give them the worst diarrhea of their entire life.”

His grin was still present as he spoke his last set of words, addressing all the individuals present, “—And… you know, I don’t believe in the impossible.”

The soldiers and the crew looked at each other before gazing at his back. How small, but at this moment it seemed he looked like a giant.

The situation was bleak, with no hope in sight.is body, more battered than anyone else’s, was barely standing up at this moment. Through sheer willpower alone, he was standing before everyone, offering them their last ray of hope.

“Sir… Do you truly think… can we still win?”

The Serpent smiled at the boy who did not seem much older than him as he asked that question with all the hesitation in the world,

“Who the hell do you think I am? I am the strongest. I never lose and I will make all of you witness the scene of my victory.” Moving his gaze away from the boy, he looked at his friends and beckoned them,

“Come on guys! It’s time for us to show them what it means to be a constellation.”

.

.

.

That day, the soldiers of Earth were able to witness a true miracle, unlike anything ever recorded in the history of planet Earth.

Four individuals jumped in the fray against an army so vast that they seemed like the stars in the endless plains of deep space.

The fight lasted for hours and the first one to leave for the afterworld was none other than Virgo.

Using the remaining power that she was able to gather in her Mecha, she blasted apart a cruiser-level warship of the Parasites, opening the road for her companions.

Her expression, even as her Mecha exploded with her inside, was one of pure cockiness and ruthlessness.

The second one to leave them was Leo.

As the main damage dealer, she tore through the barrage of enemy ships despite facing hundreds of them before finally tearing a large hole in the main battleship of the Queen.

Her Mecha was unrecognizable by the time they reached their destination but even as hundreds of enemy parasites attacked her cockpit to capture her, she showed no fear whatsoever and followed in the path of Virgo, killing herself by detonating her Mecha, taking thousands of enemies with her.

Taurus, the ever-solid shield of the group and one of the first constellations, followed his role to a T… protecting and keeping their most powerful member safe and sound while his own life was slowly being chipped away.“I knew it… Heh, my friend, muscles never lie.”

He withered as invoking the Overload broke his mind and obliterated his senses. But not once did he ever complain.

In the end, all alone, with the weight of the sacrifice of his friends and dear ones on his back, Serpent fought his way to the very heart of the throne of the Queen of Parasites— inside the enemy battleship.

It was painful, both physically and emotionally. He wanted to cry, he wanted to scream. But he had no time. He could not afford to waste time by mourning the death of his friends.

Instead, he smiled.

He would never let the sacrifice of his friends be in vain.

“Dear friend. It’s time to enter the next level.”

Ignoring all the warning messages, he entered a greater state of connection with his machine than ever before.

❰Full Dive❱

The fight that ensued was of legendary proportions, one that would go down in the annals of history.

With a massive, maniacal grin on his face, he slowly closed his eyes as the enormous spear of his Mecha pierced through the core of the Queen of Parasites at the very last moment of the fight.

– How surprising. To think an inferior species would be able to reach such heights.

The queen surprisingly looked human. She was one of the parasites born using humans as a host and had slowly evolved her body by devouring more of them. She was as tall as his Mecha, a towering monster.

– But you should understand. While it’s regrettable, the death of one Queen is merely an inconvenience for us.

He knew it. Of course, he knew that killing the bitch ultimately did nothing.

The universe was far larger than they could have ever imagined. Humanity had been stupid enough to reveal its position through the multiple messages sent in space over their curiosity..

In the grand scheme of things, this was just a small victory for humanity.

There were many Queens in the Hive of the Parasites. Many of them were far more powerful than the Queen he had defeated with his all. Even if not the Parasites, surely some other races would attack to try to conquer them sooner or later.

But…So what?

– Why struggle when you can just accept becoming one with the Great Mind?

He laughed, blood flowing in sheets from his eyes, nose, and ears. His drive would never be affected by such words.

“Who the hell do you think we are!?”

The light in the eyes of the Mecha shone with a green light as if responding to his will and giving him the last bit of strength he needed. Finally, he drove the plasma spear deeper into the core, assuring the final destruction of this Queen before speaking with a feral grin.

“We are humanity. We will never bow down to anyone!”

So what if everything he did now was useless!?

All humanity needed was hope. Even if it was nothing but a small spark, it would be enough for things to change.

After all, humans were the most stubborn sons of bitches in the entire universe.

“So now! Die.”

Those were the last words of Serpent as a large explosion swept through the interior of the battleship.

The warp reactor overloaded and a crack in space formed, sucking in the entire warship in what looked like a wormhole.

All it took was but an instant for the ship to vanish, giving the impression that the legendary fight that had just happened was nothing but a lie.

But those who watched this fight knew — It was no lie.

On that day humanity was given one more chance to breathe… All it took was the sacrifice of 200 Mecha pilots and four incredibly brave Heroes.


CH 1: Morgiana


⟦Coordinates Unknown — Year - 3600, Universal Calendar⟧

Amid this endless void of space, a region in the middle momentarily distorted and a hole in the void was thus made.

The vessel that emerged from the warped space was visibly damaged, even to the naked eye, clearly struggling to maintain a stable flight in the deep void of endless darkness.

"Morgiana here. Emerging from the Outer Sea. Unknown coordinates in deep space. Still pursued by the enemies."

｢Roger. How's the view out there?｣

The woman, seated in the cockpit of the damaged spacecraft, surveyed her surroundings and observed the view of the unknown darkness that she had ventured in her attempt to escape from the pursuit of her enemies. Despite her ship teetering on the brink of destruction, fear and panic eluded her mind.

She stood from her seat and made her way to the rear, preparing to don her battle armor.

"Boring. Though gotta admit, having three stars in the same solar system is a pretty sight. I can see a red dwarf and two normal yellow stars orbiting each other in perfect symmetry. The planet seems to be in a perfect zone of the three stars."

It seemed like she was in an interesting solar system, one termed a ternary star system, right now with an exoplanet on its brink. As long as she survived and there was no intelligent life on this planet, selling the coordinates of this planet to the guild would be very profitable for them.

Though, unfortunately, the rotation of this planet is fixed. Never thought that such a perfect planet would be tidally locked.

The way the planet moved, only one side of it was facing the three scorching suns, while the other face of the planet was bathed in eternal darkness.

This would surely affect the price she could get for delivering the information. But in another way, this could be used as a hot selling point. The Solaris would love this planet.

“We might have hit the jackpot.”

｢I must say, your single-minded passion for money, even in the face of death, is worth endless praise in a way. Ahem~ Anyway, I will have to inspect the old map to find out the coordinates of this place. I think Dorothy should be able to find your location through that. Though I must insist that you show more enthusiasm about this plan, Morgiana. You truly lack the spirit of exploration, don’t just think of money and values all the time.｣

"Tell that to Dorothy. She's the one yearning for exploration and adventure. I believe more in the power of Credits than anything else. Now, I'm on the verge of stranding myself on a planet absent from any map recorded in the celestial charts. Only money can keep me calm currently.”

｢Alright, alright, you win. How far are you from the planet?｣

"Close, I suppose." Her gaze fell on the exo-planet as a black machine-esque substance began to crawl across her skin and skinsuit, enveloping her until her entire body was encased in a power armor that had a color scheme quite similar to her now-tattered ship. Lights flickered around her body before stabilizing, and she drew a deep breath.

"I hope you find me in time, guys. Otherwise, this may be the last time you hear my charming voice."

｢You trust me, right?｣

She chuckled at the mention of the word trust from the man on the other side. "Alibaba… The last time I trusted you, I nearly lost an arm facing a goddamn Leviathan."

｢The keyword here we should keep in mind is— Nearly – Bzzz…｣

Her snicker faded as she realized the communication had been severed. She shook her head, dismissing the matter.

Her friend was an excellent mercenary, but he lacked seriousness at times.

Thankfully, he had many interpersonal relationships. Getting the service of someone of the caliber of Dorothy would have been impossible otherwise.

“Everything is alright. I will survive this.”

She steeled herself with that chant, chasing away all the negative thoughts that had been brimming inside her head. She knew very well that in such a situation, she had to keep her head calm to increase her chances of survival to the fullest.

Setting that aside, she grinned when her system warned her of imminent atmospheric entry. She was already being pulled by the planet even before getting into the vicinity of its outer atmosphere. Seemed like the large planet had quite the gravitational pull.

"Activate the barrier. Ignore the fuel consumption."

Through the connection of her power armor, she started sending mental commands to the battleship. Though saving the ship was an unlikely scenario, it was not entirely impossible for her to salvage it. "Initiate union."

The cockpit transformed as cables extended, connecting her power armor to the spaceship itself. Her vision shifted as information flickered across her screens.

Now, she wasn't merely piloting the ship— she was melding with the behemoth.

A groan escaped her lips as her energy was absorbed by the vessel, aiding in its repairs even as it disintegrated into pieces. She dismissed the request to change the form into its most optimal state.

While the second form of her ship would be useful for combat, what she needed now was a more streamlined form to lower the energy consumption to a minimum.

The ship accelerated as the planet's gravity took complete hold of it, the sound of metal breaking and creaking inundating her ears with endless screeches. Yet, she paid the sounds no heed, focusing her entire being on guiding the ship to land safely on the planet. At least, as safe as she possibly could…

This is going to hurt quite a bit… She thought with a grim laugh.

But she would survive. Of that, she had no doubt.

[Contact with the atmosphere in five seconds…]

Dozens of pictures and numbers flashed in Morgiana's retina as she fought against the sensory overload and steered her ship on the safest trajectory.

The moment that gravity caught her ship and pulled her towards the planet it started plummeting at a breakneck speed toward surefire destruction… She knew that she would have only one chance to survive this ordeal.

[3]

This was a fight between her and destiny, or rather, gravity. One mistake would mean the end for her.

[2]

But even then, she did not fear. She licked her lips and steeled her heart— the moment before life and death was without a doubt one of the most exciting instances of one’s life.

[1]

One second stretched into an endless eternity as she focused all her senses to their full potential in an attempt to maximize her rate of survival. The beating of her heart accelerated further. Behind the mask of armor, her eyes were shining a deep hue of red as she brought all her energy and connected with the Dark Sea.

[0]

The ship started to shake and she leaked a groan of pain. The sound of metal breaking and cracking filled her ears but she paid no attention to it either. She just kept on focusing all of her mind and soul on landing the ship…

From now on, until the contact with the ground, she had five minutes.

Only five minutes.

But those five minutes might be the longest of her life.

Crack!

She ignored the ominous sound that filled her ears. Knowing whatever it was, wouldn’t alleviate her current situation and could only worsen it.

Whoosh!

The temperature in the cockpit soared to a horrific point.

[1500 °C]

[2500 °C]

[3500° C]

The heat at the exterior and interior of her ship continued to jump, while less scary, was still highly problematic for someone of her race to survive in. The insulation should have kept the heat at bay in a normal scenario but had been broken.

[Heat surpassing the minimum threshold.]

[Advising to deploy the cooling device.]

“Fuck that.”

She laughed as she cursed and operated the cooling system contained in her power armor to protect herself from the heat.

Fire generally wasn't a problem for her race, especially with the kind of power she wielded. But this was a whole different matter altogether.

At the same time, she was keeping track of an array of numbers in order to find the best angle possible to mitigate the damages to her ship and ensure her survival.

She could feel blood flowing from her nose but once again she paid no mind to this small detail.

She could heal later.

She could also repair the ship later.

But what she could not do was resurrect herself later..

Her connection to the ship grew deeper and deeper as she pierced through the clouds. The view of an icy planet was visible through the confines of the spaceship.

Crack!

Crack!!

She had just lost a wing and, while aerodynamics did not matter in space, it very much mattered once a planet’s air resistance was thrown into the equation.

The ship suddenly turned sideways and lost control.

Beep!!

Beep!!

Beep!!

"Kuh!"

She cursed as a red alarm continued to blare all around her, while warnings about controlling her speed or slowing down continued to come one after the other.

"Activate the backup core. Deploy the magnetic shield at full power on my signal and activate the anti-gravity thrusters."

She continued to input hundreds of commands at the same time through her mind and mouth.

The ground was quickly approaching.

Not now.

She could feel the difference in pressure and the feeling that her ship wanted to fold unto itself.

Not now.

If she made one mistake now, she would get splattered on the ground with no way of survival.

Not now…..

Both her eyes and mouth were bleeding now.

But she did not blink.

Finally, the moment she had been waiting for arrived…

“Now!!!”

The ship seemed to come to life as a translucent blue shield, seemingly composed of hundreds of octagons covered the ship.

The thrusters reversed and red energy flowed through them as the ship started to fight the pull of gravity.

"Ugh…"

Morgiana groaned as an amalgam of opposing forces applied at the same time hit her body. They made her dizzy and almost lose control of her mind and the connection to the ship.

More and more cracks appeared on her ship. Now she could even see the exterior through the side because of the holes created by the damage.

But— She knew she had succeeded.

She knew she would survive.

Boom!!

This was the last thought of Morgiana before she fainted as her ship finally crashed into the ground and caused a large explosion in the icy vicinity.


CH 2: A star fell?


In a small house made of ice, resembling an igloo, a young man slept peacefully, his pale body exposed to the chilling temperature with not even a stitch to cover his nakedness. With a handsome face and long, silver hair and eyes blue like the sky, he emanated an air of fragility.

"Ugh..."

His body stirred as he turned and tumbled out of the ice bed, hitting the ground with a thud, finally awakening.

Groggy and disoriented, his golden eyes surveyed his surroundings until he remembered where he was.

Rising to his feet, he inhaled deeply and exhaled, preparing himself for the day ahead.

"Time to start a new day."

An unusual statement, considering the world outside was enveloped in impenetrable darkness through and through.

It was a darkness so deep that it should have rendered everything invisible to one’s eyes.

Yet, he was used to this very darkness already and his sight was nearly unobstructed in the void that was outside. Just as he had grown accustomed to the biting cold and thin air that was perpetually trying to reap his life.

A gust of frigid wind swept by, causing him to shiver ever so slightly. Being completely naked posed a minor issue for him. But he had no more clothes that could fit him and the knowledge he had was not helpful in creating a set of clothes for himself. Nor did he think, in fact, that he had any need for them in this desolate plain.

"It's time to hunt for breakfast."

He moved, his steps cracking the icy ground beneath him as he started running with force, each stride propelling him forward.

Far on the horizon, a source of light could be seen— it was his target for today.

He ran without hesitation in his stride. The darkness surrounding him from all sides progressively receded with each of his steps on the icy ground, going from pitch black to a more visible world, until he finally emerged from the darkness, stepping into a world bathed in radiant light.

Steam billowed from his body as the stark temperature difference hit him like a tsunami.

Whoosh~!

The surroundings gradually transformed from an icy landscape to a cracked, scorched ground. He knew very well that if he ran for a few more minutes, he would reach a place where the wind was so hot that heat waves danced in the air.

But the other side was not his target for today.

Sensing his internal clock while looking up at the three suns in the air, he was able to figure out that his prey would be out for its own hunt very soon.

He stood in the perfect spot— the only place where creatures, unlike him, could survive. A place that balanced the extremes of heat and cold.

It was a spot filled with beautiful wildlife, a lush forest, and the cry of beasts and insects.

He inhaled deeply, feeling the stark difference in air quality. His lungs filled with the purity of oxygen.

This was his world. His zone.

A world where no one like him existed.

A world where everything but him was food to be devoured and used by him.

He wished to indulge a little more, however, his growling stomach reminded him that lazing around was secondary to satiating his hunger.

It was time to hunt.

.

.

.

The hunt had been fruitful. A creature that he simply called snake for lack of a better name was on his back now and he was about to go back to his hut, freezing the food and slowly devouring it as time passed by in this desolate world.

How long do I have to stay in this place?

– We need more energy.

Tch!

He clicked his tongue and continued to walk. Whatever form of energy the lifeform needed, the beasts he devoured had basically none of it.

They were nothing but primitive beasts after all.

He sighed. Time had long since become blurry for him. He had stopped counting how long he had been in this place after a few years, straying from place to place looking for companions or any sign of intelligent life.

His life went on in its tracks, doing the same things every day and sometimes succumbing to bouts of daze before waking up again. His accursed body was refusing to let him die in peace.

He thought that today would once again be a day like thousands prior but—

Boom!

A tremendous shockwave seized his attention, causing him to stare up at the sky, where a star seemed to be hurtling toward the ground.

The direction was the cold zone of the world. The dark side of the world, perpetually locked to never have any form of light in it.

A meteorite?

He wondered briefly, curiosity and wariness consumed him instantly as he looked at the falling star. But there was something more important.

This was something new. This was something interesting. This was— something that would definitely take away his boredom and monotonous life and give him a new lease.

He had to investigate this phenomenon.

And so, forsaking satiating his hunger, he sprinted in the direction where the star was falling.

.

.

Even as Noah ran on the snowy ground following the trail of the falling star, he was both confused and intrigued.

If at first he thought that this was a meteorite, now he was beginning to think that it might be something else. Something completely different. Something that he once knew.

His heart started to beat powerfully in his chest, as a hope he had long since buried reared its head inside his mind.

The star continued to shine and approach the ground until finally, it reached a place not far from where he was currently.

– Should I act?

No need. I will survive if it's this much.

Boom!!

The earth trembled and a large shockwave was released as it finally made contact with the icy land.

The wind was so strong that he had to stop and cover his head to protect himself from the blaring blizzard that was trying to blow him away. He could feel his ears ringing as his sense of balance was thrown off, but still he held on and stayed crouched down.

Metal pieces flew past him, some lightly scratching him while others quite literally pierced his skin and his flesh. This left him bleeding open wounds of different lengths and depths on him but he did not so much as frown at the barrage of harm that his body went through.

The pain was hitting him at the back of his mind, but this was nothing compared to some of the things he had to experience while hunting and even less compared to the experiments he had gone through when he was on Earth.

He didn’t know how long the shockwave lasted but when it finally stopped, only a few parts of his body were not covered in blood. Still, he stayed unmoving and continued to wait for some time. He could stay in this position for as long as was necessary.

It was only after the reverberation of the explosion completely stopped that he stood up and looked ahead at the large hole that had been created ahead of him— the aftermath of the crash.

He wanted to take a look at the contents within. But he first sat on the cold ground and started to take out the pieces of metal embedded in his body.

Disgusting sounds and a fountain of blood flowed out as the pieces were slowly taken one after another from his body by his own hands. Thanks to the way he protected himself, his arms and back were the main part of his body affected by the explosive debris. Taking them out was a pain, in both senses of the term but he was able to do so without issue.

I have truly become something unlike a human.

– You have transcended humanity.

Shut it.

All the while without even letting out a scream of pain from his lips. Only grunts and groans leaked out every now and then when he had to take out a piece that had embedded itself far too deep.

While this part of the world had no life, he was used to making as little sound as possible to protect himself. Being eaten once because of his mistake had been one time too many for someone like him.

Alright!

He breathed in and out and flexed his muscles a bit to take out any remaining shrapnel that he might have missed and then a miracle started.

His skin could be seen wriggling and the places where blood was previously flowing out were closing up and vanishing at an incredible speed. Even wounds so deep that they nearly reached the bones were closing up.

Growl…

His stomach was protesting for a very obvious and understandable reason. He had not eaten anything since he had woken up and this healing prowess came with a price. The price of stamina and calories.

Ugh… I need to go back to my food later.

He started to walk again? Though now with a more careful attitude. His feet made nearly no sound as he advanced. Despite his young and frail appearance, he had all the aura of an apex predator ready to pounce at his prey at any moment.

Thump!

His heartbeat slowly started to accelerate, beating in unison with his growing tension. His perception of the world slowed down and in this world everything moved half a beat slower, only he was advancing normally.

He did not remember the first time he had developed this ability. But he knew that it had saved him many times while he was out hunting.

Finally reaching the crater and looking down, all he received was confusion.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

The beating of his heart increased. This was different. It was definitely different from the design and form he was used to in the faint memories of the past.

But this was… without a shadow of a doubt…

“A spacecraft.”

He began descending into the crater at full speed. The heat inside continued to rise, a sharp contrast to the cold temperature of the surroundings. His skin slightly reddened before showing signs of wounds. The progressively growing heat didn't bother him, the blister did not register in his mind.

All he cared for was one thing.

Please! Please! Please!

He begged inwardly, praying to every god he knew out there.

Please let there be a survivor inside.

He finally stopped when he reached the very depths of the crater, wondering where the opening was.

Thankfully he didn’t have to wait long.

Whoosh!!

A sniffling-like sound and gas leaking from the ship startled him, forcing him to take a few steps back as he watched the ship open slowly. Then, someone or something staggered out of it in one go.

A robot?

What came out was eerily similar to the combat robot that he once used for his training in the past. Though with a design far more advanced than anything he had ever seen in his life.

He watched the red and white humanoid-shaped robot move around for a while before finally falling and crashing heavily on the ground.

What is the…?

His gaze alternated between the ship, or what was left of it, and the slumped robot— wariness and curiosity once again flashing in his eyes.

What should he do?

Destroy whatever came out of this ship?

Or try to communicate with it?

This was a question he did not need to ponder for long.

So he decided to communicate. But firstly, he needed to make sure there would be no problem for him.


CH 3: First Contact


[ Rebooting…]

[Checking…]

[Checking…]

[External examination commencing…]

[Checking…]

[All parameters clear — Planet suitable for carbon-based lifeform…]

[Warning: Current weather deemed to be extremely dangerous for living organisms]

[Recommendation: Keep the power armor activated]

[Internal examination commencing…]

[Combat capacity lowered by 70%]

[Energy Reserves: Extremely low]

[...]

[...]

Ugh… The fuck.

When Morgiana came to, she was bombarded with a log of information that made her already throbbing head blister into an even more painful spiral of headache and nausea.

At the very edges of her vision, she could see a digital diagram showing her body with many zones marked in dangerous hues of red.

Clearly, the crash had not been kind to her, and despite all the defenses that had been placed on her body to counteract the impact of a crash… she had still nearly died.

But that was all there was to it.

She nearly died.

Which could only lead to one conclusion— she had survived through this ordeal.

Once again the keyword was — Nearly — as Alibaba liked to say so often.

That was all that mattered to her. As long as one remained alive and kicking, nothing in the world was impossible for them.

Where am I though?

The screen in front of her vision, on the visor of her helmet, flickered intermittently before she was finally able to see her surroundings clearly.

She understood now why she had been feeling like her butt was stone cold and she was unable to move around.

What the…?

She nearly blacked out at the outlandish situation she currently found herself in.

After all, she was buried deep in a sea of endless snow with only her head sticking out of the terrain.

She had been through many situations in her miserable life— be it as a slave or as an outlaw and mercenary traveling through endless space, however, this was definitely one of the weirdest situations she had ever found herself in. Actually, it would not be far off if she said this was indeed the most uncanny situation she had ever faced in her life.

However, now was not the time to delve into these useless thoughts. Now, it was time for her to think hard about what to do and how to get out of this perilous situation.

Clearly, this was not normal, in any way, shape or form, and she had been placed here by something or someone intentionally.

Possibly, it was some sort of beast, an indigenous inhabitant of this stone-cold planet, that was keeping her cold to eat for later.

Why didn’t the auto-defense system activate?

[Energy Reserves: Extremely low]

[All resources are currently being used to maintain the life signature of the host to an appropriate level and thus protect the host from this hostile environment]

[Would you like to recalibrate the priorities set by the automated system?]

No. Focus on healing me and keeping me from freezing to death.

She sighed out loud in exasperation. This whole situation was starting to piss her off. Morgiana took a deep breath before releasing it all in one go.

Thankfully, the atmosphere on this planet was breathable so her armor would replenish the breathable and sustainable air reserves naturally.

She could easily push herself out of this situation… but then what?

She had been placed here by some entity she knew nothing about and she was still very much wounded from her previous skirmish and also the subsequent crash landing on this exoplanet.

In this case, there was only one solution for her.

I will sleep and recover my energy. Warn me when anything approaches me. In the meantime, prioritize healing me, then keep me from freezing.

The reserves of dark matter inside her Sea were nearly exhausted by this point, but sleeping would still help immensely in balancing and replenishing some of her lost reserves. It would also help her to act more efficiently with the usage of her energy reserve.

The rules when meeting a new race in the universe were quite clear for everyone. Survival came first before anything else.

Her armor injected her with a serum that put her back to sleep. and It would be useful in accelerating her metabolism, which would in turn heal her even faster.

She hated using those serums as they were expensive as all hell but all the money in the world didn’t matter much if she was dead.

[Warning: New source of life detected in the vicinity of the host]

[Ascertaining danger level…]

[Low level of dark matter detected in the lifeform…]

[No special appendage detected…]

[Form is deemed to be humanoid]

[Danger level: low…]

[Error!!! Adding new parameters to the ascertainment of the danger level…]

[The organism is deemed to be able to survive in hostile environments with no equipment whatsoever…]

[Physical attributes impossible to judge any longer… Requires more data…]

[Danger level: Uncertain]

Morgiana was awakened by a new series of pings from her user interface that was practically barraging her senses with all the notification sounds.

Her consciousness was quite literally forcibly awakened and she observed the intruder and the most likely cause of her current embarrassing situation.

Well then, just what kind of abomination do I have in front of me?

She looked at the large shadow walking past the blizzard.

A snake?

At least that was what she felt like she had seen at first glance. But when the target approached closer, she was finally given a complete view of the organism and she had to admit that she was more than a little surprised by what she witnessed.

A young man?

She nearly screamed out loud at the sight.

There are really people on this planet?

Morgiana was getting worried. She did not truly care about being imprisoned any longer.

The reason she had chosen this random planet, in a random solar system with three stars and not even on the face of any naval charts of space travel, was due to their conception that it was uninhabited. After all, even in this age of galactic voyages and stellar travels, the actual number of exoplanets that had any traces of life on them was staggeringly few. Even more so when they were so far away from the center of the galaxy…

While they were far from high-sequence fighters, the 40 Thieves were no pushovers and were known to enslave and sell people from backward planets like this one— to the highest bidder.

Even between pirates and bandits, few dared to oppose the 40 Thieves, and the federation of the different galactic empires did not care for people of the planets that had not even reached Type-I in the scale of advancement.

Shit!

She cursed inwardly, realizing that their mistake might have doomed an entire population to a fate worse than extermination.

Knowing what it felt like to be a slave already, she had no intention of making anyone else go through that scenario because of her mistake.

Morgiana bit her lips hard enough for blood to form. Now she was surer than ever that they needed to wipe out all the thieves who would come here. Then make it their number one priority to block all the communication logs that may be able to give away the coordinates of this exoplanet.

This was the only way for them to ensure the safety of everyone involved.

Looking once again at the small kid who looked to be barely in his teens, she swallowed the lump that had formed within her throat and tried to talk as gently to him as possible.

"Hello. I am Morgiana. I mean you no harm…"

The moment she spoke, the young kid threw down the gigantic dead snake and took a few steps back before looking at her with wariness in his eyes.

It was only now that she managed to take a full look at him and was mildly surprised to realize that he was entirely naked.

Is it a planet at the beginning of the creation of a new intelligent race?

Unlike many people, Morgiana did not think that Civilizations below Type-I were barbarians who knew nothing of the world and were unworthy to preserve or help.

The young kid finally opened his mouth and muttered in a soft voice, befitting a young kid…

"##$&@+++#¬`~\\|||"

Morgiana waited patiently, hoping in her heart that the language detector would be able to do its job.

Unfortunately…

[Error—! Unable to find the language equivalent in the database of recent languages prominent throughout the stellar federations]

[Searching through the precedent and outdated version of the database]

[No match found]

[Searching the oldest database of languages dating back to the Dark Ages]

[No match found]

[New directive… Searching through dead languages existing prior to the Great Calamity.]

[....Results found…]

Yeah! Yeah! Fuck this shit and speed up already. Adapt the language fast, you stupid machine.

[Language Data pack incomplete. Unable to connect to the Super Database to retrieve the complete package. Do you wish to download the incomplete Data pack?]

Fuck yes. Just do it…!

[Downloading — 10%]

Thanks…

“Hi…”

Morgiana stopped when she heard the word coming out of the mouth of the young man.

Her eyes immediately trailed to the data pack that had only been downloaded to 50% till now… Meaning the language detector was not interpreting his language right now.

“It seems like you can understand me now…”

Morgiana finally understood what had transpired.

He had just learned her language.

“I hope you are alright. We have many questions we wish to ask you.” He grinned at her, causing her brain to stop functioning properly for a few seconds…

[Download complete]

[Language: English. One of the main languages of a long lost Type-I that once filled the Sea of Stars]

[Planet Code: Sol-III. Name Given by the Aboriginals: Earth/Terra]

“My name is Noah. Happy to meet ya…!”


CH 4: Let’s go!


Noah was simply beyond excited right now.

How long had it been since he actually had a discussion with someone? It had been so long since he had talked that he even forgot who he had his last conversation with by now…

– So I don’t even exist now, do I?

You are different.

He dismissed the voices in his head and focused on the woman before him.

“I am sorry for the current circumstances, but as you should be able to intuit by now, I cannot really afford to put my guard down in front of a geared stranger.”

The armor that the woman was wearing was something he had only ever seen in sci-fi video games and movies till now. They were different from the bodysuits he was used to seeing on Earth. Even he, who had access to the latest bodysuits for battle, had never seen an armor of this caliber.

Well. I am pretty sure a very long time has already passed since I was last on Earth. Everything’s bound to change…

He sighed to himself at that morbid thought.

“Hello…”

Noah tilted his head as he heard her next words, “You can speak… English?”

Was she really an Earthling then… was the thought that went through his mind almost immediately. His eyes twinkled as he nearly shook her by the shoulders but he managed to stop himself from doing such an irrational act.

Simply because she was from Earth didn’t mean that she would be friendly and hospitable, especially to someone like him. He didn’t know what kind of weapon she had on her, so it was better to stay as vigilant as possible at all times.

“My name is Morgiana. I am a mercenary, per se. You might not understand what this means but you need to free me as soon as possible and go into hiding. Warn your tribes or anyone you know to hide and not go out for as long as possible.”

Noah had no time to ask more questions as the woman started to talk to him.

– She believes that you are an aboriginal.

Noah looked down at himself thoughtfully. Here he was, looking like some teen, butt naked under the chilling temperatures of this side of the world, his appendage swinging around, and even had a giant snake-like beast dead behind him right now.

Yep. Definitely looking like a barbarian at the moment.

He contemplated his lack of embarrassment for a moment before realizing that his body was perfect and there was nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, he was sure that even a Greek sculpture would pale in comparison to him. Hence, he should just opt to show it as much as possible. In the first place, that reasoning itself was what made him not seek out any sort of clothes over the years.

– Narcissistic much?

It’s not narcissistic when it’s the truth.

He sighed and dismissed the Voice who could not understand the beauty of his rippling muscles and perfect body. Hence, he focused on the one who seemed to be worried about something like that.

Telling her that he was the only living intelligent being in this —

– Hey!

Telling her that he was one of the two only living intelligent beings on this whole planet would surely make her more wary of him than anything else. He didn’t need that and he certainly didn’t want to enter a death match with the first person he could really talk to in a long while.

Listening to a voice that actually didn’t come from his head felt so nice and peaceful. He felt like he could hear her speak for hours on end and not be tired for a single second throughout.

In fact, he wondered if he should simply keep her imprisoned for a longer time and have her talk some more nonsense or some shit. Even something meaningless or useless would be appreciated right about now.

Sadly— he could not do so right now as it seemed like the incoming situation was quite complicated and probably dangerous.

“I do not understand what you mean exactly but… shall we move?”

Noah decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. The way she asked him to flee and hide despite him looking like a barbarian – albeit a very handsome one, an extremely handsome one to boot – showed a caring heart and someone that was worth giving trust to even if partially.

Either way, if things take a turn for the worse then…

– We eat her!

He approached and grabbed her by the shoulders to her bewilderment and then—

Hmph!

Grunting, he slowly lifted her up and broke her out of the hole she was previously imprisoned in.

“Oh…”

She seemed surprised but he didn’t have time to spare, “Can you walk?”

“I am currently low on energy. Moving inside of this armor is very complicated.” Morgiana spoke. She did not want to appear weak but she didn’t want to lie.

“Yeah, it seemed slightly heavy when I carried you.”

“…Slightly?”

“Let’s go.” Noah ignored her surprised look as he lifted her.

***

Morgiana was bewildered beyond doubt.

No. She wasn’t just bewildered. She was positively astounded at this point and was trying to keep a very open mind about the current situation.

Just how?

All the events that had happened to her one after another in a very short time frame had been way too stressful, to say the least.

Acting like bait, fleeing to an unknown solar system in some recluse part of the galaxy.

Nearly dying.

Waking up buried and in pain and in a place with no one else but her was supposed to be.

Finally meeting a young boy who was walking naked despite the chilling temperatures of this world.

What is the current temperature outside?

[Measuring: – 50 °C on the Imperial Scaling Measurement]

Aren’t the people from Sol-III supposed to be carbon-based life forms?

[That indeed seems to be the case. Sol-III: Predominant species— Humans. Moderately intelligent races. Abysmal physical strength. No special talent. Moderately high adaptation ability.]

She mused even as she was being piggybacked like a child by someone who was slightly shorter than her in height.

This was very uncomfortable but this situation made Morgiana wary of the person that was quite possibly her benefactor.

The boy was way too strong.

The armor she was wearing had a weight reducing system included which helped her move fast and precisely without wasting any energy. But that system was partially disabled at the moment as she did not have enough energy to maintain it.

Currently, the armor should weigh too much for a kid to even think of lifting. But here he was, hoisting her as well as the dead creature on his shoulders while moving rapidly through the terrain. It was as if they weighed nothing at all, or simply… their weight was nothing to the boy.

She also noticed that though he was walking on the hard and cold ground, his naked feet showed no signs of tears or any form of wounds. His skin was in fact so pristine that she was even slightly jealous of him. His breath was not hurried and it seemed like the cold did not affect him in the slightest.

Dangerous.

The boy was very dangerous. He was an entity she could not understand and he was nothing but a mere child. At most in his teens.

If the rest of the people on this planet were on the same level as him— things might be complicated for her.

But the most problematic thing was…

How long do I have approximately before the 40 thieves find me?

This was the question that had been plaguing her mind.

[Analyzing: Estimation, 72 hours. Remaining Time: 52 hours. Error Margin: 30%]

Ugh. Next time I should really keep my greed in check.

She sighed and decided to close her eyes while making sure the AI of her armor was keeping guard.

She still needed to harness more energy. Even the slightest bit more could be the difference between life and death in the incoming conflicts.

She also needed to make sure the people here never got found out by those thieving bastards. She didn’t need more weight on her mind and causing the death of an aboriginal tribe was not the kind of weight she wished to carry.

***

The run through the abysmally cold and desolate landscape of the exoplanet continued, fast and steady in gait…

“Hey. Don’t you get tired?” Morgiana asked the running Noah. She didn’t know exactly how long he had been running at this point, but it had already gone on for several minutes by her estimates. And during that whole duration, he had her, with her heavy armor on, in one hand and the large snake-like monster in the other.

It was a mystery how his skin wasn’t becoming red or bruised from all the heavy lifting that he was doing here.

“I am not really hurt. I am just famished. Speak less or I will eat you.”

Morgiana laughed at Noah’s joke but still stopped bothering him any longer. She knew that this situation must be quite strenuous for him after all, even if it didn’t look like that from the outside.

If only I had my strength back.

She sighed to herself as she thought up that possibility.

Meanwhile—

— We should really eat her, to be honest. I found the core of her ship already and her energy reserves are extremely large and plentiful. If you eat her then we can finally leave this desolate run-down place for good.

Shut up.

Noah was hungry. Very, very hungry right now. He had been trying to build up the special energy by himself without relying on the voice in his head,,but the results up until now had been worthless and dissatisfying.

His body still had yet to properly adapt to this mysterious energy and the beasts on this planet had rather weak energy themselves. He was not able to do much about it by consuming them either.

— If we eat her right now you will finally be able to adapt fully to this energy. I can also finally call ‘it’ from beyond the event horizon.

You still haven’t found the coordinate after all this time… Don’t spout that bullshit speech to me.

— It’s because you are too weak for me to do that.

I am the strongest. So, shut the fuck up already…

Noah scoffed in his mind and ignored the mocking laugh of the Voice in his head. He had been fighting and discussing with her for so long that it was second nature to him now.

As for whether he should eat the woman on his back or not.

Hmmm… well, it’s ultimately useless. I feel like she is a big bait.

— So you really considered eating her then?

I, Noah, am an upright and gentle man. Stop saying eating this and eating that right in my face, you gluttonous pig…

He stopped short when he felt a certain pressure registering in his senses not far away from their location…

Hum… Ugh… A beast. Great, just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse…

Noah frowned and sighed to himself, lamenting his accursed fate. The existence of beasts and the like on this planet had always made him curious. After all, if he was right, this planet should be in the Alpha Centauri System. This was an Exoplanet relatively similar to Earth but with no life on it due to some troublesome conditions. Or at least that was the consensus they had reached back then and they were definitely wrong.

Either way, the situation was a pain. The beast incoming wasn’t too dangerous for him all things considered, but in his current situation, fighting it would make him even hungrier than before.

“Something big is coming.” He warned the girl on his back.

At the same time,

[Warning: Large life source detected.]

[Danger Rating (In Current Condition): High]

[Immediate retreat is advised.]

Morgiana was surprised not only because of the incoming danger, but mainly how this young kid had managed to notice it even before the AI was able to recognize and warn her about it.

Slowly, the silhouette of the monster began to appear and she was able to get a better view of it. And, she could only gasp at what she was seeing with her own eyes.

She didn’t know what kind of food those monsters devoured but the thing rushing at them was ginormous. Nearly as huge as some small Mechas out there around 4.5 to 6 meters in terms of height.

Unlike the previous snake-like monster, this one had a twisted appearance, as if it were the result of many changes and additions over centuries of evolution…

“Abyss Beasts? Kid! We need to leave fast.” She shouted a little hurriedly, fearing that the kid would be frozen stiff in fright. After all, the abyssal beasts could not be compared to normal animals, no matter how big they were, unless the latter was rich in energy.

She didn’t understand why a monster from the abyss was on this deserted planet and she didn’t want to know either. In her current situation she was nothing but cannon fodder for something like that and even without her injuries, taking this monster on without her Mecha would be a difficult task for her.

Despite the situation though, Noah showed nothing but a somewhat disinterested expression on his face.

“Running is useless. This guy is fast and he is after my Prey.”

Morgiana had no time to answer as she felt her vision blur, and then, all of a sudden, she found herself high in the air as if she had been launched by a cannon.

Bang!

The ground shook as a large paw descended and struck it at full power, leaving an imprint.

The ice broke in the air, creating a magnificent sight but she didn’t have time to focus on the wonderful phenomenon now. Her savior was in danger.

“Noah!”

She was still high in the air and as she looked at the ground where Noah was, she realized that the paw had been unable to crush whatever was below it.

What happened next was nothing but a blur to her eyes. Her body only made one rotation, she only turned for a few seconds\…

But it was at that very moment — Crunch!!

The sound of something being crushed filled her ears. When she finally landed, she silently watched, her eyes opened wide in surprise as half the body of the monster was crushed completely and the other half completely gone. “What… What the hell just happened?”

She was a mercenary and she had seen many rare and somewhat secretive things while exploring the galaxy and doing missions on different planets, but even for her, this was a first.

“Take me and continue running south.” Noah spoke with a sleepy voice.

“Huh?”She was interrupted by the tired voice of Noah,“Noah, are you alright?”

She looked at him and sighed when she saw his chest rising up and down. At the very least, she knew that he was alive right now.

Finally standing, she looked all around her, but her eyes kept going back to the crushed half of the abyss monster.

From her position, it looked like something had completely gnawed at it.

“We need to move to avoid the corrosion.”

Frowning at the black blood that was flowing and tainting the ground, she took the young boy on her shoulder and started to walk slowly and steadily.

Did you record everything?

[Negative: All functions are currently focused on survival. Would you like to switch modes?]

Nevermind.

She sighed and looked at the young boy.

Someone very mysterious.

Someone very dangerous.

She simply hoped the people of his tribe wouldn’t kill her at first sight.


CH 5: No Food


— Are you finally awake now?

Sitting on the cold and hard ground of a desolate cave, Noah slowly opened his eyes. a sense of utter darkness greeted him. He had long since reached the point where darkness was not a nuisance for him.

What is the situation at hand?

— You have depleted all of your energy as you ran with that woman and faced that monster.

Tch!

Noah couldn’t help but click his tongue when he heard the Voice speak. He had been careless back there. He should have not forgotten that in this icy tundra, almost anything was possible, and there was never a lack of enemies and beings that were after his life. Though he was at the top of the food chain, mistakes could still be fatal to him. A herd of bison was still enough to take out an injured lion.

“Ohh you finally woke up!”

Noah's thoughts were interrupted by the feminine voice that reached his ears. Moving his head, he looked in the direction the voice was coming from and then tilted his head, confusion lacing his eyes.

“You took off your armor?”

He asked quietly, watching the red haired woman who finally appeared in front of him, wearing a relatively tight skinsuit over her lithe body.

Though he could only see her face right now, she had beautiful dark skin which reminded him of his companion Leo from the time he served in the Zodiacs.

But that was all they had in common between them. Her skin had similarities to some of the Africans that he knew of in the past. But as far as he remembered, black people didn’t have red tattoo-like carvings on different parts of their skin.

Their eyes weren’t slitted like those of a reptile and they certainly didn’t have semi-long pointed ears.

I was wondering if I was in front of a human or not.

Noah kept his nonchalant attitude but his eyes were slightly moving as he observed her, the situation and the overall surroundings nearly at the same time.

The last time a human met an alien, to his knowledge, it ended up in a war of survival to avoid the extinction of all of humanity.

So yeah… He wasn’t about to just stand and say that he would befriend all races that were outside the scope of humanity.

— Should we just kill her then?

In the end, he made one simple judgment. Though her prowess was still unknown, he was sure about one thing about the individual in front of him.

He could kill her in one hit before she could even react.

Thinking like this, a sunny smile appeared on his face. There was nothing wrong with being friendly to someone weaker than him after all.

“Yeah, I was finally able to recuperate my body and energy a little. Though I wouldn’t dare risk going out without at least this skinsuit. It helps me regulate the temperature of this abysmal place.”

Not knowing how close she had come to dying just now, Morgiana sauntered close to him, which allowed him to take a closer look at her appearance.

Her tribal-esque tattoos intrigued him a lot. They were clearly not just ordinary tattoos that had been engraved onto the skin.

Looking at them closely, he had the vague impression that they were like rivers, where red flame was flowing inside in real time.

Currently, the tattoos seem rather dim in color.

Noah made some deductions based on this and nodded his head.

"How long was I out?"

"For almost two hours. Hum. You might not know about the hours. Let's say you were out for a relatively short time."

Noah was speechless. This woman was taking him as some kind of barbarian who knew nothing of the world.

— You are still buck naked, you know?

I have nothing to be ashamed of. My body is beautiful. It’s a work of art. Peak aesthetics, if you know what I mean…

Ignoring the scoff that was leaking out of the Voice in his head, Noah stood up, stretched ever so slightly, and ignored the weird looks that the woman he had saved was giving him right now.

He had never known shame even when he was on Earth, much less on a desolate planet like this with no intelligent life in sight.

What did it matter to him if she looked at him or not?

I have been pretty careless.

Fainting for two hours was no big deal usually. At worst, he would simply wake up in the stomach of some beast and tear his way out of it in seconds.

But fainting in front of a stranger he did not know the ability of was not in line with the way he had survived till now. It went beyond the code of conduct with which he had lived his entire life.

— Finding someone to talk to made you careless, didn’t it?

Perhaps.

After stretching his muscles and making himself less stiff, he finally gazed at Morgiana again who had been looking away out of respect.

"So… What do we do now?" Noah asked. Curious about the plans of the alien girl.

The atmosphere became serious as Morgiana took a seat not far from him.

"Look. I will briefly explain the situation to you so you can understand. But you will have to flee and hide with your family or clan or group quickly after I am finished with my explanation."

Morgiana scratched her hair, feeling quite helpless about it all as she spoke,

"My name is Morgiana. I won't go into the details but I am currently being chased by a group of pirates known as the Forty Thieves."

"Let me guess… Because they have Forty Thieves?"

Morgiana chuckled and she tried to ruffle his hair as if he was being cute right now, acting like a smart ass.

His eyes twitched slightly and he swatted her hand aside gently, "I am not a kid…"

She laughed not knowing that she had nearly lost her hand.

Despite his evolution and adaptation, the top of the head was still one of his weak points as a human and he had to fight the urge to lash out at her.

This woman is either stupid or she doesn't see me as a threat or…

But after what she witnessed, how could she not take him as a threat?

His eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

— Or she is playing dumb right now.

Ignoring his look, Morgiana continued on, "Anyway, you are right and wrong. The Forty Thieves aren't exactly forty, rather…they represent an alliance of forty great pirates, each with their own fleets."

She looked up and spoke in a grave tone, "The one chasing me should be the fleet belonging to Omid."

"Omid?"

"Yep. Ranked 7th among the Forty Thieves. One of the true leaders of the alliance of pirates, so to speak."

Morgiana explained this lightly. The Forty Thieves weren't all equal and even in an alliance there was a Hierarchy.

The top seven outside of the leader were all dangerous individuals who were strong enough to destroy entire armadas by themselves.

Out of the Forty Thieves, 33 were replaceable. Only the top seven and the leader were the true core of the group.

"As for the leader… His name is Cassim.”

Morgiana closed her eyes for a moment, as if she was thinking of something but in the end simply shook her head before adding, "Anyway, Omid is dangerous and has a particular taste for enslaving people from type zero planets like this one."

Only type one planets and above were protected by the Galactic covenant and the Galactic laws that were put in place to hold the equilibrium of the entire galaxy.

Pirates would rarely attack such planets as the danger generally wasn't worth the hassle.

But for Planets below Type I, not only were they not protected— they didn't even have the strength to protect themselves.

Easy prey, high returns.

There was no reason for the pirates to not attack.

"So what you are saying is some people with spaceships are coming to this planet and will try to enslave or kill us, right?"

"Yes. So you should flee as fast as you can. If everything works, then they won't find your existence."

Noah, though, had stopped listening to her nagging and entered in deep thoughts. He still had scruples and didn't wish to attack someone who had done nothing to him.

But this—?

Haha…

Glee filled his mind.

There was nothing more beautiful than food coming toward you of its own volition.

This was going to be a whole lot of fun.

But first thing first —

Growl!

Noah looked around, while touching his stomach that was complaining.

"Where is my food?"

"Ah…Sorry. I wasn't strong enough to bring it with me."

"Noooo!"

***

[???]

While Morgiana was apologizing to Noah…

Deep in the vestiges of space, in a system completely different from the one that Noah and Morgiana were stranded in, a few small drones were probing around celestial bodies while analyzing the situation.

Further behind them, a small armada consisting of more than ten ships, advanced menacingly. Above them lay a black holographic flag that was swaying as if under the wind even though they were in deep space.

The picture of the flag was that of a skeleton head with one eye forming a Four and the second one forming a Zero.

The Forty Thieves.

In the Grand Sea of Space, the Forty Thieves may be nothing but a small or medium organization at best.

But few people would dare to underestimate them in the whole galactic order.

The main ship at the helm had a completely round form, looking more like a floating ball than a spaceship.

This was none other than Omid's ship.

.

.

.

The interior of the ship was pretty standard all things considered. Decorations were sparse and all rooms had a purpose embedded in them rather than just being there for comfort.

Many screens were floating around one man who was sitting on the equivalent of a throne.

The man was huge in stature, easily reaching nearly 3 meters in height alone. His body was of a black ebony color while yellow-colored tattoos could be seen covering most of his skin.

Those tattoos shone brightly, pulsating with life and a sense of energy.

He was wearing nothing but a pair of pants. But those pants seemed to be struggling to simply not burst open due to the massive size of the muscles of his legs.

Ignoring the seven screens floating around him, Omid listened to the report of his subordinates.

"Did you find any traces regarding her whereabouts?"

"Yes! Though faint, we managed to track remains of hyperspace breaking the Sea. We should be able to locate her in a few hours at most."

Despite his boorish appearance, Omid was anything but stupid. He looked at his subordinates quietly before giving him the final order…

"You have one hour."

"Yes, Captain!"

The man did not argue. He knew very well that doing so was useless in front of his Captain. Standing up, he gave Omid a salute and immediately left the room.

｢You are as boring as always. Your pirates are not very pirate-like.｣

From one of the seven screens that had been floating around him, the voice of a woman registered in Omid’s ears.

"Only discipline can create the strongest force. I already asked Cassim for permission to reform the whole alliance but he never listened to me."

A few chuckles filled the room and someone finally spoke up,

｢My Captain believes in true Freedom.｣

It was another woman. Her voice caused Omid to raise an eyebrow.

"Esther? Where is Cassim? You have been serving as his replacement for some time already."

｢Training.｣

"I see."

He nodded. This was indeed something Cassim would do. Even more in this situation.

"I am about to catch Morgiana. Any directives you guys want to share?"

｢Be careful. Morgiana is nothing but bait at the moment.｣

"How could I not know?"

He gave the speaker of those words a bold smile, "She is a bait to lure me in. But once I capture her, she will be the bait necessary to pull in Alibaba and end this farce once and for all."

｢You should move fast then. The leader of the Emerald City might take action if you don’t move fast enough and capture her.｣

"Dorothy?"

This time his voice was less calm than before, clearly disturbed by the content that he was hearing.

The Witch of Oz, Dorothy Gale. Supreme leader of Oz and the Emerald City.

She was a true big shot.One of the reasons she was so dangerous was her ability to manipulate space.

He couldn't help but frown when he thought of that crazy woman,

"Wasn't she at war with Princess Ozma?"

｢They entered a truce. The details of the matter are still unknown.｣

He cursed under his breath after hearing that remark.

The Emerald City was a behemoth even with those two fighting for the right to rule. Once the Four Witches as well as Dorothy and Ozma stopped fighting, everyone would be in deep trouble.

"Shit."

He cursed again before sighing and standing up.

"Very well. The situation has changed then. The moment we find her I will descend myself and capture her as fast as possible and then flee."

He had planned to simply watch and let his subordinates do the job. After all, Morgiana did not have access to her full power at the moment so he didn’t need to do the heavy lifting himself.

But now, a too-big variable was interfering in the work.

He didn't know if the Emerald City wanted to interfere in their problem or if this was simply a personal matter, but either way, he couldn't afford to waste time now.

｢Do not worry. We are already in place to stop her from advancing. Be it Dorothy or Princess Scheherazade, none of Alibaba's allies, will be able to attack soon. The rest is on you.｣

A complicated light flashed in his eyes at the mention of Scheherazade. But he simply dismissed those thoughts and focused on his work instead.

Recollecting old memories was nothing but a waste of time at this very moment.

It was time for action. And he needed to be swift and decisive in his execution.

As if on cue, the voice of his subordinate reached him…

"Captain! We have found her coordinates. We will arrive in three standard hours."

A large grin formed on his face at the content of his report.

"Time to go."

***

While the meeting between the higher-ups of the Forty Thieves was taking place, back on the planet where Noah and Morgiana currently were, Morgiana smiled helplessly as the young boy stopped talking to her, sulking to himself.

She had apologized about not being able to bring his food with her but she didn't have much of a choice.

After all — He was just too dangerous.

Morgiana did not think of herself as particularly smart. She had lived half of her life being pampered and spent another good portion living as a slave before finally escaping and going through many trials and shaping herself to be the person she was now.

Thanks to all of those experiences, Morgiana had developed a clear grasp of what could be dangerous for her.

She doubted there was anything more dangerous than a young-looking kid who could seemingly destroy half of a giant abyss beast in one go without her even being able to tell what happened.

She couldn't help but curse inwardly.

I thought humans were supposed to be physically weak?

Even for a Djinn like her, surviving in this cold place was hard without any equipment. But the boy was running around with his willy out without fear of freezing his balls off.

Can I even beat him?

The clear cut answer here was no. Perhaps if she had her mecha with her it would be possible or if at least her reserves were full then she could try putting up some semblance of a fight. But as she was now, it was nothing short of impossible for her.

While he was down, her reason and survival instinct fought against her morality as she wondered if she should kill him while he was out to avoid any danger or simply flee from this place to save her life.

But the boy had helped her and repaying kindness with evil simply because of suspicion and fear was an all-time low that Morgiana did not wish to reach.

Argh!

She fought the urge to scratch her hair. She knew that making emotional decisions in space was a ticket toward death.

But he had not attacked her while she was unconscious and she would not attack him while he was.

In a way, I have repaid my debt, right?

This was as far as she was willing to go. But there was one thing she wanted to ask the boy,

"This planet is tidally locked, right? Do you know how I can reach the bright side of the planet?"

She asked quietly, not expecting much of an answer. After all, for all she knew she could be deep in the icy tundra. It would be hard for indigenous tribes to know the geography of their planets.

"I know. It is not far from here."

Morgiana perked up. The bright part of this tidally locked planet was constantly bathed in light by the sun.

This place would undoubtedly be the best place for her to recuperate her energy.

"Can we go? Please?" She asked

He looked at her and caressed his stomach. Analyzing the situation.

In the end, he just nodded his head. "I want something in exchange."

"Ask away. As long as it's possible, I will do what I can." This was normal. Nothing was free in this world and Morgiana was happy to pay him back.

His eyes shone as she answered,

"I want to know about what is above the sky."

He pointed upward,

"Tell me everything."

She shuddered slightly. For some reason she didn't think this was just a mere request.


CH 6: Djinn


The walk amidst the desolated planet was both long and silent, filled with a dreary and solemn mood. Both Morgiana and Noah were in a weird situation where they actually more or less needed each other’s help. Him for information and her for direction.

But at the same time, they both were rather wary of each other as they walked through the treacherous roads of desolation and loneliness of the world they were on.

This made the interaction and overall dynamic between the traveling duo quite awkward as neither of them was stupid enough to believe that the other person did not notice what was going on.

At that moment, Morgiana had put on her armor again and was now following behind Noah.

Meanwhile, she had given instructions to the AI embedded into her armor to keep a map of the terrain that they were crossing and keep a general overview of the geography of the planet as they passed through the treacherous plains.

This information might become handy for her later. Especially if she needed to hide or had to launch a sneak attack of some kind on her enemies.

Her power could help her fight the cold that was constantly trying to freeze her to death but it would be stupid to waste energy for such a thing in the current situation she was in.

If only I had my Mecha.

She sighed but did not dwell too much on the what ifs. One should always make do with the means they had at hand.

Even though she didn't have her trusty ship with her , she was only partially healed. As long as she absorbed some energy from the sun she should be able to fight back long enough for her to escape and defend herself.

This was all there was to it.

Her goal wasn't winning in her current situation. It was to survive until she was rescued.

Noah, meanwhile, was as silent as her as he digested all the information he had received from the girl he had saved.

Space Alliance, Intergalactic Empires, Interstellar Travels, Hyperspace, and so many little yet significant things he had never heard before in his life.

The girl was a treasure trove of knowledge as she made him aware of the vast universe that was beyond the tiny Earth he inhabited.

Through all of this, he was able to understand that Earth was lucky to even have survived at all throughout the billions of years of its existence.

Noah thought for a moment and simply shook his head to dismiss the thoughts.

While luck certainly played an important role in the survival of his planet, mentioning it would be a disservice and insult to all those who had died at the hands of the fucking parasites that tried to devour his home planet.

— ....

Feeling guilty? Heh~ Noah laughed at the Queen’s silence

— ....

Once again he received no answer but Noah didn't particularly care about that in the tiniest bit.

He was simply reassessing the situation at hand here.

If her words were to be believed, Morgiana was a mercenary, a space mercenary. A rather experienced one too with a personal feud against those so-called Forty Thieves.

The current operation had not been carefully planned but this spontaneous situation was also why the Thieves had taken the bait.

Space, huh.

Noah felt wistful as he murmured to himself.

His memories were slightly blurry after all this time. Time was really a merciless entity after all, but he still remembered the joy and exhilaration he felt when he first broke through the atmosphere and entered space for the very first time in his life.

Back then Earth had already grown to be a pretty powerful civilization that controlled some resources on nearly all the planets in their solar systems.

They had even managed to create bases on Mars and the Moon.

If the Parasite's invasion did not happen, perhaps they would have started conquering the entirety of the solar system as well and jump beyond Type I in one go.

But back then, in their hubris, Humans really thought they were the jewel of space, the only intelligent race alive in the entirety of the vast universe.

Reality had proven them sorely wrong.

Now though, he was learning that all the huge achievements of Earth were practically nothing before the vast civilizations throughout space.

Worse — Because of how hurried they were, they never truly managed to become a Type I civilization in the truest sense and as such never managed to get the protection of the Parlement.

Fuck.

Noah had to fight the urge to laugh at the sheer absurdity that was presented before him by the extraterrestrial girl.

The universe was huge and filled with endless life.

This was frightening.

This was exhilarating.

Virgo would have been jubilant if she was here right now.

He thought quietly about his friends and teammates— people he cherished more than anyone else in his life back on Earth.

Minerva.

Her face was now blurry in his mind. He could not remember her voice any longer. Her image was slowly vanishing, forgotten for all eternity.

But— he would never forget her existence, nor the meaning she held in his heart. The same was true for all his companions from the institute.

Minerva was a lover of wonder. The one with the most inquisitive mind among all of them.

Ah…

He looked down and stopped thinking about her, a person from the distant past.

Thinking about them hurt him even more than being eaten alive by a monster while asleep.

The past was the past after all. Now he had to make a plan about whether he would prevail and grow, or fail and die like them.

Their current destination was the part of the planet that was covered by the sun.

This was a part filled with heat, completely opposite to the side that was plunged into eternal darkness and eternal frost.

As for him, he needed to eat something right now to get up his energy levels. Going into another fight without filling up his reserve would be dangerous even for him.

Morgiana seemed to be a trustworthy person from what he had gathered. But he would not let his safety depend on some gamble.

This would be the stupidest thing to do while surviving out in the wild.

Are you sure you can bring it back once you get enough energy?

— Yes. But we need far more than you ever managed to absorb until now.

The energy Noah needed was frighteningly high and the beasts on this planet were only enough for his survival, not enough for him to summon ‘that’ thing from that eerie ‘place’.

“Remind me again. What is the type of energy you use?”

“Ah…”

Morgiana nodded her head and began explaining about her situation, “It’s Dark Matter. It’s kinda hard to explain, but basically, it is a story of a long, long time ago. A Super Empire that had reached the level of a Type IV Civilization and finally managed to open the way for Dark Matter usage for the rest of the multiverse.”

“Then?”

“There is no then…”

“Huh?”

“There aren't many records about them. It’s a forgotten era from eons ago. I guess some higher-ups might know more about them but it is not something that I am privy to. Anyway, long story short, the Empire just… vanished from the face of the universe and it’s from the remains of this empire that we managed to learn the usage of Dark Matter in the current Era.”

She lifted her hand and a small flame appeared above her hands.

“The Dark dimension surrounds all of us and comprises 95% of the universe. We call it the place where one can directly observe the Dark Sea, the other side of the universe if you will.”

“Hum… This seems more like magic than technology to me though…”

Noah was intrigued by the power that Morgiana was showing him. He approached her and looked at the flame with keen eyes, trying to scrutinize it from all over.

The existence of this fire made no logical sense in the place where they currently were. It should have been completely extinguished by the chilling cold and the terrifying blizzard that surrounded them from all sides.

Yet. Here it was. Dimly shining but still burning hot as ever. Bravely fighting against the nature surrounding them from all sides.

Morgiana closed her grip and the fire vanished like it never existed. Her breath was a little more hurried but she got a hold of herself pretty soon so it could be said that she was alright.

“Magic or technology. It’s hard to say. In the end, All we know is that nowadays. Dark Matter is entirely part of our everyday life. It’s thanks to it that Hyper Dive became safer and faster compared to the obsolete Warp Drive Technology that allowed FTL movements.”

Noah listened to her in absolute silence, choosing to not utter a word.

He was someone very prideful and he believed that he was better than anyone else. But despite his pride and arrogance, he knew one fundamental truth about reality.

Those who know nothing should shut up and listen to those who did and broaden their horizons. Babbling on when you knew nothing would just be counterproductive and a recipe for disaster and humiliation of the likes that he was not willing to face.

When Morgiana stopped her explanation, he asked her in a voice filled with wonder and curiosity, “So… This fire, is anyone able to conjure it?”

She shook her head in denial before explaining, “In theory, yes, anyone should be able to do it. As long as you are able to use Dark Matter effectively, there is honestly little you cannot do or accomplish. Some people say that this is the path to true omnipotence and I believe in them. But it isn’t as easy as it seems.”

He could not see her face through the mask but he could feel that she was smiling right now, a thing that mildly annoyed him.

“In my case, for example, I am a Djinn. We are creatures born innately through Fire. Fire is our Essence and while we are not immune to it, it can hardly harm us or control us.”

Morgiana was doing her best to explain things to him, detail by detail, and Noah nodded in understanding.

It was not very hard to understand what she was trying to convey with her words.

Most humans were born with two legs and two feet. Theoretically speaking, they could all run, all jump, all fight.

But obviously, there would be some level of differences between them.

In the same way, most animals were born with four limbs. But an elephant could not run as fast as a cheetah.

“The way one uses energy depends on themselves.”

“It’s a lot more complicated than that but yeah, basically speaking, you can see it as a program. Hum. You might not know what computers are…”

Noah’s lips twitched in annoyance when he heard her words. Being taken as some kind of barbarian was becoming tiring already.

— Stop swinging your junk in the air then, idiot.

Give me clothes and I will.

He sighed and looked down. Since he would soon enter society again, it seemed like he would have to give up on some of the habits he had learned while staying on this desolate planet.

Then again, if he could go back to Earth he could simply join a group of naturists and travel around with his junk out in the air.

Thinking of Earth, a sudden question came to his lips. He hesitated a little but in the end, he swallowed back the question.

He could ask the question later.

As to why he refused to ask now, whether it was out of fear or guilt, not even Noah was certain.

Though now, there was something else he was curious about. Something that was far more intriguing than the question that he had in his heart, and far less intimidating as well.

“Sooo. If you are a Djinn… Can you grant wishes?”

Morgiana could only look at him like he was looking at a buffoon, speechless as one could ever be…

***

After Noah’s awkward question, and Morgiana’s subsequent bewilderment-filled silence that stretched out for a long time, the two of them decided to just change topics. Morgiana proceeded to give him a warning just in case Noah went on to blabber his mouth to people he shouldn’t.

“I don’t know how and where you heard about us granting wishes, or whatever it is you have heard, but you should be careful when you ask such questions to others based on stereotypes. It can be quite insulting to the individual and may lead to ugly and unnecessary situations that you don’t want to get yourself tangled into.”

She did not seem angry with the haphazard question that Noah threw her way. This was not the first time she received such a question. As for the answer to his previous question—

“The Blue Flames might be able to accomplish what you are asking. They are in charge of the Mystic aspects of our species and are basically the shamans among the Djinns, so to speak.”

Blue Flames, huh.

Noah remembered that when he saw her, she had red markings on her body. Did this mean that she belonged to the Red Flames faction, or whatever she said just now, or anything of the like?

This time, Noah was smart enough to not ask that question to her as she had already pointed out that it would be rude. He also had the distinct impression that doing so would be crossing a line that would plummet their relationship to rock bottom.

If the history of Earth had taught him anything, it was that clear distinctions between individuals of the same races based on flimsy concepts never ended well for anyone.

***

While the two were talking with each other about the characteristics of a Djinn, Morgiana was observing the results she was receiving from the scanner that she had released into the atmosphere for geographical mapping. The question Noah asked was already behind her. This was nothing to be truly angry about.

However, she was happy that he didn’t push further and asked about her Flames. The color of her flames had been a sour topic for her and she didn’t plan to speak about her issues with a stranger, even though said stranger had saved her life.

Now I need to focus. Give me the stats for my body’s current condition. Morgiana thought.

[Basic Healing: Completed Successfully.]

[Current Condition: Stable]

[Currently Accessible Physical Ability: 70%]

[Damaged Circuit: 40%]

Morgiana almost winced visibly when she saw the last part of the report from the AI. She had overloaded her internal circuits when she was pumping herself with Dark Matter like there was no tomorrow while trying to land her ship. But she didn’t think that even after healing this far, she would still have so much damage left to recover. It was honestly pretty concerning…

Better than nothing I guess and now I can do some things that I couldn’t while I was injured.

Now that she was slightly more healed, she could dedicate more resources to the analysis of the geography of the planet.

Analyze the constitution of the ground and send me any important information that you encounter.

[Threshold of importance?]

Medium at the minimum.

Morgiana delivered a swift series of instructions before focusing on the report once more and the fascinating thing she had discovered.

This planet was… Well, in one word, it was odd.

Morgiana had seen many planets in her life. Some were entirely submerged in seas, some simply being nothing more than an endless stretch of sand and dunes.

As such, out of all those planets, a tidally locked planet was nothing rare. In fact, it was quite common when you considered the matter on the scales of the entire galaxy.

But even so,

An abyss beast on this tidally locked planet… Something’s weird.

Creatures that came from the beyond. Monsters that could end entire civilizations if just a significant number of them somehow passed through the breach and invaded this dimension.

The way Noah faced that monster made it clear that this was not the first time he had killed one of those beasts.

There was also the existence of the giant beast snake that Noah killed.

While a tidally locked planet could be easily terraformed, the planet itself had nearly no chance of giving birth to intelligent life.

This could only mean one of two things.

Either this planet had once been terraformed before, most likely by humans from Sol–III, or—

“Say… Do you know anything about those beasts?”

“Hum… Which one are you talking about? Either way, I don’t know about any of them, to be honest. They have always been here as far as I can recall.”

Does it mean his tribe had been fighting them for generations already?

She was still under the impression that Noah was part of a bigger tribe that inhabited this planet. It wasn’t like beings born from chaos didn’t exist, but such beings were equal to high-civilization planets simply by their mere existence alone. They were forces of nature able to explore the universe as they wanted and erase planets as they wished.

She was starting to trace a chain of events in her mind. Inhabitants from Sol-III decided to terraform this planet, but something went wrong and a part of the group was stranded on the planet and had to grow by themselves into this independent tribe that Noah belonged to.

There was some blank space about the way they might have adapted to the cold but everything was possible in this world. Creatures who possessed Dark Matter were rarely bound by normal limitations after all.

Noah didn’t know what kind of idea was cooking inside Morgiana’s head but for now, he was simply navigating in the cold while using the position of the stars to direct himself toward his destination.

The night stars might be different from those on Earth, but the way to use them would never change. It didn’t take long to finally find what they were searching for.

“Where are we?”

Noah grinned as he opened his arms wide and declared in a proud tone, “Welcome to my home!”

With unrestrained pride, he showed her the relatively large igloo that was his home, causing Morgiana to look on with bewilderment plastered on her caramel-colored face.

She had two questions in her mind right now.

…One—

“Weren’t we supposed to reach the part facing the sun?”

…and finally, two—

“You are here alone?”

“I live alone.”

She did not ask more questions. Perhaps Noah had been rejected from his tribe. This wasn’t something uncommon.

The igloo had a standard dome shape and seemed large enough for a small group of six or eight to enter together and live inside.

But no matter how she looked, there was no one in sight as far as her eyes could perceive.

Anyone hidden or in the surroundings?

[Searching:….]

[Result: Negative. No sign of life in a radius of 5 kilometers;]

“So. Why are we here?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I need to eat to replenish my energy. Can’t go on a journey without that.”

Noah entered his igloo all by himself, leaving her alone on the outside of his home. She was able to deduce that he might have saved up some food in his base and was ready to feast on it by himself.

Her plan to weaken him in order to keep a certain balance between the two of them seemed to have crumbled in front of her eyes. She had already done what she could and she didn’t want to make the situation worse by interfering more on the matter.

[Notice: Rare substance found.]

Huh?

She looked at the point in her vision that was marked by her system and rushed toward it at breakneck speeds. Even under the dim light of the side that was facing the darkness of vast space, the item was shining quietly with a distinct golden hue. But she could never mistake it for anything but what it was. There was no chance of doing so.

Instantly, her breathing became heavier like never before. She looked at the material in her hand. She felt like she was about to burst with utter joy and glee at what she had discovered.

“This thing is—”

[Yes, it is Gold]

She fought the urge to scream and gripped the yellowish-golden stone in her hand with surging emotions.

This was gold.

Pure Gold.

One of the rarest but also deemed as the most important material in this entire goddamn galaxy. The premiere material necessary to build the core of any high-end Mecha and spaceship in general.

For this alone, wars were fought and planets were destroyed to extract all the gold that was incorporated into the planet and its core.

Morgiana remembered saying that they had found the jackpot when she saw this planet from outer space.

She would have never imagined that this would end up being true.

But at the same time, this reaffirmed her thoughts about the secrets of this planet. Her face paled and her eyes started to flicker as her brain spun at 120% speed.

If she was right— then this planet was undoubtedly very dangerous. A level of danger that was far higher than what the Forty Thieves could ever hope to possess.

All she could do now was hope.

Hope that those idiots did not end up waking it up while trying to attack and capture her.

Morgiana was a courageous woman.

She did not feel afraid even as she was being chased to the ends of the universe.

She did not feel afraid even as she was crashing down to certain death.

She was used to danger. It was something that would always follow her job description.

But this— this was an entirely different matter altogether.

For the first time ever since she landed on this planet— Morgiana truly felt a horrible sense of paralyzing fear.


CH 7: Wealth and Danger


The situation was dire. It could very well be nothing or it could end up with the entire planet being blasted into pieces if they weren’t careful.

Behind her helmet, Morgiana was starting to sweat profusely despite the current weather, and the temperature regulator in her armor. She felt like she was at the precipice of a very important decision and whatever she decided to do right this instant, the outcome would not turn out to be particularly pretty.

Should I say that I am lucky or cursed?

Out of the billions of stars that existed in this entire vast galaxy, she had to choose the one planet that was filled with so much danger. She had truly hit the jackpot. It was practically as ridiculous as it could get.

Thankfully, though she was shocked, surprised, and even scared out of her wits, she did not succumb to the fear that was raging inside her head. The situation was not at its worst yet and it wasn’t the time to panic but to make the right decisions.

“Noah! We need to talk!”

She immediately disregarded all forms of decorum and entered the igloo. Now wasn’t the time to act like a naive mercenary and dawdle about. Their lives were on the line here.

The interior of the igloo was surprisingly cozy for being a dome of chilling ice. Outside of what looked to be a bed made out of solid ice, numerous pieces of meat were aligned at different places and were completely frozen by the natural environment itself.

Disregarding the interior, she could see Noah sitting and biting easily on the iced meat. A crunch filled the igloo as the ice seemed to be a non-factor in front of his powerful teeth, completely crushing and swallowing all of the frozen meat like there was no tomorrow.

“Hum?”

“Well…”

If before Morgiana had any doubt about Noah being human, now she was 100% sure that this was no human that was sitting in front of her.

But she did not care about the subtleties of his race right now.

“Noah. Do you know what this is?”

She held the piece of gold in her hand to show him, causing him to tilt his head, “Isn’t that just gold?”

“Just…!?”

Her voice became slightly high-pitched for a split instant at the nonchalance in Noah’s reply. It was as if her ears could not believe the bullshit she was currently hearing from the boy before her.

Calm down. Calm down… He is just a primitive man. It’s normal not to know about the value of this metal.

Noah was about to tell her how this metal was simply used as jewelry on his planet and was honestly nothing great even though it could be quite a bit expensive.

However, he immediately chose to shut his mouth after witnessing the signs of her incredulity.

One didn’t need to be a Nobel Prize winning scientist to understand that, though for him it was just gold, but for aliens it seemed to be something completely different.

He didn’t know Morgiana and he didn’t know what she would do if she learned Earth had many such mines. So, he chose not to reveal that information and jeopardize the safety of his planet. At the end of the day, he didn’t trust Morgiana; that was the simple truth.

“What is the big deal about gold anyway?”

Morgiana took a few deep breaths, loud inhales and exhales, before laying it out for who she thought to be a primitive and uninformed man, “I won’t go into the details. You simply need to know that this small piece of gold is enough for me to live a few years without having to worry about food.”

Gold by itself was already a relatively great component when it came to machinery. But once Dark Matter and Energy were added to the equation, Gold became one of the most sought-after metals in the entire universe.

It wasn’t as hard as Adamantium nor as versatile as Orichalcum, but the advantages of Gold and Silver lay in the fact that, despite not being the strongest material, they were the best when it came to conductivity of Energy and the inherent storage and suction capability of Dark Matter.

Mecha cores created with pure gold would outperform the same model core made with other metals by more than 200%.

It wasn’t for nothing that the main goal of Alchemy had always been to create gold. This was one of the rarest and most useful metals in the whole Milky Way.

But there was another reason why this metal was so prized and thought to be precious,

“Wherever there is gold— there are remnants of the Old Empire.” Gold was a rare metal. But when compared to the galaxy as a whole it was not that rare. Even so, it was a strategic resource heavily protected by different power.

Her breathing became hurried when she spoke of the Old Empire. Fear and excitement were warring inside of her, struggling for supremacy.

This was a critical moment. Danger and opportunities came hand in hand. All powers wanted to obtain pieces of information about the Old Empire. They were the only known Type IV civilization to date.

“Did you ever find anything like ruins? Something like dilapidated buildings or monsters entirely made out of machinery?”

“Why?”

“This is very important Noah!”

She couldn’t help but scream before quickly trying to calm herself down once again. She forced herself to do it. She did not want to act like a bastard who wanted to abuse the clueless inhabitants of a planet who did not know the worth of the resources they held.

“Noah… After what happened today, your planet will enter the radar of the Empire. This is inevitable and for that, I apologize. I initially chose this place because I thought there was no life in the vicinity and it was one of the most deserted corners in the entire Milky Way. It was a good place of hiding, so to speak.”

She took a deep breath, “The Empire is fair. The Imperial law is clear. If a native can declare a planet to the registry of the Milky Way Galaxy, even if it’s not a Type-I civilization, the planet will receive full protection, and the resources will not be stolen or sold at an unfair price. As for the individual who discovered the planet and helped the native register, they have the right to 5% of all the operations on this planet while the Empire would own 30% and the native can enjoy the remaining 65% at no cost.”

She didn’t tell everything to him. The empire was fair but also ruthless. If someone discovered a planet that was yet to reach Type I then the one who discovered it had the right to inscribe the planet in the registry and own more than 70% of all the resources. The Empire would only take 30% as a fee for the protection and development of the planet.

The Empire never lost. But this way of doing things was to encourage adventurers to explore the treacherous space and help the Empire expand its territory.

“Oh…”

Noah frowned ever so slightly at that piece of information. He was pretty sure that he was the only intelligent life on this planet or at least the only one intelligent enough for speech and communication. As for the so-called ruins, he had a feeling he knew what she was talking about. He had only briefly visited that place one time in all the years of his existence on this planet. That was the place where those weird beasts originated from.

Did I hit the jackpot?

He had a feeling that he indeed did. But he also had a feeling that there would be a catch,

“So… I gather there is a small problem?”

“Yes.” She smiled bitterly. “All ruins have a defense system. The power of the system depends on the planet and some of them are only partially active after all these years. But at the very minimum— they can wipe out all life on a planet.”

“Ohh my…”

Noah frowned harder.

“So I have been sleeping above a ticking bomb.”

Or rather…

“So… All planets that have gold have ruins?”

“Not always. But the bigger the volume of gold present, the higher the chances of those ruins and the Ruin Guardian existing.”

“Ohhh…”

Fuck! Does it mean that Earth was sleeping above a bomb for millions of years?

He was surprised. But then he remembered that humans had higher chances of wiping themselves out before any kind of Ruin Guardian did the wiping and calmed himself down.

“So… What do we do now?”

“Change of plans. I need to recharge as fast as possible and get back to my ship. Even if I cannot move it I can at least repair it enough to send a message. Then things will be better for us.”

The situation was both grim and exciting.

Her heart was beating a mile a minute. She had the feeling that it would burst at any moment now.

She would remember this particular adventure for all her life.


CH 8: They are here


Now that things were clear, or at least as clear as they could be, the two started to swiftly travel through the icy tundra of the dark side of the planet. Noah decided to follow Morgiana for now and act depending on the situation.

In essence, nothing really changed, they were still traveling to the bright side of the planet as scheduled. However, it could also be said that… everything had changed now, after learning the crucial piece of information from Morgiana.

Noah, who had been pretty nonchalant all along, had a clear objective and reason to move his body.

Becoming a planet owner seemed to be pretty interesting, all things considered, after all.

"Why are you running carrying such a large bag with you?"

"’Cause I am hungry."

Noah was holding a large sack filled with frozen food as he ran behind Morgiana, still keeping pace with her. He would sometimes take a piece of frozen food out of said large sack and munch on it like jerky.

Whenever Noah killed monsters, after cleaning them up, he would bring them to the bright side of the planet to dry them out in the sun and then back to the dark side to instantly freeze them and preserve them for the future.

This was his only way of making long-lasting rations that he would use to replenish his energy and sustain his life on this desolate planet. As for the hides, he would use them to cover up everything.

"Speaking of food and all, why don't you try covering yourself with the furs of the animals you hunt for food? Wouldn't that be much more comfortable than your current condition?"

She asked with a stiff tone while giving him a weird look. In the history of most races, using the fur of animals they killed was always one of the first steps toward civilization.

It would have been one thing if Noah was still a complete savage with not much understanding of the way of the world but she could see that he was anything but a savage.

In fact, in retrospection, he had been a bit too calm ever since meeting her. She honestly wouldn't have been surprised if he tried to kill her while thinking she was some kind of demon or devil, or some being that would invoke fear or the uncertainty of the unknown.

This was how things usually went when one came in contact with life on another planet for the very first time.

"Well… Why wear clothes when I don't even need them?"

Noah laughed and his face gave a carefree appearance, but the simple truth of the matter was that he indeed did not have any need for clothes or anything to cover himself.

When he first landed on this planet he did try to keep himself clothed and even dabbled his hand into making them himself.

But as time passed and his body gradually changed, becoming smaller and smaller, he realized that it was nothing but a waste of time.

The act of wearing clothes existed for two reasons. Perhaps three if you went further into the psychology of wearing clothes.

One — To protect oneself against the danger of the elements; something that he had no need for.

Two — To show oneself to others. Sadly the only entities on this planet were the monsters roaming around that were constantly trying to kill and eat him.

Three — For mating purposes or to impress people one was interested in, and in this world, his only mate was the five fingers of his trusty old right hand and even that went stale. He had been now fully celibate for so long that he’d lost count.

Once I go back to any civilization, the second thing I should do after eating a true cooked meal is to find a girl ASAP.

He discarded the moderately dirty thoughts brewing in his mind and focused his energy on running, ignoring even Morgiana.

He is fast.

By now, Morgiana was numb to most surprises that this little boy was showing her.

It came as no surprise to her that he was able to keep up with her.

She simply couldn't understand how this was possible in the current atmosphere. There was no pure concentration of Dark Matter leaking into the atmosphere and there was nothing else that could bring such growth to this little child.

Is it the flesh of those monsters that he is consuming?

If that were the case here, this would be another very important resource of this planet. She could already imagine the breeding farm that could be created to bring this vision to reality and for this— all she had to do was survive.

***

After nearly 30 minutes of running at full speed without any pause whatsoever, Morgiana began to notice the light far ahead in her retina.

Finally!!

The light, even at this distance, seemed to be blinding to her as it filled the entire space of the plane. Having a solar system with three suns would usually make a planet have this sort of radiance.

The surroundings had been progressively changing throughout their run, going from a cold tundra to a relatively dead and dreary but slightly cool place that didn’t feel worse than the bearable winter of some planets.

Now the surroundings were becoming warmer and already, Morgiana could feel the circulation of her energy accelerate ever so slightly with each step she took.

Djinns were beings made out of fire and obviously, cold places were not suitable for them in the least. This wouldn't have mattered to her if she had wielded the white flames of the White Flame Qabila. Unfortunately—

"We are arriving at our destination."

"Good."

Morgiana did not dwell on her negative feelings. Her helmet slowly moved away, revealing her tanned face now moderately healed up.

"Hah…"

She sighed with a sense of relief. Feeling the slight ray of sunlight on her tanned skin seemed to bring her alive as if she were a fish that was finally going back to the sea, to the home that belonged to her.

The markings all over her body pulsed feebly and the dim crimson-red light started to come alive with the onset of the first sunlight that she felt on this planet.

"Let's go!"

Her speed started to increase progressively, not only because of the return of her physical ability but also because her suit could pull more Dark Matter from her body and align many of the functions that had been offline due to the lack of energy.

[Combat Support: Online]

[Analysis Mechanisms: Online]

[Augmented Reality: Fully Activated]

The world around her seemed to change as information flashed in her head from the AI that was attached to her suit.

Information, name, speculation, deduction. The AI was seemingly doing a partial reactivation of all the features while making sure to keep the most important features active at all times.

She was happy and knew that things were now on the right track.

Now, all she needed to do was to fully charge up, get back to her ship, and then start running away from this planet as soon as possible.

Thinking along those lines, her actions became swifter as she ran even faster than before.

— And finally, whoosh~! As if she had managed to pierce through a veil; the darkness vanished and gave place to what could only be called a place of heaven when compared to the rest of the planet.

A ground littered with patches of flowers, herbs and trees and comfortable weather that was neither too hot nor too cold.

A feeling of finally leaving the ice-cold hell that seemed to bring nothing but death was permeating every cell of her body.

Morgiana nearly moaned out loud. She had to give her all to not simply discard her armor suit and run naked to embrace the power of the sun as much as possible.

This would be quite hilarious after how she berated and mocked Noah, but now wasn't the time to play the role of the exhibitionist.

"Very well then. Now we—"

Boom!!!

Morgiana's eyes opened wide as she looked up at the sky, where the sound of the explosion resounded in all directions.

This was why she was able to observe the event.

Stars were falling down, or rather, new spaceships were entering the atmosphere of the planet.

This was it.

The Forty Thieves had arrived.

***

Noah was not a stranger to the sight of spacecraft entering the atmosphere of a world. Earth had been quite developed during his time, after all.

But even so, seeing this small armada of spaceships was still something that made his eyes shine with an ecstatic light.

Guns, swords and robots were men's romance. At least that was so for him; he was old-fashioned like that.

Morgiana had no time to share his feelings of wonder and delight. Just a few seconds ago, she had been happy about finally finding the sun. Now, she was not even given the time to enjoy it properly before having to feel stressed out of her wits once again.

"Will they find us immediately?"

"No. They do not have planet-wide scanning equipment. Planet-wide scans are usually top-level military-grade secrets after all. Only the ruling parties of a planet or entire solar systems possess those secrets. However, they know that I am wounded and also that I need the light of the sun to recuperate from my injuries. In the most likely scenario, the main group will go on to secure my ship while a smaller group will be dispatched to search for me or the opposite may also occur. It will be one of the two."

She spoke as she continued running swiftly, the amount of light still wasn't enough for her to make a full recovery soon. She needed a place that was hotter than the moderate climate they were currently experiencing. Currently, her mind was cold as she calculated her every step. The more cornered she was, the calmer she became because she could not afford to falter.

"Noah. You still have the option to hide and flee or even surrender to the Forty Thieves. You can speak the standard language too. It would be easier to pass for someone who was stranded in this place than being labeled as an Aboriginal. In fact, with your skills, you might even be recruited on their crew."

Morgiana was not exaggerating right now. The power Noah had shown her without being able to even use Dark Matter was staggering, to say the least. The Forty Thieves were merciless bastards but they would not say no to new blood. Even so when the said new blood was so promising in nature.

"What will you do if I choose that option?"

"I will kill you. I will give my all to kill you or fail and die. The Forty Thieves were once a sign of revolution. But now they are nothing but filthy bastards that deserve to die for their sins."

There was a certain vehemence and heat in her voice and eyes that made it clear this was not just about business. It was personal.

"Is that so?"

Noah smiled. He liked the conviction of this woman. It was something worth respecting.

This was why—

"Sorry. But… You are far too weak."

Morgiana blinked. That was all she did when—

A powerful shock spread through her body. She was punched so hard that she was more than ten meters away from her original position before she realized what had happened.

[Warning!! Critical damage received!]

A metallic taste rose in her throat and disbelief colored her face. The chest part of her armor was broken apart from just that heavy impact.

Looking up, she could see that Noah's arm was similarly broken and twisted, but unlike her armor, his arm was already showing signs of healing and recuperating.

"Haha. You? Killing me? Not even in a million years."

Morgiana seethed, the sweet smile on this childish face was looking extremely detestable at the moment.

Combat mode!

[Combat Mode: Activ—]

Boom!

"Argh!!"

Another punch shook her to the very core, this time landing square on her face.

Blood flowed alongside a tooth. The punch shook her vision and rattled her brain inside her skull.

"I have been observing you. It seems like you can send mental commands to your armor. But you see, there is a certain latency time between the order and the execution."

What the hell is he even talking about!??

Even as her consciousness slowly darkened, she couldn't help but scream in frustration in the depths of her mind.

There was a latency time between the order and the execution. But that latency time between a mental order and the execution was rarely above a single second.

Sadly, Morgiana was not able to voice her complaint as her chin was punched once more, she saw stars then her vision went pure white.

In the end, she completely blacked out.

Looking at the sprawled Morgiana, Noah chuckled a little and waved his hands.

They were both completely broken. Some of his bones had even torn out of his flesh and were now hanging out for the world to witness. However, Noah was completely nonchalant about this grotesque display.

He could still feel the pain. In fact, because of his enhanced senses, the pain he felt was increased tenfold.

But he was used to it by now.

"Good. I was wondering how close her biology was to a standard human. It would have been quite a bit awkward If she didn't black out even after all that."

He placed his right hand over his neck and cracked it a little, letting out a sigh of relief. Before working on his fingers and rearranging them.

Crack!!

He winced a little as he straightened each of his fingers, the horrible display continuing for a few seconds until everything was fixed and the healing process began in earnest.

As distasteful and painful as it was, this was sometimes necessary. There was nothing worse than waking up with an arm in the wrong direction and needing to break the arm once again and let the healing process start anew.

— You have been quite decisive, haven’t you? So… what’s the plan?

Noah took one of the fur patches used to store his food and after shaking it a little, he tied it around his waist.

"I am going to negotiate with our guests."

He couldn't exactly go with his junk flying in the wind now, could he?

— What about all your earlier antics?

"Teasing her was fun. Her look of embarrassment as she tried to ignore the ridiculousness of the situation was priceless."

He laughed out loud and started eating even more from the sack food that he had been carrying around all this time. He was ravenous and consumed every piece of the frozen meat.

He was going to need as much energy as possible for what he was about to do.

Once he was one-quarter full, Noah burped quietly and lifted Morgiana on his shoulder.

"I already tested it a few moments ago when she crashed, but the response rate of her armor is tied to her consciousness. Furthermore, when she takes excessive damage, the AI focuses on healing before anything else."

He scratched his face, his eyes moving as he analyzed all the information he had been slowly gathering.

From the very moment Morgiana landed, he had observed her as a potential enemy and the information he gathered, while not completely reliable, was more than enough for him to come to a logical conclusion.

— So, what do we do now?

The voice asked once again. But the answer was more than evident.

"It's time to hunt."

He was Noah.

The Serpent Bearer.

Fleeing while being chased by enemies would never be his first course of action.


CH 9: Daggers hidden behind their smiles


On the dark side of the planet, the situation was moving along just as Morgiana had anticipated.

Omid, clad in a heavy power armor, stood at the edge of a new crater and watched as his subordinates investigated the partially destroyed ship with a clear interest in his eyes.

Everywhere, small drones were flying and filming the scene, analyzing the slightest hints to bring forward a reconstruction of the event that had transpired when the ship crashed onto the surface of this icy hell.

Beside him, people of different forms moved and busied themselves, creating teams to act independently and do their respective tasks.

"Captain, we are ready for deployment."

Omid nodded in acknowledgment, his face still stoic behind his helmet. He may be a bandit but he knew that one needed a certain demeanor to keep inspiring respect from their underlings. It was one of the most important traits of a leader.

Thanks to this comportment, his team had always been very efficient, unlike the ragtag group of the other pirate heads.

"How is the reconstruction of the events coming along?"

"80% complete. Still processing some more information."

"Then we wait. Also, keep the ship running. Be ready to run for your life at any given moment."

Omid was strong. He believed in his strength and used it to reach his current standing in the Forty Thieves.

But in the scale of the universe or even this galaxy, he was merely a speck of dust. Nothing worth mentioning.

Dorothy and the Emerald City meanwhile, were one of the true giants of this galaxy. Trying to fight them without the cooperation of the full Forty Thieves would be suicidal at best.

They needed to make sure no space-jamming mechanisms were installed around without them noticing.

Capturing Morgiana was very important so they had to bear the pressure even though it was quite risky.

"Yes sir!"

They saluted and continued their work, many of them adjusting their weapons and arsenal to pass the idle time.

Finally, a few minutes later, the reconstruction was complete.

"It's running."

A two-meter-tall woman with only one giant eye in the middle of her forehead swiped on a screen and holographic figures began to appear all around them in the form of Augmented Reality.

"After escaping from our pursuit, the target's ship had been badly damaged, forcing her to crash land."

Despite how rough her body looked, her voice was surprisingly sweet. This gave a weird feeling of dissonance but it was nothing unbearable.

She pointed at different points and traced the direction to the place where the crash landing took place.

"Until then, nothing particularly special occurred. She got ejected from her ship as expected and was most likely in a comatose state as her AI companion repaired the damage."

"What generation is the AI?"

"The exact generation is unknown but viewing the response in time of urgency, it's either a very old model or Morgiana placed strict guidelines on the model to restrict its functions. Anyway, this is where things start to become interesting."

Omid nodded his head. In the past, the AIs caused a great war and because of this, all AI was suppressed to avoid the birth of new sentient beings among them.

Even then, AI in the current generation had a semi-freedom of action after the Empire concluded the negotiations with the Father of all True AI.

Geppetto.

Frowning at the memory of the old man, Omid couldn’t help but shiver ever so slightly. Eventually, he decided to draw his full focus to the matter at hand.

The woman, who seemed to be from a species of cyclops, started walking ahead while following the light of the drone and stopped at a certain place.

"Here… Someone or something came here. There is no trace of blood but the analysis is absolute."

Omid's eyes twinkled.

"Life?"

They were not able to scan the planet because of a lack of equipment. More importantly, none of them would have ever guessed that such a planet could give birth to true sentient life.

In this galaxy of theirs, the number of crazy bastards who would pay even in gold only to obtain a few strange specimens from planets never discovered was astronomical, to say the least.

He immediately signaled his men to prepare a small team for the capture of any living organism.

Slave business was heavily limited by the Empire. This is why it was more rewarding in the black market.

The female cyclops ignored the movement of her Captain. She knew very well that if they hadn't been pressed for time, they would have raided the whole planet.

On a planet with life, the planet itself was worth far more than the residents sometimes. After all, natural planets that could hold and nurture life would always be in demand no matter which part of the galaxy they belonged to.

"This is where things get a little weird. The reading of the person is hard to keep track of. But the danger level should be relatively low. The density of Dark Matter Energy on this planet is extremely low after all."

Dark Matter was quite literally everywhere. It was usually invisible to the naked eye or any machine for that matter.

But in some cases, some places had a slight leak of energy from the constituent Dark Matter.

The level of this leak would affect the development of the planet and the inhabitants that inhabited said planet.

The more energy from the Dark Matter that leaked into a planet, the more pricey it would become.

At the time, when the planet was still untouched, the level of density of the Dark Matter Energy would determine what kind of creatures could be met.

"It seems like Morgiana was able to have a conversation with the individual. At the very least, there is no sign of combat or any traces of Flame Energy being used."

"If she was able to communicate, does it mean it's a member from an already known race?"

"Yes."

The interracial communicators were not some almighty machines. They could only use languages already present in the database and extrapolate new variants of the languages in case of a large amount of time between the latest updates.

"Either way this is still a huge discovery."

Omid was now sure. He had already made his plans but there was nothing wrong with taking time to confirm what was once nothing but mere speculations.

"The plan is simple, everyone. Morgiana is a Djinn. But she is simply a member of the Red Flame Qabila. She will have to reach the bright side of the planet to have a chance to even get some of her powers back after wasting everything on healing herself from the crash."

Omid was a Djinn himself and he knew very well what Morgiana would need at the moment.

“With her personality, the chances of her coming at us are extremely low, but not nonexistent. So from now on, everyone will be in power armor and ready to activate their respective Mecha."

He grinned and patted Morgiana’s ship with his hand,

"This is an old series of Mecha so we don't have to worry about anything else."

A disdainful smile was present on his face. He could have never imagined that Alibaba and Morgiana would fall so low.

It's just trash.

"Honestly, even if she came back I think we can destroy her Mecha with ease."

They started laughing out loud. After inspecting the crash site, it was easy to see that Morgiana lived a very hard life where she had to be frugal and choose her equipment wisely.

"Let's go, everyone."

It was time for them to hunt. At least this was what should have been the plan but—

"Captain! The radar is warning us. Someone is walking towards us. Two people, to be exact."

Was Morgiana already back? It did not matter. He did not need to think too much about this.

It was time to finally capture her.

***

The pirates had loosely scattered themselves around throughout the icy hell of the terrain, entering a battle formation, as they waited for the intruders to reach them.

They were waiting and observing the intruders’ every action using their equipment. After all, despite their recklessness, the pirates could not live long if they did not learn how to assess danger and adequately counter all of it.

It didn't take long for them to see who the pair of intruders were exactly. They were quite surprised by what registered in their vision through the glass screens of their hefty armor suit.

They had expected to see Morgiana in the flesh, coupled with another individual that they had no idea who was. They might look down on her now, but when she was in her prime all those years ago, Morgiana was more than a bit renowned throughout the Sea of Stars. She was a powerhouse and a beacon of awe and respect, that only amplified for the Forty Thieves.

However – instead of Morigiana in her armor, ready to fight them with her life on the line – what they saw was a young man entirely covered in fur from head to toe, running with an expression of panic and desperation on his childish face as he held onto a motionless Morgiana on his back. He seemed to be running from something or someone, running for his life.

The cold sweat ran along his forehead, immediately crystalizing into icy droplets due to the effects of the weather. The look of exhaustion and desperation that was marring his youthful face along with the blood spattered all over his body were telltale signs of the situation at hand.

｢Prepare for fire.｣

Discreetly, Omid sent the order through the intercom. The situation was quite complicated and he didn’t have enough information on him to get a complete grasp of everything.

Warning signs immediately blared on their visors as the female cyclops input the numbers on her computer.

“Boss! Something monstrously big is coming our way!”

She shouted out loud and Omid couldn’t help but scoff to himself. Indeed, his instincts had warned him of incoming danger long ago. It seemed like this beast or whatever it may be was the cause for the feeling of danger that he had been experiencing.

Soon, they were able to see the silhouette of a giant monster slithering through the icy terrain as it chased after the young man and the motionless Morgiana tightly bound to his back.

The fact that such a young boy was able to run with Morgiana in full armor on his back was impressive in itself, definitely worth a second look, but the kid was reaching his limit already. His face was practically screaming the state of exhaustion he was currently under; it was quite clear that he would not be able to run for very long.

“It’s… It’s a fucking Abyss Beast! What the fuck!!”

The indifference in Omid's eyes immediately vanished and all the other soldiers exploded in a chorus of chaos and ruckus. There was a vast difference between beasts made of blood and bones, even mechanical beasts that were fully automated, compared to beasts from the Deep Abyss.

Those were real monsters. Fucking dangerous monsters that were notoriously hard to kill. However, at the same time, they were the telltale signs of the single most important thing to the people in their line of work — Wealth.

“Save them! Save them at any cost!”

Omid was very decisive. Capturing Morgiana was more of a goal for Cassim, the leader of their organization, than anyone else in the entirety of the Forty Thieves. But getting rich was a completely different matter altogether. Otherwise, why would he even become a pirate in the first place? Wealth was the calling in life for all pirates and they could sell anything and everything for wealth, including their souls.

Abyss beasts were incredibly rare creatures. Their presence in space could be observed once in a blue moon at most. And their presence on a planet delivered many implications— implications that they were about to become crazy rich or die trying.

He could not let the boy die now. He had to squeeze out as much information as possible for the greatest value and he needed to be decisive about it.

The pirates were hesitant inwardly but outwardly, they immediately jumped into action the moment they received the order from their Captain. Omid had always been very strict when it came to rules and the enforcement of said rules and they knew very well that those who broke or even thought of breaking his orders didn’t have a good ending.

Some of them entered the spacecraft and activated the cannons to start aiming at the beast while others took swords and guns out of their armor, rushing toward the beast at supersonic speeds.

Swords may seem like outdated weapons at first glance but they were in fact very important when it came to facing the abyss beasts and other beasts of similar nature.

After all, their defense was very hard to break with modern energy weapons. The swords they were holding were of good craftsmanship. They were weapons stolen from a cargo destined for the Imperial Soldiers fighting at the very borders of space.This was actually one of the reasons why the bounty of their group climbed abnormally high despite their relatively low rank.

The fight that broke out when they faced the abyss beast, mirroring the image of a snake, was intense to say the least.

The cannon shells could hardly penetrate the hardened scales of the snake. The swords, while efficient in combating the beast, could not go deep enough since they neither had the power to fully activate those weapons nor the strength to push deeper in one go in the flesh of those gigantic monstrosities.

Furthermore, the snake was no pushover. Being an abyss beast already made it at the very top of the monster hierarchy. It was not letting itself simply get beaten passively. The snake was quite powerful. Perhaps not enough to have fully mutated into a true abyss beast but the physical body of this monster alone was enough for them to swear like sailors at having to face it.

They had to be careful in each and every single one of their steps. They needed to take measures to not get swallowed by it. This was not easy by any means as many of them were not used to fighting on slippery surfaces or any ground at all for that matter. Space battles were their usual flair and fighting in Mechas were the norm for the pirates in Omid’s crew.

Using Mechas in this atmosphere while under normal or high gravity was simply asking to be beaten by Mother Nature herself. It was also normal for them to not even touch the ground for months or even years while traveling through the endless sea of deep space.

Thankfully for them, they were still experienced fighters, and while one was put out of commission after making a mistake and getting his arm bitten off and then torn apart brutally by the abyss monster snake, the others did not even hesitate to use him as bait to put an end to this fight once and for all; pushing through for a decisive final strike.

[Super Charge ready in 3… 2… 1]

“Wait!”

[… 0!]

Immediately, all but one of them moved away in complete synchronization and watched as the laser blast from one of the main ships tore apart the Snake from the head up to the middle of its body. The one who had been caught in its maws did not even have the chance to cry further as he was destroyed alongside the monster, leaving the other pirate who had been saved by him completely silent.

They did not gloat at the misfortune of the man who had died. They knew very well that this could have been any one of them. This was the way of their crew, their creed. If the sacrifice of one was necessary to save the majority then that member had to be sacrificed for the greater cause. No questions asked.

The only reason this barbaric system did not create fissures in the crew was because their Captain kept himself to the same standard as the others. More than just once he even used himself as bait when he deemed it to be necessary to decisively maneuver through their circumstance.

If even the Captain was not exempt then what ground did they have to complain? Even so, watching a companion die was never a pleasant feeling, much worse was having to put him up on the pedestal of a sacrifice.

Dark blood exploded like a fountain, slightly corroding all the armor it fell on. This was one of the properties of abyss beasts. Their very blood was poisonous by nature. However, once processed properly, it could become an extremely effective tonic that would boost the metabolism and other innate abilities of the user.

“Shit! Why is there such a tough abyss beast on this god-forsaken planet!? Fucking shit, fuck!!”

One of the pirates kicked the corpse of the abyss beast in frustration and agony. The one who died had been his friend. He had nearly got devoured by the beast a few moments ago as well if not for being helped out of that situation by said friend. As if all of that shit wasn’t enough, the energy reserves of his armor were falling dangerously low in numbers and the cost of resupplying it was not something he could easily afford without going into some debt.

Unlike the few higher-ups of his crew, he was part of the vast majority of people who could not harness Dark Matter and subsequently Dark Matter Energy directly through their bodies and had to use special weapons and armor to channel and extract them from the surroundings.

Thanks to being part of the Forty Thieves, he had good equipment but the maintenance cost was no joke by any means. This was the way of management to keep them always thirsty for battle and riches but there was nothing he could do about it. It was his way of life, the way of life of all pirates in the Forty Thieves.

Watching the rain of blood fall on his body, he could already see the floating credits flying away from his coffers.

｢Did he have any family?｣

“A daughter and a few lovers that I know of. Not much else.”

｢Very well, the rule is the same. Everyone will pitch 2% of their revenue for the incoming mission and I will prepare the rewards for the family of the bereaved. Prepare his assets as well. If there is no family then the full reward will be given to the closest friend.｣

This was another reason why no one complained.

Money.

Most pirates did not have any family to care about. So when one of them died, their friends had a high chance of receiving a small bonus.

As disgusting as it was, this rule made the pirates in Omid’s crew very friendly to each other. After all— you never knew when your friend could die and leave you a beautiful heritage to splurge.

In fact, sometimes it was hard to say whether one died by accident or because of said friend.

Once Omid brought back order in the crew wrought in chaos, he finally gazed at the true prize and the cause of all this fiasco.

“So, boy… Why don’t you tell me more about you?”

Omid had to admit— the fear that the young boy was showing him was completely to his taste. He loved that feeling of power as he watched people filled with terror bowing to him.

“Why don’t we start simply? What is your name?”

“My name is… Noah…”

“Noah, heh… I feel like we are going to share a wonderful adventure ahead.”

Noah gave a trembling smile as he nodded his head,

“I feel the same. Hahah…”

Omid had to say. It was only for an instant but— that laugh had given him a very unpleasant and sickening feeling. His instincts were firing some minor alarms but it was nothing special.

He dismissed this feeling. It seemed like he had been too high-strung lately.

Now, it was time to question this new guest of theirs.

He was going to suck him dry of every bit of value he would be able to provide them. He needed to cover their losses after all.

“Are you guys Morgiana’s friends?” Noah asked.

“Did Morgiana show you her face already?” Omid did not directly answer.

“Yes, she has.”

“Then… it should be easier this way…”Omid chuckled to himself. He could easily see the wariness in the kid’s face as he observed them with vigilance and fear. Taking off his helmet, he showed him his face as well.

His charcoal-dark skin was engraved with two yellow tattoo-like streams of lines that seemed to be flowing like a river; the streams of yellowish current flowed down the sides of his face and extended toward his throat, disappearing under his suit— it was similar to the esoteric formations and carvings that Morgiana had in her body. It was safe to assume that they were from the same race. Well, at least, to a lower being like him, it would seem to be the case.

“I am a Djinn; just like Morgiana. You might not know what this essentially means but our race is deemed to be a very prestigious and noble race in the entirety of this galaxy. As for my relationship with Morgiana… Let’s just say that I have seen her grow from a little girl to a very impressive woman in her own right.”

He smiled softly as he spoke, very careful in choosing the words he wanted to deliver to the little boy before him.

Some species in this vast universe had the power to tell lies apart from the truth; it was a sensory ability that went beyond simple perception. This was why he avoided answering the first question directly and went on a roundabout way, just to be safe.

As for the words that he had muttered, he was not lying in the exact sense. Actually, all of it was the truth, just the meaning they implied was not something anyone could easily guess unless they knew their history.

Indeed, he had known Morgiana ever since she was a young child. He had seen her struggles. He witnessed her rise and was part of her fall from grace and her current cumbersome situation.

It was truly a complicated relationship like no other. One that would soon end in his favor.

It was also possible that the young boy was an Esper with mind-reading ability. In which case there wasn't much he could do.

Such thoughts hovered in his head as he looked at Morgiana, lying down on the side encased in her red armor and without any signs of conscience.

“Now that I have answered your question, why don’t you answer mine as well? We came to recover Morgiana from this planet. She is being chased by the Forty Thieves. They are a dangerous group of criminals who are wanted throughout the galaxy. What happened to her for her to be in such a state?”

No matter how injured she was or how low she had fallen, Morgiana was no pushover. It was surprising to see her being wounded to such a degree, so much so that she was unconscious and unresponsive.

Furthermore, from the damage that he was able to sense from her armor, it looked like she had been in a precarious situation. The armor could hardly repair itself and was entirely focused on healing her. This meant that whatever problem she had been facing was likely something that could cause trouble for themselves. If not, then it could only mean one other thing…

“This…”

The boy Noah trembled even more, seemingly remembering the horrifying experience that Morgiana and he had encountered, but started to explain to the best of his abilities,

“Miss Morgiana wanted me to guide her to some place. Some kind of ruin she said. She explained that it was a very dangerous place and that we needed to be 100% sure of its existence otherwise this place would be in danger.”

He spoke quickly as if he was vomiting all the words that came up to his throat and was wishing for nothing more than to be done with this story. His childish face was morphed into fear and a sense of anxious desperation.

“Oh…?”

“All of this started because of this thing here.”

Shuffling for something inside of his furry clothes, he took out a yellow rock and showed it to them. Almost immediately, a hushed silence ensued as all the pirates gazed at the rock in Noah’s hand simultaneously, their eyes shining like they had hit the jackpot.

Omid had to fight the urge to gulp down when his hypothesis that the presence of an Abyss Beast was indeed proof of gold existing in this place came to be true.

It was with a supreme force of will that he did not simply take out his gun and start threatening the young boy to spill out everything he knew while snatching the piece of gold from his hands.

He understood very well that haste would only yield them nothing but damage in this scenario. Furthermore, information obtained through threats and torture could rarely be considered to be reliable in the truest sense of the word.

Calm down. I need to calm myself down.

He chanted inwardly as if he were singing a mantra to bring serenity and rationality back to his mind, things that had flown out of the window the moment he had seen the solid piece of gold.

The pirates standing behind him were far more restless than him. Only their fear of Omid helped them in barely reigning in their greed and standing in place.

However, almost all of them were akin to a powder keg, ready to explode at any given moment with the faintest presence of a spark; and this was something that Omid fully understood.

For all their discipline, they were pirates at heart. Ruffians who had left their homes in search of wealth, with the readiness to embrace death along their journey at any given time.

He always moved with the clear knowledge that those who listened to him like well-tamed dogs right now, might change into greedy wolves and rise to a mutiny at any moment if given the opportunity and enough incentive.

His authority was only worth it as long as he could bring them substantial and tangible benefits as well as victory in their endeavors.

He already made a discrete signal with his hand— to make sure they all understood that they had to wait and not be too hurried. Otherwise things would fall apart for them and they would lose this unexpected avenue of wealth just as suddenly as they had chanced upon it.

“This is… quite the impressive find you have there. Did Morgiana tell you what this is?”

Noah cutely tilted his head to the side, “This is gold, right? She told me we could have a part of whatever we found once she left this planet.”

“Heh…”

Oh Morgiana dear, you are still as dumbly kind and naive as I remember you to be.

Had it been anyone else, Omid would have suspected that they were fooling the pitiful kid, and for good reason to boot.

After all, while this wasn’t some kind of instant fortune that would make you own the galaxy in one go, this discovery was more than enough to make sure one never lacked much of anything for life and perhaps could go even beyond that, depending on how big the ruins were and the resources they could recover from said ruins.

However, Morgiana? She was different from them.

Like Cassim and even Alibaba for that matter, Freedom, Fairness and Equality were her motto in life.

The only difference was that, unlike Alibaba and Morgiana, Cassim was a veritable realist who did not let his illusions and ideals, as well as wishes, stop him from understanding what he had to do in order to reach the goals he set out in his life.

The more Noah spoke, the clearer a vivid picture was being drawn in Omid’s mind; he visualized the path ahead for them on this rusty planet.

“We were close to the ruins but we got ambushed by the beast… Morgiana pushed me away and fought the beast to the best of her abilities even though she had not fully recovered herself. She told me to flee, but I couldn’t leave her alone.”

Sounds like Morgiana alright.

By now Omid was completely convinced about the authenticity of the situation.

“Tell me… Could you lead us to that place?”

Noah looked at them with suspicion before gazing at the fallen Morgiana. In the end, he asked, his voice trembling as he asked them the question raging in his mind,

“Will you… Will you take care of her first?”

“Of course. This has been our goal from the start after all. We will do everything in our power to keep her alive and running.”

Once again he was not lying about this matter. They would do anything and everything to keep Morgiana alive. At least, for now, that is. As for what happened after she outlived her usefulness? It was for Cassim to decide and them to follow through.

They had to keep Morgiana alive to bring Alibaba into their clutches after all. Killing her immediately had never been the goal from the get-go.

Furthermore— we might be able to bring her in as well.

Their true enemy and the true big fish they wanted to catch in this whole operation. In the end, Morgiana was nothing more than bait for the true big guns. Be it for this side or the other side.

She was quite the pitiful girl in a way, used and abused as she was. Not that it mattered to him in the slightest. She could only blame herself for being too weak to fight for her own Fate.

Signaling the Cyclops scientist to come and take Morgiana with her, Omid directly sent her a message.

｢Put her in the Healing Pod but also add some sedatives into the mix. It’s better to keep her asleep until we need her to wake up.｣

｢Understood.｣

“Then. Dear little friend…?”

The boy seemed suspicious but he could ignore those suspicious points until he obtained what he wished for from him.

“Noah.”

“Noah, yes, that’s a good name. Noah, would you like anything else? We need to go and investigate the ruins as fast as possible. We are pressed for time, after all.”

“Then, Could you give me something to eat…? I am starving.”

“Sure. We will make sure you eat until you burst, in fact.”

“Hahaha. I will keep you to your word.”

The two men laughed, both hiding daggers behind their hearty smiles.


CH 10: Two sneaky sides


Noah had been quite proud of his performance thus far.

He may have had to beat up an innocent woman on the way, however, he did manage to fool the pirates and enter one of their ships. More than anything— he would be finally able to eat some real food. It felt like eons had passed since he had eaten something worth eating. He was on cloud nine just thinking about it.

At least— that is what he believed would have happened once he was given the green light for some food and clothing.

“Where am I? And what… even is this?”

Noah looked at the person standing beside him and spoke. She, or at least he assumed her to be a female from the shapely form of the armor the person was wearing and the voice with which she talked, was very tall; she could even be said to be massive, more than thrice his current height. There also was only one eye on the armor but there were not many more indications for him to discern her gender.

The strange, tall, and towering woman aside, Noah found himself in some sort of room that was dyed in a pure white radiance. No matter where his eyes darted toward, all he could see was the color white.

His face twitched ever so slightly at the sight of this room. Memories he thought he had forgotten began dragging themselves up from the worst corners of his mind, reminding him of his nightmares.

“You need to be kept in a sterilized room until we can ascertain whether you are carrying any kind of strange bacteria that could affect us or not. The chances are extremely low, to be honest. But I do not like moving with a possible biological hazard near me.”

“Oh. Okay, I can understand that. But… What is this…?”

“Food.”

“Food? This? You call this… thing, food?”

Noah pointed his finger at the plate in front of him and couldn’t help but double take while asking in disbelief. The thing the strange being mentioned as food… was composed of one grey-colored cube, two green-colored cubes, and finally, a weirdly pinkish-red cube that all seemed like jellos of some kind but much thicker and blurrier in consistency. It looked like mush in a jello form, he didn’t really have any words to describe what he was looking at. Apart from the cube-like substances that seemed to be things out of a horror show, there was also a small bottle with a straw on top of it so that he could sip the drink.

It looked unappealing and honestly disgusting in a way. At least that was the case for Noah, even though he had been living in what could be considered one of the hellish places on earth with raw substances in the name of food. He distinctly remembered eating this kind of ration when he was in the army or at least something closely similar to this madness and while it was heartwarming in a way to find something that reminded him of home… this did not make the appearance of the meal any better in his eyes.

In fact, it somehow made it worse as he could clearly draw a comparison to that terrible food.

Noah was filled with utter disgust as he looked at the food before him. So much so, in fact, that he would rather go back and eat some raw meat after killing a few beasts than eat these disgusting cubes. Ultimately, the raw meat had some umami flavor in them; these looked like they would either taste like garbage or cardboard.

“You don’t have to eat if you don’t want to, you know? We are pressed for time already. You have five minutes to decide then we will start moving.”

“Ugh…”

Noah looked at the food and sighed to himself,

“This is enough to make me full? Are you sure about that?”

“A barbarian from a backwater world like you might not understand what kind of marvel this food is. This is renowned as the summit of the food industry specializing in space travel and warfare. They have no smell and no particular heat, making them hard to detect on radar. They also have no fiber so soldiers and crewmates can make do with excreting only the bare minimum amount of waste. This would lead to retaining more energy. Lastly, because of their composition and their compact size, they can be moved in large quantities without taking much space and can be preserved for years without any problem whatsoever. They do not rot easily and have a high preservation rating. This isn’t about just smashing food together somehow and compressing it. This is a state-of-the-art technology of such a high level that someone like you could never hope to understand even if I gave more explanation.”

Noah had expected many things but certainly not getting a lecture on food technology when he decided to get into the pirate ship. She spoke in quite a condescending way and so quickly that she seemed ready to crush Noah with the weight of her words.

However, he was not offended nor did he care about how she was looking down on his intellect. There was only one thing he cared about right now. One thing he needed to know.

“Are they tasty?”

“...”

“...”

The two looked at each other for some time in complete silence. Even without being able to see her face, Noah could hear her heartbeat accelerate when he asked her that question. It looked like she was very angry at his question, even though he did nothing but make a very legitimate inquiry about a problem that was bothering him regarding the meal he was served.

In the end, it looked like she decided that his question was not worth answering as she turned on her heels with a click and started walking away from him, leaving one last sentence behind.

“Those four cubes are enough to completely fill up even an adult warrior of my species for a few days to even beyond a week. So shut up and eat, or just leave. I couldn’t care less about your hunger. Once you finish with your decision, go take a shower and put some clothes on from the adjacent room. At least, make you look presentable enough, you stupid barbarian. They will keep you warmer than the rags you are currently wearing so it’s only good for you.”

“Huh…”

Looking at her departing back, Noah could only whistle to himself.

Is she… kind in reality? A tsundere? Damn, didn’t think I would meet someone with this trait even in deep space. Aquarius would have had a field day with this.

Capricornus, a young shy boy who had his heart on his palms, was one of the thirteen constellations when Noah was still active on Earth. Animes and the like were one of the few forms of entertainment that he enjoyed after he learned his biological donors were of Japanese origin. This gave him the impression of sharing a sense of culture and history with them.

Now alone, Noah took one of the cubes and looked at it with plain curiosity in his eyes.

Any ideas?

— Even if it’s poisonous it will not affect you.

I know but that is exactly the problem I am facing. Pretty hard to act when you don’t know what kind of feeling you need to show.

— Speaking of acting, I am surprised at your talent at being able to act so convincingly. I thought a prideful man like you would simply jump right in and fight all of them to death. It seems like you can use your brains after all.

Noah grinned as he put the cube in his mouth, hiding a grimace as the tasteless thing seemed to liquefy once it entered his oral cavity and moved down his throat like a gelatinous substance. It was like eating a jello without any flavors. Quite a disgusting experience for sure.

Just who the hell do you think I am? Jumping all guns blazing in a fight without ascertaining the firepower of the enemy isn’t being prideful, it’s just pure stupidity. Contrary to what one may think, I don’t act without thinking things through, that has never been my role.

Noah's codename was the Serpent Bearer – Ophiucus – and he perfectly honored this name with his actions and way of life. Practically all his life, he had been trained with the sole objectives to hunt, kill, assassinate, lie and cheat. Doing anything and by any means possible to take down his targets. He had definitely become a bit rusty but thanks to his current appearance, people naturally underestimated him.

After all, how many people would think that a cute, and young child was in fact a deadly assassin beneath that harmless exterior? Even if there were some doubtful points in his performance, they would unconsciously choose to ignore them because he presented no apparent danger to anyone with his cowering demeanor.

Hunting is an art, you see, and all weapons should be used when necessary. What people forget is that— words too can be a very deadly weapon when used properly. Perhaps the deadliest of them all once used in the right manner.

He sighed and ate all but one of the cubes that had been given to him. He had to admit, while this gave him the impression that he was eating some disgusting form of garbage, the taste was non-existent so it was at least bearable for him. It just felt like he was eating distilled water. There was no smell, no taste, no texture. It almost felt like he was eating air for a second.

However, it delivered a great surprise to him,

Half? No, a quarter full.

When added to what he already ate on the way, Noah could be said to be half full at this moment. This event only happened after he hunted many beasts and devoured them directly many years ago. He had been long since running on a quarter capacity only.

Now he understood what the woman meant when she said those things were a marvel of technology. He could already imagine that those rations could sustain a large army easily without much problem.

Space exploration could take a long time and could be prolonged for years without having the chance to resupply in deep space. He was learning more and more about the way of things in the Sea of Stars as time passed. More than he could have ever learned about space while on Earth.

Once he was a little more satiated, Noah went in the direction of the shower room.

Truly, only by taking a good hot shower would he feel like he had once again returned to civilization.

As for the meal. He did not count on it. Only a true hot meal with smoking meat, some delicious sauce, a few fries, and rice on the side could truly make him happy and fulfilled. Nothing else.

***

When Noah entered the shower room that the Cyclops woman mentioned, he looked at the surroundings of the bathroom with curiosity in his eyes. There were a multitude of small installations all over the bathroom. Esoteric symbols were carved into the button-like protrusions of the installments, probably signifying a general overview of what they were used for.

At that moment, he came to the belated realization that although he was capable of easily learning any language out there and speaking it fluently in a very short amount of time, writing that specific language was in a completely different ball-park altogether. Even with his Adaptation, it would take him a relatively long amount of time to master a particular language.

Ideally speaking, I should settle down somewhere for a few years and slowly learn about everything out there. The language, the culture, the structure of the so-called Empire… I need to be prepared if I want to explore space.

It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do right now anyway. Once he managed to get back to his home world— Earth, he would quietly enjoy his position as a hero and live off whatever bonus he would get for his efforts.

He idly thought those dreamy thoughts while testing different buttons and nearly screamed out loud when scalding hot water fell on him out of the blue, catching him completely off guard.

Fucking hell!

Cursing to himself due to almost being cooked for a second there, he tried pushing the different sets of buttons before him and observed what they generally did. One particular button he pushed seemed to be making the protrusion vibrate for some reason; it took him some time before he finally found the right set of buttons that allowed him to enjoy the hot shower experience.

Yep. I really need to learn the language.

His mood was still a bit down due to not being able to get the long desired food he wished for but as soon as the perfectly heated hot water started flowing down from the shower and made contact with his body, his mind seemed to have melted and he nearly leaked out a groan of joy and satisfaction. He had the feeling that he was finally having a taste of Heaven.

How long? Just how long had it been since he was able to experience something like a true hot shower? He didn’t even know since he had lost the sense of time long ago. It wasn’t like he didn’t try to find a way either; taking large chunks of ice from the cold side and bringing them to the hot side was one way he tried to experience something like a hot bath. It didn’t go as he planned, obviously.

However, what he was experiencing now was entirely different from anything he had ever come to experience — This was civilization!

It was only after losing something that you would understand the significance of what you lost. It was the same case for Noah, who understood just how great civilization and its machinations were to his day to day life. Everything was far easier and you could act as lazy as you wished and let the machines make your life convenient by doing the tedious tasks for you.

This was indeed great.

— Aren’t you a bit too relaxed right now?

Am I now? Why did you have that thought?

— By now they should begin noticing some weird aspects of your situation. Pieces of a puzzle that just don’t fit together no matter how you try to. They should be able to filter out the holes in your explanation by now…

Ah. I see what you mean. Well, you are indeed right. As long as they don’t have poop for brains, they should at least wonder how I managed to learn and use the universal language so fluently even though I should be a denizen of this world to them.

— So…

But you see… It doesn’t matter even if they have their doubts and suspicions. Even if I am suspicious, the gold I have shown them is real, I am inside their ship and Morgiana is under their control. I am powerless and they are strong. Just why should they fear me? That doesn’t make any sense. All the acting I have been doing was precisely for this scenario.

Noah chuckled to himself as he exchanged with the Queen in his mind. Over the short discussion he had with Omid, Noah had been able to grasp the way those people’s minds worked. They were fucking arrogant and their leader was the most arrogant of the bunch, even if he didn’t let it show for a second. They believed in their own strength and in only what they could witness with their own eyes. Nothing else.

From their perspective, no matter what kind of trap Noah may be preparing, it was inconsequential to them.

Why? Because they were strong and in their eyes, he was just a weak barbarian.

Arrogant people are so funny in their own way, don’t you think?

— You should look in a mirror before speaking ill of others. At least, you don’t have the right to say that.

Firstly, there is no mirror for me to admire my handsome self in the current situation, and lastly. I am different from them.

Noah fiddled around with the buttons and looked on with unbridled curiosity in his small eyes as the bath near him started to fill up with some gelatinous substance that disturbingly jiggled around and reminded him of the creatures that could be often found in video games.

I am strong. I am prideful and perhaps even arrogant in many, many ways. But the stupidest thing someone strong can do is underestimate the weak.

Never underestimate the weak. The weak have a way of fighting that belongs only to them. The reason the weak managed to survive is because they were able to outmaneuver and escape from the truly strong. They had their own principles and their own ways of living in this jungle.

It was a pretty simple principle but something many forgot.

You should understand this more than anyone, right? After all— you lost to humanity.

— .... We lost to you and the other constellations, not to humanity. There’s a difference.

And we were created by humanity. Ergo you lost to it. Hahah…

He continued to taunt the voice in his head while testing different combinations with the buttons surrounding him. He was not just having fun here. Though this was quite a fun experience in itself.

Noah was primarily trying to memorize the different sets of characters and what they did. This could be useful in the future or be completely useless. But he had long since learned that being over prepared was better than having no preparation at all.

— So what is your plan from now on?

I guide them to where I think is the ruin. Everything will be dandy up until then.

— And then?

Well… It’s pretty obvious what they will try to do, right?

.

.

.

“Once we find the ruins, we kill the boy to avoid any possible traps.”

Sitting in the main room of his ship, Omid started giving out orders to his crewmates. The order was curt and direct but no one was surprised by his expected brutality. In the first place, there was no way they could let the boy go as he knew way too much about them. It would only be a recipe for disaster.

As Noah had anticipated, Omid was indeed not stupid. Noah was simply too suspicious and many points he had made during their conversation did not make much sense. But he was willing to act stupid and ignore all of his charades because—

“This is indeed gold, and it’s from this planet.”

The results of the analysis were unanimous and unambiguous. This gold was real and this did not come from another planet.

This couldn't be a trap. Omid knew very well that he was simply not worth such an elaborate scheme. Such a trap would have been used on big fish such as his leader Cassim or legendary pirates like Captain Nemo.

Even so, this did not erase all the suspicious points about the small boy and the strange unease he felt whenever he came close to him. His danger senses would always flare whenever he was near him.

This was why he had to die.

As cruel as it may look, such was the way of pirates and this was not the first murder he had committed, or ordered.

“Phaeia, keep an eye on him and see what you can find out.”

Everyone chuckled forcibly while the Cyclops scientist of the band of pirates, Phaeia, couldn’t help but let out a small sneer.

“That’s really funny, Captain.”

She shook her head and continued to work on her pad. This kind of joke was nothing compared to the much less savory jokes some of her crewmates would throw her way. Being one of the sole women in the crew full of pirates was not an easy task after all.

One of the saving graces was that… for many of her crewmates, she looked very ugly or simply disgusting.

The wonders of space truly.

“I already put a few sedatives in the food I gave him. They are not poisonous but they will easily be able to knock him out at any moment as long as I press a button.”

“Good. I knew I could count on you.”

He sighed and looked around, “We do not have much time guys. So this is a get-and-dash operation. If we judge that Dorothy is coming, then we will flee. Understood?”

“Yes!”

Money was good. But one needed to be alive to enjoy the boons of money.

This was why Omid could not kill Noah yet. They could not afford to waste any time. Even now, their ships were preparing to fly toward the destination.

Things would have been so much easier if they could have a wide-scale detector. Simply being able to measure the distribution of the gravity on the whole planet would have helped find the heaviest places which generally was where the ruins were.

But life was never easy. Especially for pirates and outlaws like them.

Let’s move swiftly before that bitch comes for our lives.

He could already see a difficult battle ahead.


CH 11: DOROTHY GALE


[Planet Oz｣]

While Noah and Omid were both plotting and contemplating the best moment to enact their respective plans of murder and betrayal, in the depths of the Milky Way Galaxy, far away from the star system where the current struggle between the duo was taking place was a small space station.

Well… In this situation, the word small was only used relatively, compared to the size of the planet that Noah was inhabiting. Objectively speaking, however, it was still a super large station that could easily accommodate more than fifty thousand people without the slightest problem or strain in space or resources to maintain them. It was a behemoth among individual space stations for sure.

The space station was orbiting quietly around a planet that looked oddly similar to an emerald jewel glimmering in the darkness of eternal space. Had Noah been present in this location, he would have described this planet as looking particularly similar to Uranus. The only difference was that this planet was emerald in color and the obvious signs of life that could be seen at a glance.

This was the planet called Oz. A planet that was home to one of the biggest forces in the entire Milky Way Galaxy and under the control of a young woman who was renowned for her kindness and cunningness throughout the Sea of Stars.

Dorothy Gale— the de facto Queen of the Emerald City and the ruler of Oz.

.

.

.

Sitting on her throne, floating at the highest spot in the entire space station, with her legs crossed, Dorothy gazed at the holographic screen before her with a toothy grin on her face. It was uncharacteristic for a ruler of such an enormous force but the person on the other side was special. At least, he had a special place in her heart.

Dark, flowing locks that appeared to swallow light itself, a somewhat oval face framed by her obsidian locks, creating an illusion of youth beyond her actual years, and her eyes... From afar, those eyes of hers appeared as nothing more than beautiful blue orbs. Yet, observed up close, one would have the impression that they were being drawn into the vastness of the infinite cosmos, swimming amidst a Sea of Stars.

Even though she was beautiful, mesmerizing even… her beauty was of the charming and endearing kind. Cloaked in a snug-fitting suit, her allure remained captivating without provoking inappropriate thoughts from those who observed. She commanded respect and thoughts of endearment rather than any animalistic desires from men.

“So. In the end, you came to me after all, huh? Alibaba.”

In the holographic screen's reflection stood a man clad in power armor, strikingly similar to Morgiana's. The futuristic piece of armor comprised a faceless helmet and silver-black plating, all concealed beneath a red hood that cast a shadow over the contours of the face plating.

On his back, a few swords could be seen hanging in different colored sheaths, giving off a rather sinister and austere appearance.

He was Morgiana’s friend and partner, the person she had been talking to before head diving into Alpha Centauri.

Alibaba was once the son of a renowned merchant on his home planet. He had lost everything and escaped from that sinister place after barely surviving himself. After many adventures, he managed to become a high-ranked adventurer despite his rather tumultuous past and was respected by many people who believed in his skills and integrity.

Dorothy was one such person and one of the very few people he could call his friend in the vastness of the universe. After all, Alibaba was one of the reasons she had managed to fight the wicked witches of Oz and reclaim her throne, her right to rule over Emerald City and ultimately Oz itself.

This was a fact very few people knew even though she would have wished for nothing more than to let the entire galaxy know she owed her life to the man before her.

｢I guess I should not have made a bet with the Witch of Stars herself, known for her powers of precognition.｣

His voice was gruff, slightly deformed by the helmet that was currently donned over his head. However, she did not care about his current appearance and simply laughed at the slightest notes of embarrassment he could hear in his voice.

“Indeed. I knew such a day would come. Though I did not need to read the stars to predict such a circumstance presenting itself before us. It was clear that you would need my help one day in your crusade. You may be an idealist but you are not stupid, at least that’s my belief. Take it however you will.”

｢Many people would disagree about the stupid part you know. It seems like I am seen as quite the boorish person out there. However, it’s good to know that you are not one of them.｣

“An appreciated wordplay. But such people are foolish and not worth having a discussion over.”

Dorothy released a sigh before leaning back into her throne to get into a more comfortable position.

“Are you able to locate her?”

｢No. I would have loved to reach her last destination but any traces of her travel seem to have already been erased so it’s useless going down that route. She could be anywhere in the galaxy. Her ship is also unable to send its signal across long distances. So all I can do now is turn to you..｣

“Hum, that does seem like you… Nevertheless, you should know that reading the stars is not an easy task for me. Significantly so on the current premise, when I have such little information to access and use for my search and observation. This has been quite reckless of you Alibaba, I have known you to be more careful.”

｢...｣

“Well, I will not remonstrate you on this matter. Dear Morgiana will do that in my stead. Alright, I will help you and I have faith that I can locate her, even though it will take a toll on me.”

｢Thank...｣

Dorothy raised her hand; as if stopping him from continuing his speech before she spoke in a hushed tone,

“But…”

She looked up, her eyes shining as she enunciated each word, “You will allow me to follow you on your next adventure.”

｢… Dorothy…｣

“I am not the child I once was, old friend. In fact, aren't I more than five times older than you? Anyway, I’ve matured you know? I am not simply doing this for just the thrill of adventure as you seem to think.”

She clenched her fist ever so slightly, “I can hear it. The Call of the Stars. I can hear them whispering to me. A great destiny is about to unfold and missing the occasion is not something I would ever do. Nay, I can’t miss such an opportunity.”

Alibaba grew concerned at the mention of those words. Dorothy was an Astrologer and as odd as it may seem to be able to somehow read the future by knowing someone's constellations or observing the stars, Dorothy was somehow able to enact such wondrous miracles.

This was why she was dubbed as the Witch of Stars. A very apt name that encapsulated her predominant skills. Of course, her other nickname, the Witch of Space-Time was one of the reasons why he needed her help right now.

He didn’t need to know the future at the moment, he just needed to urgently locate his partner. His senses were flaring at him that she was in immediate danger and he needed to move fast to save her from peril.

｢I would like to ask if you know more but I can already guess what kind of answer I will receive.｣

“You know me too well, old friend. The fate that the stars show me is quite blurry if I say so myself, and rarely clear for me to look at it objectively. I have to follow my intuition on most matters and the best I have ever been able to glean are mere glimpses. However, what I do know is that our destinies are about to change in a very unexpected and overwhelming fashion. A storm is approaching us, old friend. Whether this will work in our favor or not… I have yet to determine.”

Dorothy did not delve deeper into the mysteries of heaven. This was a realm of advanced quantum mechanics that could drive her into insanity if she did not prepare herself for such an ordeal. But she knew that the omen she had received had been neutral for now.

A new constellation was about to form along the depths of the Sea of Stars. One that could be the harbinger of Apocalypse or one that would bring an era of Prosperity and Peace, and for those reasons— she had to find the brightest star and welcome it into her fold.

Only by acting as its mentor and observing it with her own eyes will she be able to determine whether he was the harbinger of Doom or the spark of Hope — the hope they desperately sought.

‘How fascinating.’

Indubitably, the universe was a tapestry woven with endless wonders.

Once she made up her mind. Dorothy stood up. Her lithe figure and her petite body advanced quietly into the air as if stepping on the invisible barriers of space that constituted reality, until—

Step—

The entire throne room started to change, her one step, once akin to entering a previously calm lake, now shook everything in her surroundings.

The light in her eyes shone and her pupils spun like an endlessly devouring black hole. Thousands upon thousands of stars started to appear in her surroundings, a manifestation of her will that encapsulated the Sea of Stars. Her consciousness seemed to both elevate and descend in a special realm, as she observed her surroundings with eyes that could see through all.

『 Planetarium 』

A skill that belonged only to her. One she had created using her own expertise and power and that could only be used to the fullest in her seat of power and her Mecha.

Lost in the vast Sea of Stars, Dorothy started walking along the waves, lost in her search.

She had someone to find and a few trillion planets to observe.

I am going to have a mighty headache after this.

This was not going to be fun but it was necessary nonetheless.

To save a friend.

To help another friend.

And finally, to find her star.


CH 12: Bad Wordplay


After an unexpectedly fascinating shower, Noah experienced a sudden surge of vitality throughout his whole being, feeling truly alive after who knows how long.

For the first time in perhaps centuries, he had eaten something that wasn’t some weird giant animal that he didn’t even know if it was safe to eat or not. Even though it wasn’t the food he had hoped and dreamed of consuming once he had finally made his way to proper civilization, it was still civilized food nonetheless. Then lastly, he had a bath in a civilized bathroom without having to move ice cubes from the frozen zone to the superheated zone and doing more manual labor than he wanted.

And to top it all off— there were people other than the voice in his head surrounding him now.

However, what was the most beautiful thing in all this one would wonder? It would definitely be the fact that he was wearing clothes! Real and authentic clothes and not just some fur that he wrapped around his body! How amazing was this? Though it was a shame to hide his body from the eyes of the uncultured masses, he was sure that they could still appreciate him even with his veiled appearance. He was just that awesome.

The attire he currently wore comprised dark blue spandex, featuring crotch padding to prevent any awkward exposure. Leaving aside its unique fashion, the attire demonstrated an impressive ability to regulate temperature efficiently; furthermore, it freed him from any sense of confinement, as though he was not wearing any clothes at all. It was a great piece of clothing, an invention of technology from advanced races of deep space most likely.The amplitude of movement was quite large and the feeling of freedom was omnipresent. It was perfectly fitting for Noah in a sense… since he was used to not wearing any clothes and these clothes allowed him to have the same feeling while covering him up and providing him with warmth and safety.

At the end of the day, after getting food, shelter and clothing, what more could a man ask for?

Sure, everything wasn’t perfect per se. The current scene was a little… Well, let’s say it was completely different from everything he had dreamed about when he imagined how his return to civilization would be.

The food was filling but utterly tasteless and it was not in the metaphorical sense. He had spent more time nearly torturing himself with the shower than showering and the people who surrounded him wanted to kill him at a moment’s notice.

As for the clothes, while he certainly was relatively happy about not having his appendage swinging in the air whenever he did as much as move, and his feet were not being cut by ice shards at practically every instance, the way those clothes stuck to his skin was a bit disturbing. No matter how light they were, it didn’t change the fact that they were tight as fuck.

However— one should always see the good side of things, right?

This was the only thing that helped him keep his sanity during his long stay in this silent deadly world full of things that wanted to – and actually managed to – eat him on a regular basis.

— Ahem.

‘Yeah, I know, sorry. Got sidetracked a bit there. Time to focus.’

This was a bad habit he would have to fix later on. His mind liked to wander around when there was a lull in his activities. Consequences of staying silent with no reason to actually open his mouth other than to wolf down food.

He sometimes had to force himself to talk out loud regularly just to avoid having his body adapt to the lack of necessity for the larynx and evolving in a way that he would never be able to talk.

He loved speaking after all. Even if it was only to hear himself speak. The universe would face a loss if no one could ever hear his lovely and mesmerizing voice.

— Enough talking, more killing. What you eat may fill your stomach but you know very well that this is not what we really need.

I know. Don’t worry. How could I even forget? But let’s use them until we do not have any need for them anymore.

Noah was very curious about the so-called ruins that he had been hearing all this time. He had vague memories of having come near such a place in the past. But those memories, as said earlier, were vague and difficult to observe.

Who knew what kind of value there could be with those useless memories?

Once he understood this, he would be able to sell the planet at the right price or continue his deal with Morgiana.

Speaking of Morgiana. She’s going to be utterly pissed when she wakes up, right?

Thinking about what kind of expression she might make, Noah could only laugh quietly to himself.

“I wonder what makes you so happy?”

He nearly did not flinch when the tall woman who had given him the so-called food approached him out of nowhere.

Though she had camouflaged herself completely with whatever technology they may have, Noah had long since stopped caring about what his simple senses could share as information.

He didn’t know if something like a sixth sense truly existed, but if it did, he was sure that he had it. Sadly, not being surprised wasn’t part of his current persona so he had to show himself flinching as that would be in line with his current somewhat timid and naive persona.

All those thoughts flashed in an instant in Noah’s mind as he put on a startled expression and stepped back in fright.

“Sorry! I was a little confused by all the controls.”

“Hum… I see.”

How could you not see?

Noah stopped himself from making a remark that would put him in hot water. Looking at the woman, outside of the fact that she was very tall and only had one eye blinking in the middle of her forehead, which might be quite off-putting for some…

She was quite the beauty. In an Amazonian woman's sense, she had a very healthy and fit appearance. This could be very interesting when paired in the right situation.

“Something on my face?”

“....”

Seriously? Is she really asking for it?

Noah was speechless but he couldn’t quench his curiosity.

“Are you the one who gave me the food? You look so different now? You are so pretty!”

Noah decided to channel his inner child and gush at the beauty of the woman before him. Furthermore, it wasn’t as if he was lying. She was pretty in a way.

“Compliments are appreciated, but we need to go find the ruins.”

She nodded and directed him to start walking. Her voice became softer. Even when knowing that it might be nothing but empty words, few people disliked being praised.

She was mostly surprised by the way he did not seem horrified or weirded out by her appearance. Some people may call it shallow, but she understood perfectly that all races had this innate dislike mixed with wonder, confusion and repulsion when they watched something that had a similar resemblance to them but at the same time bestowed with a glaring difference. Races were innately xenophobic and it made sense for them to be repulsed by such factors.

“To make communication easier, My name is Phaeia. I am indeed the one who fed you a few moments ago.”

“So, You realized that I am not carrying any weird bacteria?”

“You most assuredly do. But it was judged that they were no danger to us.”

Meaning your bacteria could be a danger for me?

Innuendo was such a beautiful thing. But Noah did not truly care about that. He already guessed they had tampered with the food. Since they did not seem shocked to see him alive, it seemed like whatever they put was slow-acting or could be remotely activated. Most possibly by the woman before him.

“Happy to meet you Phaeia.”

Noah smiled. He had always been bad at remembering the names of people who were about to die. He needed to make some effort this time.

The level of importance of this woman rose in his mind. He immediately decided that once he started killing things… She would likely be the first and most important one on his hit list.

One should always aim for the support units first, right?

Following the cyclops woman, Noah went through corridor after corridor. The destination itself was not far, as the ship was not particularly big, so it did not take long for them to reach the control room.

There, he could see the pirates or what looked like cadres discussing amongst themselves some matter.

Omid was still entirely clad in his armor. Even at first glance, this one seemed to be far more sturdy than the one worn by Morgiana. He idly wondered how many punches he would have to deliver before being able to break it apart.

There is also a different mode. Perhaps this is more of a standby form and there is a superior form? But does all armor have this feature? The one who got gobbled up and the other pirates didn’t seem to have one.

He wondered if this was something unique to Morgiana or something relatively unique to higher-ups and leaders of an organization. If it was the former then he had nothing to worry about. But if it was the latter— perhaps he should make sure Omid was dead before killing anyone else.

Deciding on a list is pretty hard or am I simply being indecisive?

— Why does order matter when you are going to kill them all anyway?

I know in the grand scheme of things it doesn’t really matter. But this will decide whether we are going to play on easy mode or hard mode and I will be honest… Easy mode is always my goal no matter the situation. One should enjoy the story fully, don’t you think so?

Fighting to hide his grin, he advanced quietly while continuously observing everyone from the corner of his eyes and matching their silhouette with the ones he had seen fighting in armor with the Abyss Beast he had lured in.

He realized that many of them were inconsequential in terms of danger rating. But many ants could make an elephant suffer. It was important to plan so that he could crush them in the least amount of time possible.

There was also something else that was disappointing him and this was the lack of diversity in the crew. All those he observed were humanoid in shape with few differences here and there like having green or orange skin, or having razor-sharp teeth, long ears, no ears and so on.

This was definitely not what he imagined aliens to be. Where were his tentacles alien? Mindflayers? What about gelatinous aliens with the right amount of acidity that only melted clothes without touching the skin?

At this point, he would have even settled for the globulous black eyes, Voldemort-like nose, and huge head with green skin that was often depicted in the old cartoons of the previous era he had watched with his friends.

They might be humanoid but they still had their sense of exotic wonder that would be screaming alien or extraterrestrial beings.

I guess one should never believe what they see on TV.

His mind was still wandering until he finally reached Omid.

“Noah. I hope you are ready. We need to reach our destination swiftly. Morgiana's situation is stable but who knows what might happen if we were to remain motionless. So, tell me, where should we go?”

“I am not entirely sure but — This way!”

He pointed out, watching as they started moving.

He didn’t know if there would be a ruin at the end of this adventure. But he sure as hell would bring ruins to this greedy pirate crew.

One way or another.

— … You should first work on your wordplay.

Oh, Shut it.

And so, hiding a page of embarrassing moments, Noah went ahead toward a new page of his adventure.


CH 13: Truly...Thank you.


True to its standards of a spaceship meant for space travel, their cruising speed was substantially faster than simply running along the ground while battling the hazardous elements of the perilous terrain that he had done with Morgiana previously. Due to said speed, they were able to reach the spot where Noah had beaten Morgiana down to a state of unconsciousness not long before.

In fact, Noah had many questions about their technology such as leaving the gravity well with such giant ships. Though he had the distinct impression that all they would say in response would be something along the lines of Dark Matter usage or something similar.

Not the most intelligent answer, yes, but it was probably the truth in this case.

Thankfully, he was not a scientist by any means, and due to that, he did not particularly care about their technological specifications. Simple explanations were more than enough for him to be satisfied. He did not need to know how things worked out for the time being.

He simply needed to know how to make it work and if it even worked in the first place. He would cross any other bridge when he got there.

Found anything yet?

— The interior of this ship… I felt something similar from Morgiana’s ship as well but now I am absolutely certain. These ships will be able to provide us with the energy we need to meet our goals.

Hum…

Noah acquiesced quietly while keeping the appearance of an entranced kid who was watching a flying machine for the very first time in his life.

If it’s deeper inside then I guess what we want should be the core of their machine.

— Or we can just devour these people. However, I am certain that their energy is negligible compared to what I am feeling from this core you speak of. It’s like comparing a firefly to celestial bodies. Once we consume the core of those machines we will be able to reach a new threshold of energy and you may finally experience what it feels like to be full.

Noah stayed silent, choosing not to answer. He didn’t know what to feel about devouring sentient creatures who had such a stark resemblance to humans. He didn’t feel particularly guilty or repulsed by that particular fact. In the first place, it wasn’t as if he was truly devouring them through his mouth like a psychotic cannibal.

He might have been more hesitant if they were humans though… Perhaps? He wasn’t really sure anymore after all these years. All the time he had spent alone had affected his mindset more than he imagined.

Well… I guess I will know what I will feel when it happens. Though either way, they are going to die.

Noah smiled brightly at the thought. At the very least there was no moral ambiguity or hesitation when it came to simply killing those people. Not because they were pirates, no, but simply because they wished to kill him.

He had never been the kind to forget and forgive. Nor would he embody those traits in his life. That was simply his nature.

“We have reached our destination, We are in the habitable part of the planet now.”

The female Cyclops’ voice reached Noah’s ears. What was her name again?

— Does it even matter?

Heh… I guess it doesn’t, yeah.

He looked around as everyone started arming themselves to the teeth. A silvery substance seemed to be leaking out of the bodysuits they were all wearing before transforming into the power armor he had seen them all donning previously while fighting the Abyss Beast.

So this is how they do it? How? Are they nanobots or something more advanced?

There was so much to learn and adapt to. This was going to be fun.

“Okay, guys! From here on we are going to land and walk as we look through the terrain for the ruins.”

Omid turned to Noah. “Where do you think the ruins are exactly?”

“I…I am not exactly sure. But, I feel like they should be close to the desert.”

“The desert, huh…”

Omid nodded his head, a somewhat nostalgic voice leaking out of his visor. He was used to the desert. After all, Djinns were children of the desert and fire in a way.

This adventure might truly be something that will benefit him greatly.

“Change of plans. Noah, you will stay in the ship and give instructions from afar. Those that will stay behind will be here for your protection. As for everyone that will follow, go take the high-caliber weapons. We might need to face the Guardian of the ruins at any moment. Phaeia, you stay in the ship and be ready to bail us out if the Guardian is continental level in power.”

Ruins had different levels of danger and rewards befitting them. The lowest-ranked guardians might be dangerous and hard to fight but they were not impossible to beat or escape from.

In fact, sometimes the guardian would not even fight and the dangers would come from enigmas and puzzles that they needed to complete in order to reach the heart of the ruins.

All of this made ruin dives a very problematic endeavor as you never knew when you would get unlucky and face impossible odds.

Omid was not letting the desire for riches completely dazzle him. While he would love to kill Noah immediately after finding the ruin, it was dangerous to have a native of the planet with full knowledge about the terrain traveling with them while they explored the lands.

He might activate some traps they knew nothing about. At least, if he stayed on the ship he would be completely powerless.

“Okay, then…”

Omid continued firing orders left and right but he was also communicating with them through the communication device of his armor.

｢Keep an eye on the kid. Once we find the ruins, you guys can kill him. It’s better for him to stay here.｣

He might be able to escape outside. But here? He would have no way out.

“What do you think, Noah?”

What do I think?

Noah had to fight the urge to simply laugh like a madman.

He could understand Omid’s plan. It was a solid plan; if he had been in his place he would have probably done the same. This was a simple and effective plan that would take care of all variables in the frame of reference they had knowledge of.

Sadly, this frame of reference was based on one supposition.

Their absolute power over Noah.

So what did Noah think about this proposal?

Giving the best shy and hesitant smile he could muster, Noah fidgeted ever so slightly before answering in a low voice,

“Wouldn’t it be easier if I followed you guys?”

“No. You do not have power armor to protect you nor can you use Dark Matter. Anything is possible once we find the ruins and having to protect you would slow us down. Here at least, you are 100% safe. All you have to do is watch the screen, give us some instructions, and wait.”

Wait for your death you mean?

Noah nodded a little,

“Can I eat a little more?”

Omid laughed, it seemed like having his belly full had made the boy happy. Giving one last meal to someone who was about to die was common courtesy after all.

“You can eat as much as you want.”

— Hahahaha!

“Then. Yeah and… Thank you. I really mean it. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I will be sure to savor the meal.”

Noah gave his most heartfelt smile as he sincerely thanked Omid.

Truly, sometimes being too smart and cautious could also be a grave mistake.


CH 14: KNIGHTFRAME


Omid and roughly fifty crew members were poised to descend from the suspended ships. As a precautionary measure, they chose to keep the ships at an altitude of roughly two kilometers from the ground.

This was lower than the cruising altitude that they had been traveling at but they still needed the ships to be at a somewhat accessible distance for them to be able to return if things went south.

So how could they reach the ships at such an altitude?

Well… They were not coming down simply with their power armor.

Omid was once a high-ranked soldier when he was still serving the royal family back on his home planet.

He might underestimate and look down on Noah as a small powerless child but he would never look down or underestimate the ruins of a world.

On the contrary, he would rather overestimate it as much as possible and if he was not limited by time, he would have called down the rest of his crew members who were still in space and even some of the Forty Thieves down to this planet to excavate the ruins.

｢Unit #01, ready for jumping.｣

｢Unit #02 ready.｣

｢Unit #03 ready.｣

.

.

.

｢Unit #20 ready｣

｢Very well. Unit #00, starting the deployment process.｣

In a formidable arrangement, twenty large units loomed silently in the shadows, their uniform appearance adding to their imposing presence. These were true giants of steel, each standing at over 5 meters in height.In terms of how big Mecha could become when Dark Matter was involved in the equation, they were nothing short of being dwarfs. However, they couldn't obtain such high-tech Mecha that could seemingly easily reach hundreds of meters in height or even reach the height of a planet in some very rare cases in the case of Annihilation Type Mechas.

But that did not matter in this case. When it came to actually fighting on the planetary level, then Mechas, similar to the heights they held, were considered very close to the ideal type.

They were extremely standard units that were rarely used by the pirates because each of the units would end up using a great deal of resources just to operate them for a few hours at most. If the rewards obtained did not make up for the usage of resources they would be incurring a loss— something that was the bane of all pirates.

The twenty Mechas were humanoid in form, with a faded green and black color scheme that allowed them to wield natural camouflage on most planets. While the humanoid form might seem useless and even unnecessary for many, this design had not been made without serious thought.

The head segment of the Mecha units contained visual sensors, radar and computerized equipment for analysis in addition to other specialized sensors which gave a wider field of view to the user than their usual vision. There was also an option for 360 view with the usage of carefully implanted image processing machines throughout them.

One of the most important parts of the Mecha was the arms. It came as no surprise that, unless one had special psychic powers, limbs such as hands with thumbs gave a great amount of dexterity and maneuverability.

The maneuverable arms allowed the Mecha to carry hand-held weapons in addition to performing tasks requiring fine motor skills such as picking up objects or the general tasks that a humanoid hand would allow them to do.

Vibro blades or electro blades were integrated into the arms for short-range combat. While the best option would be using laser-type weapons and energy-type weapons, it was sadly something outside of their means of procurement, unless, of course, they were one of the seven prime leaders among the Forty Thieves.

All of the pirates in the assortment of Mechas and those on foot gazed at the Mecha in front of them.

Unit #00. A black and yellow themed Mecha that was nearly three times taller than the ones they were operating.

In a way, the Mecha they had could only be called something akin to a superior version of the power armor that they wielded above their body while what Omid was operating could be called a True Mecha in every sense of the word.

With a towering height of 12 meters, the 6th Generation energy core was made from a mixture of gold metal and dark matter.

The internal mechanisms of the body were covered in golden alloys and circuitry made of diluted gold for efficient conduction of dark energy. Additionally, it was equipped with a large laser spear on the back and energy blaster rifles all over the body. The legs featured a high-speed hover with a gravity-lowering function to improve speed and mobility.

Finally and perhaps most importantly…

A Pseudo Neuro Link connected to the user.

Bulker Night Tornad type Mecha.

Code Name: Scorched

This was the titular Mecha that made Omid who he was today and why he was known as Omid of the Scorched Earth along the Sea of Stars. One of the most dangerous individuals in the galaxy.

Sitting in the cockpit of his Mecha with his eyes closed, Omid bathed quietly in the rising excitement of his body.

His power armor was connected to the interior and thanks to the Pseudo Neuro Link, he could command this Mecha with his thoughts alone without any hindrance or delay in action.

He needed to be extremely focused to bring the right commands when necessary.

This whole endeavor was very dangerous. A part of him, the cautious part of him, was telling him that he should give up on the attack and run with their tail tucked between their legs.

Go back into space, give Morgiana to Cassim, sell Noah to some collections, and sell the coordinates of the planets to whatever noble family or commercial groups he could find for the maximum amount of profit he could muster from those activities.

This was the surest way of staying alive and earning some form of profit. This was the best way to avoid all problems and ensure their survival.

But… Living such a life could be so boring and unsatisfying.

No. That was not really the crux of the matter either.

I want to become stronger.

Why could Cassim reach such a high level and become the leader of the Forty Thieves?

This was undoubtedly because of the ruins he had once explored in the past. After exploring those ruins, his rise to power had been nothing short of a miracle and a legend in the eyes of many among the Forty Thieves.

Was Omid happy staying as he was? Did he truly wish to always be known as nothing more than one of the Forty Thieves? Having to flee every time a big name like Dorothy might be about to intervene? With nothing to his name, receiving orders from Cassim and always being on the edge between life and death with a ragtag group of pirates?

No!

He wanted more. Much, much more!

He wanted to become a legend!

To be known throughout the entire galaxy as one of the strongest and mightiest individuals out there, feared and respected not because he was part of a group but because of who he, himself was!

He was Omid.

Omid of the Scorched Earth.

Today, he would write the first page of his legend in the annals of history.

｢Everyone! Time to depart! Foot soldiers, prepare your hover devices! We will observe the entire zone and find the ruins.｣

His Mecha, Scorched seemed to answer to his own excitement. The head segment shone quietly and analyzed the terrain as the images were directly transmitted to his brain through the Neural Link.

The whole world seemed to have opened to him as a large amount of information was poured into his mind. Thankfully, the layer of security from the pseudo-link protected him from being overwhelmed by too much information.

Once in the past, Neural Link had been the norm for any and all soldiers. But they were quickly abolished because of how dangerous they had been and how low the number of true pilots that could survive out of operating through those Mechas.

Whoosh!

The hover engines blasted large quantities of heat on the earth as they all jumped one after another. This was the start of a new adventure. One that had the potential to tremendously change their entire lives.

***

Meanwhile, standing in the main room of Omid’s ship alongside ten crew members who were specially chosen to keep an eye on him at all times, Noah quietly observed the Mechas flying through the air and departing toward the habitable part of Alpha Centauri.

This reminded him of many memories that he had forgotten through the years of his lonesome existence. Some of which had been buried in his mind even before he was stranded on this planet.

After all, becoming a Mecha pilot had not been easy for him. Even more so when it came to the models used by the Thirteen Constellations.

Those had been truly painful days. After all… They were not initially only thirteen in number.

“Noah?”

— Noah. Your expression.

Noah touched his face slowly. He could feel the muscles being completely tight. He must have been completely expressionless for an instant there.

Heheh. This won’t do. A world without laughs is a boring world after all.

Lifting the corner of his lips with his fingers, Noah chuckled and looked at the female cyclops alien standing beside him. He still did not remember her name even though he heard it not long ago. He clearly needed to work on his memory which currently disregarded any information that wasn’t absolutely essential.

“Sorry. I was so surprised by those big giants! They look awesome.”

“Those are Mecha. Though they have different names across the galaxy. Many simply call them Space Knights or Knightframe.”

“Knightframe, huh? I like it. It sounds cool.”

Noah laughed to himself.

He liked Mechas.

Even if they were usually associated with the worst and most painful memories in his life.

Soon. Just a little more.

He would soon be able to pilot his own Mecha or Knightframe as the woman called them. He just needed to do a little cleanup first.

A slight golden light flashed in Noah's blue eyes as he lowered his head.

Are you ready?

— Always have been.

Truly, this was going to be a memorable day for them.

***

The Knightframes landed on the ground, more softly than one would have expected with their heavy weight, outer countenance, and all. While not particularly the best at ground warfare, Knightframe all had a means of movement through any terrain that was good enough for them to not be completely useless. They were versatile, ready to be used in any terrain, but they also had their specialties— a story for another time.

｢What is the situation?｣

With Omid being one step behind the rest, four pirates in power armor landed on the ground after he took the measuring equipment out of his Knightframe.

One of the few ways to find the ruin rooted on a planet, housing the vestiges of the Old Empire, was to observe and calculate the repartition of the gravity on the surface through specific geological equipment.

The gravity that affected a planet was never uniform. This held true for most planets and celestial bodies. Though the difference would not vary widely throughout the surface, only a variation of 0.7% between different places, some places could still go even further up the scale. Historically, a variation of more than 2% or more had been spotted on numerous planets, anomalies that often pointed to the existence of ruins.

And such anomalies were what they were after right now, the motive of their search. Things would have been easier with a grand-scale planetary scanner but they had to make do with what they had on their clutches. It had never been easy for them and wanting it to be easy now wouldn’t do squat.

“Scanners ready.”

“Camera Drones ready.”

“Metal Detectors ready.”

｢Very well. Stay in formation. Try finding the lair of any Abyss beasts in the vicinity. This might also be an important clue.｣

Omid, seated in the cockpit of his Mecha, sighed quietly to himself as he fought the surging excitement trying to leak out of his face.

Bringing his hands forward, two handles appeared and he grabbed them both simultaneously. While he could use his mental command to maneuver the hulking mass of metal, that action was very taxing for him. It had the prerequisite of pinpoint accurate and deep concentration, something that would only hinder his progress in the present moment, and for no reason to boot. He needed to have his A-game ready for when the big events started surfacing and straining himself now would only be foolish of him.

｢Noah. You should be seeing what our cameras are recording on the screen right about now. Where exactly were you ambushed when you came for us with Morgiana in tow? Phaeia, allow him to give the command to pinpoint the location for us and guide us there.｣

｢I… I think it was around here.｣

A red dot manifested on the 3D skeleton of the hazardous terrain, the scenes were manifesting and changing in real-time— a boon of the geographical mapping equipment at their disposal. While they did not have access to an online database due to the large distance, the offline system linking them was more than enough for them to make up for it and the mapping equipment helped.

｢Good. Four riders and ten foot soldiers heed my order. Proceed to the marked location and try your luck.｣

｢Yes, sir!｣

Once again, they were all advancing with efficiency and clear and concise orders. Slowly covering the map while leaving nothing unturned in their path toward the location marked.

The crew members that were sent to the location Noah pointed out were slowly inching further and further away from their location, however, Omid was not too worried about them. Even if some abyss beasts somehow showed up to attack them, in the current scenario, they were more than armed and prepared enough to take them head-on and triumph.

They were also holding the gold that Noah had provided them in their presence, cut into smaller pieces and distributed among the crew. While the existence of gold should be more or less present on this planet, the ruins had a gimmick that made them react when Dark Matter and Gold were placed in conjecture in the vicinity of their location.

At the same time, Omid had a timer on his head for this mission. If the search ended without them finding anything in a set time… they would leave this planet with Morgiana.

As much as it pained him to accept defeat, he could not risk his life more than what he was already doing.

｢Continue the search.｣

Slowly, they left the habitable part of the planet and a spike in temperature could be visibly observed almost immediately.

Omid groaned ever so slightly in joy as the temperature in his cockpit rose to a degree uncomfortable for most. As a Frame that had been modified for him to operate, it obviously had the function of absorbing solar energy and sharing said energy with him to supplement his Djinn powers.

The yellow streaks, flowing like rivers of molten magma, on his skin started to pulse and vibrate under his armor as if he were a beast being fed after a long, long time. Since there were literally three suns in this solar system, the effects were far better than anything he could have hoped anywhere else. Even though it was far inferior to the seven suns prevalent on his home planet, it was close enough.

Good. I am feeling revitalized.

Absorbing the energy of the sun in space was dangerous because of all the cosmic radiation that would rampage unobstructed. Even a Yellow Flame like him risked destroying himself while in prolonged contact with such radiation. But things were different when they were on a planet with its own magnetic field and an atmosphere to block and filter the cosmic radiation.

｢Captain! We got a signal!｣

Omid snapped out of his reverie and pushed his Frame forward in strides, his heart once again bursting with excitement and anticipation.

They had finally found the location of the ruins. When someone had all the elements, finding and opening the ruin was not a complicated issue in the least. What mattered was the string of events that would inevitably occur after they entered the ruins.

The Frames as well as the foot soldiers all started running, excitedly carrying their feet faster than what would have been possible. Or it was just a placebo effect, who knew really…

｢Call back those who were sent out to find where Morgiana had been attacked. We need all hands here and now!｣

｢Yes sir!｣

The foot soldiers all aligned themselves and when Omid reached the place, his eyes immediately brightened when he witnessed that the energy necessary for the anti-gravity hover increased slightly but quite noticeably.

This is it!

｢Start the Operation!｣

Simultaneously, every single one of them started taking out the equipment they had prepared in advance for this operation, all with the goal of causing a resonance.

At the same time, Omid, who was holding the largest piece of gold in his hand, started injecting his own energy into the golden metal.

Please! Please! Please!

Omid did not have to beg for long as soon, a new chain reaction manifested.

Rumble!

The earth started to shake and quake. Slowly at first but soon, the simple shaking changed into a literal earthquake. Cracks manifested and trailed the ground like branches of an ominous tree and all the pirates started hastily shifting their positions, afraid of being caught in the cracks and losing their lives.

One of them was not fast enough and fell in a crack that seemed to have no end. No one bothered slowing down even as they heard the ear-piercing screams of their comrade in arms. All the Mechas jumped in the air simultaneously, as if on cue. The energy consumption necessary to fight gravity was astronomical but it was better than dying a dog’s death. Not even Omid could complain about their conduct.

The shaking lasted for quite a while as everyone fought for dear life. But finally it came to a stop.

Long sinuous cracks could be seen everywhere their eyes could take in. Of the previous fifty pirates outside of Omid… only forty-five remained, the others had fallen into the cracks, not to be seen ever again.

However, no one mourned for the losses.

All eyes were riveted on the gigantic and imposing gate that was hanging a few meters above the ground. It looked as if it was detached from reality itself and was casting a shadow on all of them, causing them to gulp in both awe, fear, and greed.

The gate was more than 200 meters in height. Rather than a gate, it seemed more like a small mountain. There was no door at first but soon, a flicker sparkled and a white light filled the gate in its entirety.

Omid couldn’t stop himself from gulping.

A Star Gate.

This ruin was definitely not just a small ruin but something far more prominent. In his knowledge, normal ruins were nothing more than underground or aboveground structures, in the sky or even in the depth of the sea. Those may be dangerous but the danger they posed was minimal in retrospect. The rewards they brought were just as minimal as the dangers they posed.

After this came ruins hidden in pocket dimensions and only by going through a StarGate could one enter their depths— location unknown.

This kind of ruin was classified into ranks depending on the colors of the gate. Going from the red as the lowest to violet as the highest.

The current Emperor of this galaxy was said to have reached his seat after conquering a blue-ranked gate. Just a rank below the highest violet deemed possible.

— He had never heard of a White Gate. Just what kind of rewards could come out of this mythical structure?

｢Captain! What do we do?｣

Omid was trembling from head to toe. His brows were even sweating as his brain tried to work coherently in such an impossible situation.

He was at a crossroads. This was without a doubt the most important decision he would take in his entire existence.

Should he listen to reason and flee immediately?

Or…

Should he throw caution to the wind and give it a try?

The answer to this question should have been evident from the get-go. The most reasonable choice was clear for all to see.

But this was both the beauty and stupidity of living beings.

Sometimes… They didn’t make the wisest choice at their disposal. Even when they knew they might eventually fall to their ruins.

There will always be a little voice singing in their mind.

Perhaps I am different.

Perhaps I am better.

Perhaps I am luckier.

Like so, they would self-hypnotize themselves into making decisions they would normally never make.

This was the power of Greed.

For all his experience and cautiousness — Omid was not above greed. He was, after all, a pirate after all.

｢Phaeia. Kill Noah. He is useless to us. As for you guys. Proceed with me. We are entering the ruins｣

And so, guided by greed… Omid made the worst decision in his entire life.

***

At the same time, far far away, in the space station above Oz, Dorothy, the Witch of Stars, stopped her endless walk and craned her head to the right.

There… a light so bright shone with such luminosity that it was hurting her eyes, causing her planetarium to crumble instantly.

Thankfully, not before she was able to memorize the coordinates of the planet.

When she came to herself, her eyes and nose were leaking blood.

｢Dorothy!? What Happened!?｣

Dorothy groaned as she fought a mighty headache. She felt like something was literally piercing through her brain and sloshing it in a blender.

“I do not know what happened but… I think I found Morgiana’s coordinates.”

She also found the location of the golden constellation.


CH 15: I am not a monster


Mere moments before, Noah, alongside the other members of Omid’s crew, had been keenly observing the careful and strategic advancement of the deployed team led by Omid himself.

Noah had not been worried even when they had asked him to point to the location where the fabled battle between him and the Abyss Beast took place. It wasn’t as if Morgiana could say he was lying.

Obviously, he had made sure to bring the Beast, chasing him as though its life depended on it, to mess up the surroundings far enough that it would leave a lasting mark and would be easily distinguishable before he had started on his plan.

That was the reason why, after giving a few instructions that would lead the crew to the place of battle, he decided to finally do the task he was interested in the most— getting as much information from his future targets as he was allowed.

“How are those big things able to fly like that?”

He asked, like the ignorant barbaric kid that he was portraying to be, causing Phaeia and the others to frown ever so slightly. One of them even had their fingers twitch slightly as it reached for their weapons but they stopped when one of the pirates shook his head.

It was easy to see that she was reaching the limit of her patience but Noah's smile never wavered even as he noticed the clear irritation marring her already outlandish, alien face.

“A barbarian like you may not understand but there is matter in this world. Something that is normally invisible to our naked eye but when handled in a certain way it can be condensed and used to power ships and any other constructs that you may have the fortune to glance your ignorant eyes upon. I do not want to go into details as it’s completely unnecessary. Now keep quiet and relay the directions as you should.”

Noah shrugged and nodded his head. Though he was not able to hear exactly what he desired, it didn’t matter to him in the end. He would just find another way to learn the details soon enough.

“Sorry.”

He looked back at the screen and waited for the opportune time. They all waited for their respective times to arrive. Up until Omid finally found the entrance to the ruins.

Rumble!

When the rumbling and creaking finally stopped, all of them watched on, their eyes glued to the screen, as the gigantic gate lit up with splendid luminous incandescence and unfurled out in the atmosphere.

“This is… This is impossible!”

The Cyclops woman had practically attached her one eye to the screen when the stellar gate appeared before them.

As a scientist whose goal had always been to explore the unknown, this new discovery would be enough for her to even be remembered for as long as the empire existed and perhaps even beyond, spreading to all the nearby galaxies.

A white gate had never appeared or at the very least, had never been recorded to have appeared from the ruins of the Old Empire. This was a new discovery that had the power to stir even the Empire into action.

“We need to go in.”

Phaeia had much less hang-ups than Omid. At this moment she could not think about how secure venturing into the unknown gate would be for them. She was willing to die if it was for science. The hunger for knowledge was what kept scientists like her going, oftentimes to their death…

Noah also observed the gate with clear intrigue in his eyes. But more than the actual white light, what interested him more were the symbols engraved on the borders of the towering luminous gate.

“What are those?”

“Ancient and yet-to-be-deciphered language. We do not know what they mean. But we are slowly doing research into it, one day hoping to decipher it fully, unfurling the secrets they hold.”

Phaeia was so entranced that she did not mind answering this question of the boy. Noah meanwhile had been as confused as he could be. Those symbols jogged his memories and he was sure of one thing.

He knew those symbols. He in fact even learned some of the symbols once upon a time when he was still in the facility and undergoing training to become a constellation. It was a necessary measure as those very symbols were engraved in the Mecha they had been piloting at the time.

What was it again?

Sumerian?

How was it possible? Why was a dead language from Earth somehow used by some super civilization that could rule the entire galaxy? Just what was going on here?

If Noah in the past had only been mildly curious about the ruins and everything surrounding it, now he was starting to feel like something was afoot. His desire to explore the gate increased sharply and he desired to unfurl the secrets that lay within those gates.

It was then—

｢Phaeia. Kill Noah. He is useless to us. As for you guys. Proceed with me. We are entering the ruins.｣

Omid’s voice trickled out from the speaker, powerful and merciless in tone, like a death sentence. He had sent the death order with not a single shred of pity or any emotion in his voice. Like a grim reaper sentencing the dying to their demise.

“.... Ah.”

Noah sighed quietly in the silence that followed and he could feel all eyes train on him. Some were looking at him with pity, others with a faint gloating in their eyes, there were even a few lecherous eyes that made Noah laugh to himself in his mind.

See? I am so handsome, aren’t I? My beauty transcends even the concept of race. Even aliens want to have a piece of me. Whew, my face is getting hot!

— Is it really the moment for a joke?

Nonsense. It’s always the moment for a joke.

Smiling brightly even amid endless desire was the trait of the one who could stand strong through anything and everything. Though of course, the current situation was not anywhere close to despairing for him. He knew they didn’t though.

“Are you going to kill me?”

Phaeia squinted as she observed the smile on the young man's face. She turned on her heels and hastened her steps as she naturally gave the order to down him.

“Sorry boy, nothing personal.”

The members who had clearly intended to do more than simply kill him seemed disappointed but they did not object to her orders. One of them took out a sword and approached Noah before putting the blade just a few inches away from his neck.

It was not a Vibroblade, like the ones equipped by the members that had deployed downward. Obviously, those who stayed back were the weakest of the weak and had the least powerful equipment available to offer. Even so, the blade was sharp enough to cut simple flesh with no problem.

“So this was all a lie?”

“You should have…”

“Stop talking and kill him now.”

“Aye boss. You are taking away all the pleasure.”

The man, in his power armor, did not fear any kind of retaliation. Simply lifting his blade, he grinned to himself, waiting for the moment when fear and despair would appear in the boy’s eyes.

Sadly, there was nothing but a sardonic laugh and deep disdain instead.

“Tsk! How boring. You fail even as simple entertainment. Out with you then.”

He decided that it was a waste of time and continued the trajectory of his blade.

Or at least he tried to…

Whoosh!

Huh…?

Something was flying and it was not Noah’s head. Slowly glancing down, the man looked at the stump of his arm, before witnessing the missing arm in Noah’s own.

“Wha…?”

He was not able to finish speaking or even properly register the information that his eyes were receiving clearly before his head was sent flying this time around. This too was done by his own blade.

Truly a pitiful end.

Bluish blood splashed and spattered the world, covering both Noah and a few of the crew members who were all stricken by fear as they watched the young boy half their size smile eerily as he licked the blue blood on his face.

Had it been the elites specially trained by Omid, they might have immediately reacted, but these were nothing but low-class pirates who never had to fight someone who could actually retaliate properly.

— You are wasting precious food!

Don’t worry. They are too weak. One more or one less doesn’t really count for anything.

He laughed to himself,

“Well… Time to die I guess? Or should I say, time to dig in?”

Thus, all hell broke loose.

***

The faint echoes of running through metal and of hurried steps filled the hallways of the spaceship housing Omid’s pirates. Someone was desperately running away from something, with all their might to boot.

The sounds of the steps were buried by the blaring alarms that resounded all over the ship and the chaotic sounds of gunshots and small explosions brimming throughout the spaceship.

The cacophony of sounds mixed together to create a symphony of death and chaos that rang against the ears of every crew member. It was a symphony that Phaeia did her best to ignore even as she ran for dear life, her eyes filled with horror as the image she witnessed continued to haunt her mind even now.

This was not possible.

This should not be possible.

HOW WAS THIS EVEN POSSIBLE?

Such thoughts echoed in the chambers of her chaotic mind but all were silenced by one simple reality. An instinct that was embedded in most living creatures existing throughout the galaxy.

Survival.

Her mind, brilliant as it was and her instincts, even as slow as they were, came to the same conclusion at the same time.

Run!

Flee!

Leave the ship!

Those were her only chances of survival in this chaotic scenario. Only by leaving as fast as her feet allowed her to move could she hope to not get brutally decimated by the monster that they had harbored into their ship.

Ugh!

Nausea filled her lungs, nose and throat, as the haunting memory replayed in her mind once more.

Phaeia was a pirate. Though not a frontline soldier, she had witnessed many crimes, some of them which were too sickening to even describe. She thought she had built up enough resistance already but clearly, she had been wrong.

They all had underestimated Noah, the fucking little boy. The wolf hiding in sheep’s clothing.

He was not some simple native with no power to retaliate against them. Nor was he a simpleton who didn’t know left from right. No… He was a monster.

Purely and simply a monster out of one’s worst nightmares.

｢Gha!!!｣

｢Shoot him! Shoot him!｣

｢My face! Argh!!｣

More and more wretched cries and wailing shrieks filled her ears to the point that her brain started rattling from the sound alone. She wished to simply cut the communication line and silence everything but if she did that, she would be lost with no means of even knowing what was transpiring in the ship— no matter how gruesome and despairing those developments may be for her.

Could she even escape at this rate? The pirate group was being decimated as if they were a bunch of sheep sent to a wolf for the feast of the century. Her armor was not equipped with the ability for high jumps, there were no hoverboards around, nor were there a Mecha for her to maneuver.

What could she even do?

Her mind drifted to two options, hiding or trying to find a way to leave. Beating her enemy never even crossed her mind.

She gritted her teeth. If she wanted to survive, she needed to do it. Changing her trajectory, Phaeia pivoted toward the location of the healing pods. She had to do her best to survive. She must survive, no matter what.

***

Meanwhile, on the other end of the spaceship where the chaos converged the thickest, Noah’s one-sided onslaught was slowly coming to a close. The chaos had turned the spaceship into the spitting image of horror, bathed in blood of all colors and of body parts known and unknown. The place gave off an appearance that could chill any seasoned warrior to their very bones.

Limbs encased in armor and limbs without any coverings could be seen sprawled about everywhere in the multicolored grounds while pieces of organs and flesh coated the walls. The corpses of the pirates, some who still had their eyes opened in disbelief or perhaps agony, littered the ground alongside their blood and internal remains.

In reality, calling this a fight was nothing but an overstatement; it was a pure and unadulterated massacre, the likes of which only made possible through overwhelming strength preying upon a petty group of weak individuals.

Standing in the middle of this bloodbath, Noah was holding the neck of the last pirate with his right hand. Owing to the difference in their size, the pirate could not be lifted fully above the ground; but that small detail did not matter much as his neck was about to be crushed any second now while his eyes couldn’t help but roll in his socket due to the lack of air to his lungs. He was about to die, that was as clear as day.

“Hum… Their sensitivity to pain is similar to humans. The heart, brain and lack of blood are also fatal weaknesses to them it seems. Finally, they do seem to breathe as well. Is it a similarity to carbon-based life forms? Or simply because they are mammals? Are they even mammals? Hmm… So many questions.”

“Please…”

The pirate forced the words to leak out of his jaws despite the intense force tightening around his throat, preventing any air from going through. Noah however, had no care for his condition. His eyes shone with an eerie golden light as he continued to murmur the different points about their biology, the points he had noticed during his fight, causing even more despair to form over the twisted face of the alien pirate.

During the short fight or the short massacre, whichever fit the context better, that transpired throughout these regions – uncaring for the wounds he received – the young-looking boy proceeded to methodically and surgically destroy each of them in the most varied ways possible.

Pulling their skins, piercing their skulls, blowing a hole in their chests, cutting their limbs, crushing them to pieces. You just had to think of it and he had taken a shot at using any and all methods of cleaning up the pirates that went at him.

Fighting him had been no better than having the first-row seat to the worst horror show in existence.

But for the man, the most terrifying aspect of the whole matter was not simply the method with which he had whittled down their numbers. Nay, it was rather simple, yet more horrifying— it was the look in his eyes.

As a pirate, he had seen many crazy bastards. People who took a sick sadistic pleasure in seeing other people suffer and beg for their lives before slowly dying.

Those people were rather normal in the Sea of Stars. As crazy as they may be, he was able to understand how their mind cracked and croaked. They were predictable to some extent that way… It was a hunger for violence, a trait that many of his own crewmates shared.

But this boy…

“Hum, you have something to say?”

Noah released the hand that was tightened around his throat, allowing him to finally breathe.

Up till this day, he had never realized how painful and precious being able to breathe could be. Droplets formed around the corner of his eyes as he kneeled down before slowly looking up.

Through the blur of his tears, the smile on Noah’s face seemed… Almost devilish, inhumane, cruel, and emotionless…

The same smile, the same gentle affable tone. But those eyes, those ice-cold orbs glancing at him, examining him, dissecting him like watching a corpse on the table, ready for him to dive in and get the secrets out of.

There was no joy in torturing them. No happiness in beating them. No sadness over being betrayed by them.

A smile that was not a smile. A smile that was nothing more than a copy of what should be a smile.

It had taken him quite a while to understand, however, enough of the screams of pain from his companions had gone through his head and he belatedly realized one crucial fact about the boy before him, the perpetrator of this disaster…

From the very beginning, Noah was not even looking at them as living beings.

He was not even looking down on them.

Perhaps in his eyes, they were nothing more than pebbles on the ground whose only worth was providing him with information or satiating his curiosity. Nothing more, nothing less.

Now finally able to speak, the man asked feebly, his voice laced with despair and horror,

“What kind of monster are you?”

What else could this being be other than a monster?

“How can you be so strong?”

It did not make sense. None of what was happening made a lick of sense. He had seen powerful people in his life. Beings who could erase continents from the map in minutes or cosmic beasts who could swallow entire planets like they were having their afternoon meal. Entities, so powerful their mere names shook the galaxy as no one dared to cross them.

But all those people had something in common. The usage of Dark Matter and equipped with an extremely powerful Frame.

How could someone, with such a low level of Dark Matter in his body, actually be so powerful?

He waited, hoping against all hope that he would receive an answer from the apathetic being. At least one answer before meeting his demise.

Sadly, what he heard was nothing like he expected.

Smiling quietly, Noah caressed his head, like a man would pat the head of a pet.

“A monster huh… Well, let me ask you too… Why are you so weak?”

“Hah…”

No more words escaped from him as the hand that was on his head clenched slightly, causing the upper part of his head to completely get crushed under the vice-like grip of the little boy.

“Oh… He even has red blood, huh.”

Noah stood up and looked at the pieces of skulls, blood, and brain matter splattered all over his hand like a concoction of nightmares.

“His brain seems to be relatively larger than normal humans, hmmm. Quite interesting.”

He looked around, wanting to try a few more tests but stopped when he realized that no one else was moving around them anymore.

“Hum? Either my memory is playing me or there should have been one more person here, right?”

— The Cyclops.

“Ah… You are right.”

He sighed and started grimacing as he looked at his clothes once more. The clothes were completely ruined by this point. Not only because of all the blood and flesh but also because of the various-sized holes that were the result of either guns or swords and other similar weapons deployed against him.

Unsurprisingly, the clothes that had been offered to him gave little in terms of actual protection. Perhaps the legend that said the less armor covered, the more defense it gave was not only for women after all?

Chuckling in his mind, Noah moved and rotated his shoulder ever so slightly.

“My regeneration speed increased slightly. Not only that, I have the feeling that all my senses are coming back alive, back to their previous state.”

Noah grinned. Perhaps this was the feeling of fighting actual intelligent people? It was quite the experience.

“Anyway. I initially planned to end that woman first but I got distracted by my experiments. But I guess this is good enough.”

He looked around at all the mutilated bodies surrounding him. The smile stretching his face became the slightest bit more genuine when it landed on the last pirate he had annihilated with his hands.

“A monster, huh…”

Noah did not deny those words. Be it in mind or body, he had long since left the confines of what could be called human.

He knew and understood that more than anyone else. But clearly, the words of the man had managed to upset him slightly.

This was good. As contradictory as this may seem, this anger actually made him quite happy.

“I guess I am not completely a monster yet, then?”

He whistled to himself and began piling the corpses close to each other, uncaring of whether they wore their armor or not.

It wouldn’t make a difference anyway.

“Phew… Now I guess it’s your turn.”

— Finally!

The right half of Noah’s body wiggled ever so slightly. An inky black substance spread throughout his right sclera, dyeing it almost entirely in a dark black hue, leaving only his pupils with a deep shade of scarlet to contrast the black, before moving down to his right arm.

The Dark substance continued to gather and wiggle until it finally transformed into a gigantic black claw with a mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth. This was soon followed by dozens of bloodshot crimson eyes opening one after another over the entire arm,looking around everywhere before all stopped and looked in the direction of the corpses.

“Bon appétit.”

With that broken French accent, a gruesome feast started, bones, flesh, armor, weapons, and the like all devoured down to the last bit.

Watching all this and ignoring the revolting sight of the dozen eyes moving around, the slurpings and gurgling sounds that were being produced, as corpses were being chewed up like nothing, Noah chuckled and scratched his head awkwardly with his left hand before shrugging.

“Yep. Definitely not a monster at all.”

***

In the ship, growing ever so silent with each passing moment, a frantic Phaeia could be seen fidgeting on a pad as she desperately crunched numbers against a door and prayed for it to open faster than it could function.

Orbs of crystalline tears leaked out of her only eye, fear brimming in the depths mirroring the feelings in her mind. She couldn’t help it.

When the sounds of fighting and the chaos ceased from the intercom, a different sound, far more horrifying than any battle cry, promptly leaked out— the sounds of flesh, bones, and meat being chewed and swallowed. Those sounds were enough to even make her soul shiver in fear, despair, and absolute dread.

Is it a cosmic beast?

Cosmic beasts were beings with no particular civilization who scoured through the Sea of Stars..

Few deduced that they came from beyond the Dark Sea and possibly were residents of other universes, different from their own. However, the theory regarding the existence of parallel universes, mirroring their own, or the multiverse was deemed to be utterly ludicrous; so much so that Phaeia had no wishes nor time to entertain it.

Some of those mythical beasts were so rare that only one existed in each generation, while others were so prolific that they were deemed as Solar system-level threats, going all the way up to Galaxy level as a rough estimate.

The best example of these beings were the Parasites; deemed a galaxy-level threat and beyond, they had proven their danger scale when these ruthless monstrosities swallowed more than half of the Triangulum galaxy and even went as far as to erase countless solar systems in both the Andromeda and Milky Way galaxies. They were steadily spreading their influence, aims unknown.

However, no matter from which angle she pursued this matter, Noah did not seem to be a Cosmic Beast. There was just no logical way for him to be one.
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[Welcome Professor Phaeia]

“Damn!”

Why were these damned machines taking so long to just give access?

She couldn’t help but utter a tame curse, completely ignoring the fact that she was responsible for all of these extensive protocols.

Thankfully for her, even though the proceedings for accessing the room had been slower than a snail’s slide, the monster— Noah, still seemed to be busy devouring her fellow pirates and doing who knew what else.

The thought was enough to send a shiver down her spine, goosebumps spreading, as she contended herself to be the very next possible candidate on the list of pirates that Noah would likely devour. She needed something, some leverage, some last straw so that Noah would let her go.

However, not everything was set in stone. With a bit of luck, he might not even care about her and trudge on his merry way and leave the spaceship.

Such thoughts swirled in her mind, a defense mechanism to calm her over-strained nerves and soothe her panicked mentality, as the door closed behind her. Finally entering the room, she marched hastily toward the healing pods.

There, in the middle, the sole occupant of the healing pods at the moment registered in her eye.

This… this was her last option— her only hope of getting out of this horrific situation alive.

***

Sadly, Lady Luck didn’t seem to be shining with grace today for her, her greatest nightmare was hot on her tail.

Knock~ Knock~ Knock~

“Hello! Anyone here!? We have come for an inspection, honorable madam, please open the door.”

The thrumming knocks followed by that dreadful voice caused Phaeia to pale and almost lose strength in her legs. What made her dread the most wasn’t the fact that Noah had caught up, no. In her mind, deep down in the depths, she knew that Noah would come for her, to rip her to shreds and devour her in one go.

The most dreadful thing about this, odd as it may seem, was the sound of knocking that reverberated out of the door. The door was made from special materials and with a density so high that something like a mere knock should not have been possible to make; not unless you were battering it with a Mecha or another heavy construct of massive density.

Using all her will to keep control of her nerves, Phaeia brought a quivering hand before a blue button to activate the screens that connected to the monitoring cams outside the door. The cam was installed to let her see the faces of the crew members who came to disturb her during her work. Depending on their importance, she often didn’t permit entry.

Now, she couldn’t believe that she would be using the cam to survey the actions of her predator.

The screen whirred to life, and the image of a Noah without a speck of blood on his body appeared for her to see. A smile hung on the boy’s lips, so innocent and bright that it felt like a little boy who had seen his favorite buddy after a long time.

What surprised her more than the smile was the detail that Noah looked obviously different right now.

If before he had the appearance of a young kid, now he looked more akin to a boy in his mid-teens. Furthermore, the scale and amount of Dark Matter that the detectors were showing her was far higher than what she had first examined on him. The quantity had nearly doubled. The detail was enough for Phaeia to experience a sense of nausea. Having put two and two together already, she realized why the monstrous boy had grown, both in age and energy reserves.

Focusing on the screen again, she could see Noah tilting his head curiously before immediately looking to his right, in the direction of the Camera. The monster had spotted the hidden camera already and was waving at it with a heavy smile on his face.

“Hellooo! Would you kindly open the door, please? I have someone I need to retrieve from that location. Oh, of course, you are free to refuse. It won’t change anything no matter what you do so it doesn’t really matter.”

He rapped the door quietly with his knuckles and Phaeia focused on the massive dent that showed the door caving due to the force with which the boy had pushed it. Her mind whirred, remembering the wounds and the damage that was inflicted on Morgiana’s armor, and immediately made the connection.

“You… You were the one who made Morgiana unconscious, didn’t you?”

“Oh? I was caught? Teehee~ Sorry, it was just a prank.”

Is this bastard schizophrenic or bipolar or something?

Her mind couldn’t comprehend his behavior. Someone who had murdered ten people in cold blood and then went on to devour them all in one go shouldn’t have the mentality to act like this.

At the same time, Phaeia lowered her head, her mind cooling down to a chill, as a humorless laugh leaked out of her mouth.

Morgiana had been intentionally wounded by this being called Noah. Meaning, this whole fiasco, from the very moment he made contact with them to now, perhaps even before that, had been plotted to achieve this very scenario. Masterfully, the being had used its deceptive appearance and waited patiently to strike when the time was right. He probably knew from the very start that they had no intention of letting him live.

From start to finish, they had been nothing but helpless puppets, dancing to the tunes of the puppeteer— the monster fitted in the image of a boy. Having no knowledge of his schemes, playing by the strings he pulled with the blissful illusion that they’d been the one in control.

How insidious.

How audacious.

How loathful.

Infiltrating the heart of the enemy grounds, waiting patiently for the right moment, and finally… striking mercilessly when they lowered their guards by biting their ankles first.

“You… You are truly a snake. A venomous snake.”

For a flashing instant, Noah seemed surprised by her remark… and the next moment, a genuine smile bloomed on the young teen's face as he answered,

“You would not be able to understand but… This is the best compliment you could have ever given me. Thank you and just for that, I will make sure you die painlessly.”

Boom!

An explosion, or something imitating the proceedings of one, occurred when the boy’s hand once again struck against the thick metallic door; only this time, with far more power than ever.

“Your name is Phaeia, right? I always remember those who compliment me.”

Boom!

A second shock wave, and the door violently rang as though it had been a gong, clearly already reaching its very limits.

Eyeing the screen with her sole eye, it was evident that his arm hadn’t been spared as he struck the space construct of unknown metals and massive density. Fingers broken, hand bloodied, and even his arm seemed to be twisted crookedly as the monstrous being continued testing the limits of the door’s endurance.

However, even as his body mutilated and broke down, Phaeia couldn’t see a speck of hesitation in the monster’s eyes as the strikes continued… A moment later, it became clear why… his hands were regenerating so fast that she could visibly see his wounds close and the bones realign themselves.

Phaeia knew her time on the land of the living was approaching its last seconds. And for that reason…

“Stop!”

“Hum?”

“If you enter, I will kill Morgiana.”

“Oh?”

“The healing pod she is inhabiting is loaded with an extremely powerful poison, corrosive in nature and capable of killing her in seconds. It was designed to eliminate traitors. I only need to push one button and Morgiana will become history.”

“Huh…? This is a pretty interesting development.”

Boom!

Noah grinned from ear to ear as his hand blurred and punched the door once more, causing cracks to finally stream down the door. Phaeia, meanwhile, had the feeling that she was about to go mad from fear and desperation.

“Don’t you care about what happens to her!!?”

“Oh, I actually do. I will definitely be very saddened if Morgiana dies… After all, it would be my fault that she did.”

“Then…”

“But. Do you even have the guts to kill her?”

Boom!

His laughter resounded throughout the hallways and traveled through the screen like gongs signaling her execution.

“Kill her and I will have nothing else holding me back, don’t you think?”

The smile on his face, the one that never left throughout their short exchange, morphed into a dull visage of boredom and apathy. His voice dull, he said,

“Don't bluff when you can’t even afford to lose.”

His bloodied and broken fists blurred one last time and…

BOOM!!!

The door caved in before shattering into a million pieces; the last barrier separating her from the monster now broken…

Stepping slowly into the medical room, Noah rolled his shoulders as his bloodied hand mended itself back into place.

“Who the hell do you think I am, huh?”

An eerie red light flashed in his right eye as he approached the helpless Phaeia. The first part of the chase was nearing its end.

***

The reverberating sound of footsteps resounded in the desolate spaceship, as Noah entered the medical room, his flesh and bones still creaking and mending themselves anew, while he nonchalantly rearranging his fingers into the right position.

His healing was powerful but it only healed his body, it didn’t revert its body to the previous condition which was why a displaced bone would only lead to problems. However, even though it irritated him that he still had to fine-tune the small details himself, his healing had evolved further, making it swifter than his past, tinier self.

I guess you weren’t all talk after all.

— What did you think? Well, not that it matters. What do you plan to do now?

Kill her.

— What about the other girl?

Save her.

Failure was not a word that had any place in his dictionary. However, that did not mean he would rush headfirst into any situation like a raging bull without any plan in mind.

The one who was in charge of that role, Taurus, had already died long, long ago.

In the current circumstance, it was nigh impossible to save Morgiana without endangering himself to some degree. Noah was already aware of their ability to send mental commands to the different devices and constructs they had for themselves here, and he did not have certainty of being fast enough to reach his target before they did something to her.

Up till now, nothing they had used could deal with him, but Noah was not keen on testing the limits of their capabilities. He was not stupid enough to think that he was immortal and unkillable.

There was no such thing as indestructible in this universe. There was no such thing as immortality either. Everything died one day.

He had to come to terms with the reality that it was impossible for someone, anyone to save everyone. Some things were simply impossible and sometimes it was necessary to move in the most logical way to save the most amount of lives possible.

Heh. I usually left all the planning to Minerva.

Noah was smart enough to understand the situation but he utterly refused to do something as pitiful as bowing his head under the weight of reality. He wouldn’t be where he was right now if he had such a mentality.

— You have not changed at all it seems.

This was the same man who had jumped into a literal fleet of enemies with only three more Mecha and led the last stand of humanity against the Parasites— cosmic beasts of immeasurable power.

I don’t know about that.

He chuckled and gazed at the female Cyclops who clearly had yet to accept her fate. Keeping his face expressionless, he nonchalantly approached the alien woman.

People tended to judge others based on what they would have done themselves and the little information they had.

For Phaeia, Noah was a cold-blooded monster who could kill anyone without batting an eye. Furthermore, from her perspective, there was no way she would actually do something as stupid as sacrificing herself to save someone.

Due to that, she would not doubt his words and deduce that he was indeed uninterested in protecting Morgiana.

It was important for him to instill that mentality in her mind before she was able to catch on. Only by doing so would she move as he desired and envisioned.

He continued walking, endless thoughts whirring in his mind.

Slowly.

Menacingly.

Without sparing a look at Morgiana, nor even Phaeia, simply looking around as if he was filled with curiosity.

“Whistle~ All this stuff is pretty incredible. How did you create all this? I am really curious.”

3.

“I…”

2. Come on.

“...”

0.

“I can help you with that! You need information, right!? I am the scientist in charge of the whole crew, I even have information about our hideouts and know some of Omid's secret accounts as well. If we leave right now, I can teach you everything I know regarding Omid’s organization and help you get an identity as a citizen as well.”

Bingo

Purposely, Noah stopped in his tracks, ensuring that a hesitant expression floated on his face as his demeanor shifted to one of musing.

It was clear as day to him that Phaiea was now grasping at straws as her hostage tactic had gone up in flames. However, no matter how tempting her offer was… he had to keep up his playful facade and make her teeter on the edge; he could not accept the offer easily, lest she might get suspicious.

But at the same time… The information she was proposing was truly mouth-watering. Almost too much. His plan was to rely on Morgiana and set foot in the wider universe before beelining it back to Earth. However, he didn’t have a hundred percent guarantee that Morgiana wouldn’t have any ill feelings at being punched and beaten into unconsciousness by his own hands.

Even though he definitely did not punch her for fun, manipulating her for his own plans and machinations would definitely strike a sore chord in her psyche.

Furthermore, information was perhaps one of the greatest powers a person could hope to wield. If he became dependent on a sole being for information then it was possible for him to be easily controlled and manipulated into doing their bidding no matter how smart and strong he was.

At the end of the day, Noah had zero clue about the outside world, or rather the state of deep space. However, he didn’t want to keep the pirate lady alive either. She was even more untrustworthy than Morgiana was by a large margin and might even lead him into a red hot trap.

Hey, I remember that you could obtain the memories of those you killed and devoured or used as wombs, right?

The prime ability of Parasites, one of the many reasons why their species were considered so dangerous and a pain in the ass to deal with during the war he had fought against them. Be it skills, memories, or anything that made up a human who he was, what made his identity… a Parasite was capable of obtaining everything of the prey they devoured and assimilate it into their memory.

— I do not know how sharing that information may affect you and your bodily functions. You might lose your sense of self if you are not careful. I do not simply obtain memories, I obtain everything, even their feelings, their hopes, their dreams, their desires… I obtain their whole existence. Being part of a hive mind, it is natural for us, without any dangers. That was how we were made. However, for a human, it could easily break their minds… we have already tested some subjects we had procured from your race, so I am positive about that.

For a human, huh? I guess soon we will find out whether I am still a human or not. Who knows, right?

He grinned and focused his senses on Phaeia,

“I am definitely interested in your proposal but… what guarantees do I have you won’t just backstab me? After all, I truly do not know much about you. You know what? If you want to survive, find a way for me to enslave you. Pretty simple, right?”

His eyes roamed her body, flashing with lust and debauchery that only a seasoned rapist would be able to pull off. They were sickening, making Phaeia feel that he was licking her body from head to toe with that alone, causing her to shudder in disgust and horror; she had to will herself to not wretch…

A sight she recognized— this was how many men of the crew looked at her daily after all, thinking that she could not see them with her one eye alone, thinking that she could not make out what was going on in those trashy brains of theirs. It was obvious that for a barbarian and presumed cosmic beast like Noah, dealing with the opposite sex would be done in an even more oppressive way than anything she could imagine.

She may not specialize in low-level civilization but she knew that in many such cases, the dominant gender would use and exploit the weaker ones, treating them as prizes or slaves.

As ironic as it was… The way Noah looked at her and his obvious desire for her body were the things that actually made her lower her guard somewhat. After all, why would he kill her before satisfying his bestial lust?

Her hypothesis was further proved by his wish to enslave her. Noah had already proven that he was not stupid by any means. There was no way he would simply believe in her words. It was normal to wish to have some insurance in place before digging in for the prize.

The thought that she might be defiled did not matter to her. She could survive, survival meant a chance of reversal. In fact, males were most vulnerable during coitus. Surely a hole in his head would kill him, right?

Sigh!

She almost slumped to the ground, her one eye closing as she sighed almost on reflex.

A sigh of relief— at the fact that she could survive

A sigh of bitterness— at the fact that she would have to give up on her pride and dignity as a woman.

A sigh of helplessness— at the fact that she had no other choice to ensure her survival.

It was also the last sigh of her life.

Whoosh~!

The sound of air being split and the warning of her armor were the only signs she received. But by the time she opened her eye… it had already been too late for her to do anything.

A long black arrow was already upon her and as she watched it, it pierced her eye, went through her brain, and came out of the other side of her cranium.

Standing far away from her was Noah with a nonchalant look on his face and a long spear going from his right side to the end of the arrowed point that pierced Phaeia.

“It would be quite pitiful if a man with a face as perfect as mine had to force themselves on women to get laid.”

Numerous spikes exploded from the haft that was buried in Phaeia's head, completely blowing up her skull and projecting blood and brain matter everywhere. In the end, her body slumped helplessly, dead as anyone could be.

Seeing her dead, Noah sighed to himself, “I promised you a swift death and I am a man of my word.”

— Are you trying to act cool by talking to someone who is already dead?

Noah couldn’t help but cough in order to hide his reddening face. The voice in his head had nailed him with those words. He couldn’t help but feel shame and embarrassment.

“Stop breaking my flow.”

He scratched his head as he looked at the healing pods where Morgiana was being held. Now that he was paying attention, she was completely naked.

Hum… I still look better than her.

Though the red marks streamlining throughout her body, pulsing with a dimmed light and drifting like a flowing river, intrigued him, he knew now wasn’t the time for him to engross himself in that. He approached the control panel and immediately realized one glaring problem that he had ignored all this time.

“I don’t know the language.”

He remembered his adventure in the shower and hesitated a bit.

Should I just push at random

— What if you push the button that is supposed to send poison?

“Ah… This would indeed be quite problematic.”

It would be ironic if he ended up killing Morgiana himself after going through all the chaotic acts and the massacre.

His eyes went back to the headless body of Phaeia and his face paled as he started realizing something.

“Please… Tell me you can get the memories even with brain matter all over.”

— I guess you are not so perfect after all.

They sighed and Noah groaned to himself, chiding himself like he was the greatest fool in the universe.

The massacre on the spaceship had come to an end.


CH 16: NEW SWAG


Allowing the Parasite within him to devour the remains of Phaeia, Noah sat quietly on the ground; eyes trained on Morgiana’s floating body. He was waiting for the Parasite to inform him if it could salvage the way to free her from Phaeia’s memories.

Eyes distant and glazed over, he examined the new biomass and the metallic components of the armor he had recently devoured thanks to the Parasite within him.

His absentmindedness was a condition that occurred whenever he had an excess of food through the usage of his devouring ability. More often than not, his mind would shut down to focus all of its power on digesting the food. It was the prime reason why he would sometimes find himself in the stomach of some beasts who found him on the way.

Obviously, after blasting his way out, the tables would turn, and he would be the one preying on the beasts and eating them whole.

Eat or be eaten.

A philosophy, a law that he had to abide by for so long to live on this barbaric planet. The time that went by following this law had made his time on Earth feel like a short blip in the endless passage of time.

“How long do you think I have been on this planet now?”

— I do not know nor do I have an idea. My perception of time is tied to yours as you already know.

“Hum…”

Noah hummed quietly to himself, bones cracking, hair growing, and his body changing and adjusting as he digested the power and energy he received from the female cyclops’ body.

“Okay. Now I am sure, simple food is not enough for me to grow. I need what these people call Dark Matter to advance.”

It wasn’t like this was a discovery, but it was nice to finally have some confirmation of the theories he had weaved.

The more Dark Matter he devoured, the stronger he would become. It was pretty simple.

“Parasites are truly a cheat existence, aren’t they?”

— No, that’s not how it works. If it was that easy, we would have been the Overlords of the universe. When we devour someone, it’s not an instantaneous boost in power for us. We merely obtain memories and skills, the existence of the person we have devoured. Then the next generation becomes even more perfect by using the memories and skills as well as some of the energy obtained from the devouring.

Parasites were dangerous entities precisely because they did not simply attack by rushing to their prey. A queen could continuously give birth to more and more perfect children the more she devoured beings. Those children would have progressively higher degrees of skills, intelligence and understanding— up to the point where one could even say that the inhabitants that they would prey upon wouldn’t just be fighting parasites but a superior version of their race.

— But you are different from us. Your innate power allows you to Adapt and forcibly evolve yourself. It may take time, but you have no need for multiple generations.

Heh, so you are implying we are the perfect team, are you?

One brought his evolution through Adaptation.

The second brought the evolution of others through Predation.

When alone, each skill took a very long amount of time, but together, Predation could increase the speed of Adaptation tremendously and lead to unexpected changes in the host.

Noah laughed, “How many times did we have this discussion?”

— Exactly 777 times. It’s a good number, I believe.

“Oh, yeah… A lucky number.”

When you had one voice in your head and all you could do was eat and live alone, even being eaten became boring and stopped being novel enough to occupy your mind.

Repeating the same discussion again and again was nothing particularly weird for the duo. Another coping mechanism for Noah and a pastime for the Parasite. The repetitive talks always occurred between his episodes of blackout or general times when his mental fortitude wavered due to a sudden change or the accumulating burden of his loneliness.

“I am tired. I want to eat some hot food. I want to sleep on a real bed.”

Wallowing in depression, he couldn’t help but hate these vulnerable moments. Moments when the walls protecting his mind weakened so much that it showed the man within. A pitiful and lonely existence with no one to call a friend and nowhere to go.

— But, you had fun, right?

Hearing the voice, Noah smiled, “Yeah. Fighting was fun. It has been such a long time since my heart pumped with so much excitement.”

Sighing, Noah could feel the energy returning to his body and strengthening every aspect of his existence. His sight became clearer than ever before, making the world far more vibrant and noticeable than he could ever give it credit for. His processing of the newly obtained energy had finally come to a close.

“Now how do I use this… thing, called Dark Matter?”

— I do not know.

“How much do we need before we can open that?”

— Not much more, fortunately. We are approaching the threshold. I’d say we are very close to our goals. Furthermore, I have a surprise for you. I finished studying the structure of the armor I devoured as well as the information contained in the memories of the scientist girl.

Say what now?

Tilting his head in confusion, Noah couldn’t help but retort inwardly. However, abruptly, he could feel the dark billowing substance that the voices in his head were composed of stir within him and leak out of all the pores in his body.

The change brought a curious stare from Noah, not a shred of fear could be seen on his face at the abrupt change. In the past, the Parasite was only able to manifest fully on his right side, and the full manifestation occurred in only a finger-sized space at most. Internal manifestation was a different matter altogether though, and the Parasite helped mostly by spreading through his internal organs and reinforcing them with its ominous substance. This had helped him from being bisected into two parts during his early days on this planet.

Even the shifting spear of ominous dark energy was a technique that he could hardly use in the past— becoming far easier to handle now that he had excavated all that energy from the pirate crew’s corpses.

“Not gonna lie, this looks both dope and disgusting as fuck.”

He commented in a nonchalant tone as his entire body was covered by the undulating substance, like the waves of an ever-shifting ocean, from head to toe. He couldn’t continue on his trail of thoughts for long as the texture of the armor abruptly changed and hardened.

Rather than simply being organic, he could feel a texture that was closer to metallic, like hardened titanium, encasing his whole body.

Click!

Something seemed to click in his mind as the amount of information he could receive from the Parasite and the world surrounding them increased astronomically. Be it the temperature, the structure of the room, the air quality, and even the microscopic details of the atmosphere… he could see them all, feel them all, and process them within his enhanced mind.

Everything felt new.

Everything felt different.

He felt stronger, faster, and just… better.

Like a heavily upgraded version of himself.

“What the…”

Looking at himself, Noah quietly marveled at his newest form. Arms covered in black and gold-tinged arm guards, body covered in an armor of ominous black and shifting gold, he looked like the overlord of a galactic empire. The Evil kind. He could even feel a hooded cloak and he pushed it back to reveal his face.

Finally, he couldn’t help but caress his face and feel the rough bumps of the mask.

“Holy…”

Standing up, Noah continued to admire himself before looking at his surroundings, eyes finally landing on a giant black screen.

The surface was not particularly smooth but it was more than enough for him to look at himself and marvel at his new appearance.

What he was wearing now seemed to be very close in design to the power armor he had seen everyone wearing among the pirates of Omid’s crew.

Noah did a small twirl as he inspected his butt and chuckled to himself. At least this one was not as suspicious as the clothes he was offered not long ago.

— What do you think?

“I must say… While it’s a shame I cannot grace people with my majestic appearance in this suit. But… Damn, I look badass in this getup.”

He had to fight the urge to squeal like a fanboy. If he had to be honest, while he did not mind freezing his ass in the snow, he had been quite envious of the armor he had seen everyone wearing around these parts. He wanted some of his own and now he had some.

“I did not know you could do something like that.”

— Honestly, I did not know myself. I guess you are not the only one who has changed due to our trips to that place.

Noah shuddered slightly. Even someone as battle-hardened as him could not help but cringe and shrink due to the phantom pain of the time when he remembered exactly where he first was after entering the wormhole back then.

That place was the reason for their fusion.

It was also most likely the reason for the change in Noah’s ability to adapt to almost anything and everything.

The Parasite Queen had not been spared from the changes either.

He shook his head and stopped looking at himself on the opaque surface. All excitement had vanished and he remembered that he did not exactly have the time to dawdle in this place.

Looking down at the controller, all the letters appeared in his vision but close to them was now a translation of their inherent meanings. In words that he could understand, of course.

“Neat. So you are using her memories?”

— Yes, but it will take a few more days to go through all her memories so I focused on the languages first.

He nodded and looked at Morgiana's pod before he used his fingers and wrote some words in the language she would be able to read.

In the end, he planned to go explore the ruin and he could not afford to have a liability close to him.

He didn’t know how strong Morgiana could be even if she used her combat mode but he did not care.

Once the memories of that scientist were processed, he wouldn’t need her either.

It was better to let her sleep here while he went and took care of Omid for her and got them out of this shithole.

The message he was leaving was just in case rescue came for her. It would be quite sad if they tried to free her only for the poison to spread and kill her from the inside, right?

“Very well. Let’s go now. I need to eat the core of those Mechas.”

Soon, one of the very first goals he gave himself since coming to this planet would be completed and for that— he would have to go on a second hunt.

This one would be far more thrilling.


CH 17: Even smart people make mistakes


Footsteps echoed in a silent tune as Noah walked alongside the hull of the ship, observing the infrastructure and mechanisms of the spaceship.

Shock colored his eyes, surprised by the fact that the spaceship could operate despite the severe lack of crew members necessary to man this ship. The fact that they were still flying in the air, and not crashing straight down, even with everyone dead or in the ruins was proof of the craftsmanship and self-maintaining mechanisms built into the ship— truly a work of art like no other.

And these are just the ships of some pirates who are constantly on the run. I wonder what the galaxy looks like.

— We will soon have as much information as necessary though I doubt we can use much of the information coming from a mere pirate.

‘Heh, you will be wrong there, partner. Honestly, to have a clear understanding of the region, few people are better than the active criminals of that location. After all, they need an even deeper understanding to not get caught by the forces while on the run. ’

Of course, that severely depended upon the premise that the criminal was one of the bigshots of the criminal world, wanted throughout the region with an infamy befitting his name, rather than being small-time crooks that could be found literally everywhere and would thus be on constant pursuit for their lives.

But clearly, the Forty Thieves could be…

Wait…. Morgiana talked about a bounty on their heads, right?

— ...

Sigh!

Noah had the urge to punch himself in the face, realizing that he had lost valuable funds by devouring those pirates like a good dinner.

However, he soon gathered his thoughts. There was no need to have such a mindset. He was about to get rich anyway, getting the rights on this planet would ensure him of that; plus there were more pirates to kill out there— pirates that would surely have a bigger bounty than the small fishes he devoured.

And he also had another contingency, Omid’s head. Surely, he would bring much more rewards than anyone in this place, right?

— Are you not worried about making enemies with the band of pirates?

That would really be a huge pain in the ass. They could somehow attack Earth to take their revenge on me and we can’t have that now, could we?

He tilted his head when he finally arrived at what could be called the garage of this spaceship before snapping his finger, acting as though he had struck a jackpot.

“I guess this means I just have to eradicate their whole organization, right?”

While having no enemy was without a doubt the best possible outcome, having all your enemies dead and buried was without a doubt a very close second on the list.

Furthermore, Noah had no intention to hide himself like a coward. That was just not his style. He wanted the world to know his name, sing his glory, and marvel at his mere presence.

Desire leaked out of his mind, the desire to become renowned throughout the universe and alongside him… The name of the glorious thirteen constellations would also be known.

Heh, who knows? Perhaps the others are already known?

During Project Ark, a few of the constellations had been chosen to helm the ship that would travel the galaxy in search of their new home.

He did not know what happened to them but he knew his friends. They would never die without leaving a big splash on the radar. Perhaps they even created a new civilization on another planet and became known throughout the galaxy. Anything was possible for that crew.

— You seem to have rekindled some hope.

Without hope, I would have gone crazy long ago.

— Even more crazy you mean?

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. This is why I can’t discuss things with you. How can anyone see me and think that I am crazy?”

Shaking his head in disappointment of the ignorant bunch of people who knew nothing about his glorious self, he started fiddling around the garage space.

The garage was huge and from the traces he saw, as well as the few pictures hanging around, it was used to house the large group of Mecha that had deployed not long ago.

“Didn’t know they made Mecha this small nowadays.”

He hadn’t been able to really notice it when it was on the camera video but here, looking at the different containers, he could get a better understanding of how tall they were and he was pretty unimpressed by their relative size.

In his memories, even the smallest Mecha was in the 10-meter range and those were rare cases. Most boasted a size that was far more impactful and had a towering presence.

Most Mecha could not be controlled by one person as they worked on the principle of Full Neuronal Link and the Dive System. They were generally manned by groups of five specially trained soldiers so that they could share the strain and the pain that would follow the integration of man and machine.

This was one of the reasons why the constellations were special cases. After all, they were part of the very few who could control a Mecha without any assistance. This gave birth to faster response times and more fluidity in combat.

Finally, only the Constellations could use the Dive system without having their mind fried instantly or howling in severe pain. Their mental resilience was on another level.

Good times.

— Humans are truly as barbaric as they come.

“True. But such sacrifices were necessary for our survival. If it was not us, it would have been someone else. The whole sacrificing a few for the many.”

— I cannot comprehend such a concept. We are everyone. We are all part of the Great Mind. We do not sacrifice the few for the many or the many for the few. That is the ideal society.

Noah scratched his head by reflex, though all this did was scratch his metal-plated helmet, “We already had a discussion about this. I am not some grand philosopher or societal researcher, I just know that I refuse to have my awesome self be absorbed and part of some great whole. I am me. I am the best. I am Noah. Nothing more, nothing less.”

—But… Are you really still Noah?

Noah did not answer and finally managed to open the garage door like he had seen them doing so initially. He would have to jump after…

Ah…

It was only after the door opened wide and the wind started rushing at full speed, thereby making him lose his footing and sucking him toward the exterior that Noah remembered that —

One, he was at a high altitude.

Two… He had no such thing as a hover or anything to slow down his fall.

“Fuuucckk!!!”

***

Plummeting helplessly toward the ground, swayed by the whims of the wind, Noah cursed inwardly as he fell down from the spaceship-like a shooting star.

He hated this feeling, falling from grand heights to surefire death. Experience had taught him a painful lesson as he discovered that fighting against gravity was never a battle that should be fought without the right equipment in place.

The pain of his whole body breaking down into pieces, pain of the broken bones poking through his organ, skin, flesh and blood, pain of losing all of his senses as his brain and cranium turned into mush but still having consciousness as the body repaired itself— an endless cacophony of pain, misery, suffering and insanity awaited at the end of this flight.

The very worst part of the experience— the healing, ironic as it may sound. What would save him from a fall of this height… would inflict him the most pain. If he didn’t have to heal, it would have been a painless death, now, a living nightmare.

Due to the internal movements of the healing, his organs would tear, reforming again and again and again, all to heal everything to top shape. All the bones in his body would regenerate, rearranging in impossible angles as everything would be a mess. He would have to personally tear himself apart and set everything in line to fully heal to a human shape. The healing would give him more pain than he could imagine, yet he had to endure.

It would be an excruciating event for him, even as he already had experienced similar things in the past.

Well… He didn’t have much of a say… So, suffer he would, unless he found some way to break or cushion his fall, either by learning how to fly or slowing down the fall by some miraculous means. He turned to his partner.

Can you create some kind of wings, a jet pack, or anything that can slow down my fall?

— Negative. Either way, with terminal velocity fast approaching, you will only fall at a speed of approximately 250 kilometers per hour or 70 meters per second. You will not die either way.

I know I won’t die, damn it! Doesn’t mean it makes me feel any better.

The fall should last approximately 20 seconds by his calculations; he had a different way of doing things, but this was also a good occasion to test how far his regenerative abilities had increased and how much punishment this so-called armor of his would allow him to take.

—You are indeed very optimistic about this situation. If you had devoured the core of the ship, things would have been far different I can guarantee you that.

I have a conscience, you know? I don’t think eating the motor of a ship would let it end well. Morgiana is still there.

— Because you let her be there. You could have easily woken her up and gotten her out of that place, with you…

Did this for her own good, right? Otherwise, it would be too dangerous for her to survive and I wasn’t about to babysit her.

Noah was not totally emotionless, and he certainly did not treat righteous people like he was out for their blood.

If the situation did not demand his haste and if he trusted Morgiana enough, enough to count on her to have his back, he might have proceeded with another plan.

Sadly, however, things were not meant to travel that route. She was far too weak, by his standards, and due to her current state, he could not trust his back to her. They had not crossed that bridge yet.

Sighing, he looked below; the ground was approaching fast, and he was barreling straight for it like a fallen meteor. He was only a few seconds short, he did not plan on doing much even though he could have perhaps created a construct to help slow himself down. Why would he? Nothing would dampen the pain anyway. Better concentrate elsewhere.

Boom!!!

A deafening echo shook heaven and earth as a literal explosion took place on the spot Noah crash landed, hollowing the ground in a crater-shaped hole … His weight, accompanied by the speed and momentum was enough to tear through any material this planet could throw at him and the result was there for everyone to see…

Getting up from the ground, Noah coughed again and again, almost coughing his lungs out. He could feel his whole body rattling, and his muscles going numb from time to time, there was even a faint feeling of iron in his throat as if his blood had crawled its way up to his throat…

Even so,

“Ohhh…! I didn’t die??”

— What did I say?

He was starting to fall in love with his new set of armor. Ideas, immeasurable and inconceivable, began springing up in the depths of his mind— ideas envisioning the limits of what he would be able to achieve with his armor and how far he could progress with this concept.

Certainly, his childhood had not been the happiest; but there was one movie, one particular comic hero from the Previous Era that came to his mind when it came to the armor he was wearing.

As they shared thoughts, the Parasite was able to answer quickly.

— That is currently impossible for me. But I might be able to conjure something similar when we devour more knowledge and far more core pieces.

“Well, we are about to reach a self-serving buffet pretty soon.”

He looked around and estimated his distance from the gate. Thankfully, even though he fell from quite a high altitude, the deviation had not been particularly big.

All he had to do now was run. . . .

The drifting journey to his destination was pretty uneventful, all things considered.

He thought he would have met some Abyss Beasts along the way, or whatever they called those monstrous entities, but surprisingly, there were no such incidents; not even a single presence of those titanic beasts.

It was as if all of them had vanished or decided to hide themselves in their nests to avoid any possible trouble.

The thing they were fleeing from was the gate itself.

“Birds die for food and humans die for wealth. Can’t say there’s a saying more fitting for this situation.”

Noah muttered as he finally reached the colossal Star Gate looming in the air, floating in all its incandescent radiance.

The full majesty of the construct could not be conveyed from a screen alone. As he stood in front of it now, Noah couldn’t help but wonder just what kind of guts Omid had in him to even dare entering such an ominous place.

However, he did not insult the man for what he did. Greed was an inherent instinct that no human was truly above and Noah did not feel himself worthy nor did he have the hypocrisy to deny his own greed. Perhaps if he was in Omid’s place, he would have also chosen to risk his life.

— Noah…

“I know. This place is very dangerous.”

Noah was much more decisive than Omid. He did not hesitate in the slightest and did not let his vision be clouded by the greed he instinctively felt.

This place was far more dangerous than anything anyone could give it credit for.

Even someone as prideful and confident as he could freely admit the fact without an ounce of shame or tittering.

Honestly. I don’t even want to enter this place.

The existence of the Star Gate was of no consequence to him for the time being.

All he had to do was wait here, kill Omid, and then register the planet in his name, maybe have Morgiana help him with that and rekindle their sketchy relationship. The existence of the gate would make the planet worth far more than anything he could imagine.

If Omid did not come out then, while it would be disappointing, it wasn’t particularly problematic for him either. Omid was far from being the only space pirate out there. He could slowly hunt down the other members of their organization and get what he needed from their decapitated heads.

Sadly, this isn’t it.

He sighed and focused on the symbols that were on the border of the gate.

Now that he was closer and could see for himself, this was unmistakable Sumerian, a dead language from Earth.

In a moment like this, I wish I had a photographic memory or at least some type of technique that would allow me to browse my past experiences.

It was a shame but he did not dwell further on it. A photographic memory might have pushed him to suicide much more often if he had possessed it, so there was no reason to complain.

But even so, it was frustrating for a language he knew once in the past to now only be nothing but a faint smudge in a vast ocean.

Thankfully, all hopes were not lost. While he could not completely read the whole sentences, some words were easy to recognize such as ‘Stars,’ ‘Observe,’ and ‘Destiny.’

How mysterious.

His curiosity was piqued. An event that he had to experience for himself, he had to observe what was truly happening. He needed to learn the reason why such a thing was possible.

In the first place, how was this even possible?

A faint possibility pulsed in the back of his mind, but he rejected it.

He couldn't have lived alone on this planet that long. No matter how his perspective of time was affected or not.

— What if we stayed much longer than we thought in that place?

“That place?”

He mused. However, he was not sure.

Noah sighed. There were so many things he did not know and it was starting to irritate him.

He did not know what that place was nor where it was exactly. Only that he had a faint connection to that location and he needed to get something that belonged to him from there.

He was not an expert in the field of science and technology, but he did know that he had entered a wormhole or something similar when he had last fought against the Queen.

There were so many theories in his world about where and when a wormhole could lead you that it was mind-numbing.

But if Noah followed any of those theories then…

Either he was currently much further in the future than he would have anticipated, or he was not even in his home dimension in the first place.

Both possibilities were equally terrifying for him.

“Only one way to find out.”

He started advancing, his destination… the Star Gate looming like a gate to hell. His mind was made and there was no point in wavering any longer.

Sometimes ignorance was bliss and knowledge was a curse.

But Noah would rather live a cursed life filled with wisdom than a blissfully ignorant life. Only through knowledge and awareness could one grasp their own destiny and even go beyond it to reach the heavens.

— You might die.

Heh. I doubt it.

He snickered.

He knew very well that he may die at this gate. Everything was possible when chasing after the unknown.

But he did not fear his eventual and very much possible demise. Perhaps… He even felt anticipation toward such eventuality.

However, he would not surrender to death. Not now when the light of hope was finally gracing him with its incandescent shine. And that light came from the Star Gate in front of him. He could feel it.

“I am quite the tenacious man, you know?”

Failure was not an option.

Death was not a consideration.

He would win.

He would succeed.

Because he was Noah.

Nothing more, nothing less.

And so, Noah continued to self-hypnotize himself as he stepped into the gate. His thoughts were light, but his steps were heavy. This would undoubtedly be the first step toward him seizing back control of his glorious destiny.

____


CH 18: Let's have a chat


The moment Noah passed through the gate, a feeling that he recognized deeply assailed him, giving him the impression that he was slowly being squeezed from all sides and then stretched out.

It was an odd feeling, to say the least. But it was also a familiar feeling, something very close to what he felt when he entered and exited the wormhole.

This was extremely mind-boggling, and he had a slight urge to barf as he appeared finally on the other side.

He was not even given the chance to breathe in when his sense of danger tingled.

Stepping quickly aside, Noah could feel a sharp wind caused by a blade moving past him.

“What…”

He did not let the one who attacked him a moment to breathe as he proceeded to lightly punch the chest plate.

Whoosh!

This was enough for the man to sail through the air before landing heavily.

Noah, though, did not care about this man. He looked around; his eyes moved quickly as he observed all the enemies in the surroundings.

“Four…”

Even though one of them had been beaten quite easily, the other four did not show much of a reaction, they did not even change their formation, quietly encircling him and making sure that he could not escape no matter what happened.

“You guys are different.”

He could immediately see the difference between these guys and the ones who had been left on the ship. They were on a completely different level, be it skills, strength and equipment.

“Who are you?”

They all leveled their rifles at him, ready to fire at the slightest twitch. He was briefly surprised about them not remembering him, then he remembered that he was far taller now than he was initially and he also had armor completely covering his features.

There was no way these pirates would associate him with the same young kid they completely disregarded for a few moments.

“You knowing who I am won’t change anything. I guess Omid decided to leave you guys because you were too weak?”

A few of them twitched, which prompted Noah to shrug, “Did I strike a nerve? It seems like whatever happened, you guys are the weak link. The ones who were cast out.”

“He is just messing with us. Don’t listen to him. Fire!”

Tsk~ I hate fighting people who are not swayed by emotion.

He immediately ducked down, but he was not completely able to dodge the bullet to his shoulder.

Shit! That one hurt!

He cursed as he felt the bullet spinning in his armor and sending a relatively weak lightning current through the cracks. Thankfully, the Queen was indeed not the kind to bluff, and the armor managed to easily withstand the attack before swallowing the bullet itself.

Crunch!

The sound of something being eaten was not pleasant in the slightest, and neither was the appearance of the maw that appeared where the bullet should have hit. It was frightening, to say the least.

The pirates were confused. They did expect Noah to avoid this charge and they even had a plan ensured for this case. But what they saw was completely outside of their expectations.

They had indeed been put there as sentinels, but where Noah was wrong was that they were not sent by Omid but decided to stay in this place on their own because they did not plan to proceed further.

This place seemed clearly too dangerous to continue for some unknown rewards that would most likely go to Omid.

The others followed as well, but this did not matter to the five of them. Better be alive and well if you wish to receive something.

Once they realized that there was not much they could do, all of them, even the one who had been blasted away a few moments ago, attacked him in unison.

Interesting but…

“I only need two of you guys alive.”

He had no more time to waste with these scrubs. No matter how skilled they were compared to those he killed previously, they were still not worthy of being in his sight.

He could have easily ended them one after another, but he suddenly thought of the new possibility he could have with this armor, and he smiled behind his helmet.

Two long flexible whip-like blades came out of his hands as he simply twirled on himself; the blades were so sharp that this alone was enough to nearly bisect all of them immediately.

One of the five was unlucky enough to have his head fly off while a second one had this sad destiny happen to his arm.

The other three did not even have the time to react. The one attacking Noah’s back screamed in horror as a gigantic snake-like black creature came out from the back before swiftly biting more than half of his body off, armor included, leaving blood spraying all around.

“Heh…”

The last two who, while wounded, were not dead stopped. Fear froze them as they realized too late they were completely outmatched.

“So you two are the lucky ones.”

They watched as the monstrous snake-like entity vanished back into Noah’s back, and he nonchalantly walked toward the one who only had one hand left.

“Please! Wait! I…am sorry! I was just listening to orders!”

“They all say the same.”

Noah did not waste time in cleanly cutting his head off as well. He whistled quietly, truly happy with how good the weapons he could create were.

There was a world of difference between fighting bare-handed and having something nice and sharp in your hands.

Furthermore,

Nice save!

—This armor is basically a part of us. A simple command is enough, and there is zero latency.

He grinned; this would mean that he basically had two active minds working at the same time when fighting.

This would definitely come in handy in the future.

“Now then…I see you were smart enough not to attack me even though I showed you my back.”

The whip blades were pulled back as he approached the only survivors.

“No begging, no useless words. Deactivate your armor now.”

They nodded immediately and took them off without the slightest hesitation. At this point, hesitation meant death.

“Now I am going to ask, and you are going to answer.”

Threats and torture were like bread and butter.

You didn’t necessarily need them together, but goddamn did they make an awesome combo.


CH 19: I am just Sweating


Unlike what he anticipated, the torture session did not last particularly long, the two pirates fessed up everything they knew before he even made them feel the slightest hint of pain.

Noah was forced to realize that he was not facing true soldiers with loyalty to their country and organization embedded into their bones, but rather a group of rag-tag pirates.

They were indeed criminals with no morals who only cared about satisfying their greed even at the detriment of the weak and helpless.

Strong in front of the weak and weak in front of the strong, that was likely their motto at this point.

Noah was able to accept their motto and their lifestyle. It was just the standard way any being without self-control and infinite desire would take to achieve their means. He didn’t think these people were any different even though they weren’t entirely human.

That was why he believed in the motto that someone should prepare themselves for their own death the instant they take someone else's life. That was only the natural way of things.

To show mercy, he swiftly killed them. This was a mercy he knew they certainly did not extend to their victims.

He only tortured people when it was necessary, never out of pleasure. It didn’t change what he was doing, but it was enough as long as he believed that he was conscious of his actions and believed them to be reasonable in his mind.

“This is quite interesting.”

The information he obtained was certainly quite intriguing. Now that he had dealt with the people attacking him, Noah could take a better look at his surroundings with greater focus.

It was a cave or at least something with a similar structure. A semi-circular cave with not much to it. There was no decoration and nothing to enjoy.

Similar to what they had mentioned, the gate had transported him to the starting point of some structure with no way to go except forward. There were no portals ready there to teleport him back outside so he could only march forward if he wanted to get out of this place. The pirates had stayed hoping that whether or not Omid succeeded they would be expelled at the conclusion of the tests.

There were two tests that the structure would give to those who entered. The first test was Survival. No details were given; only that the test would last the same amount of time for everyone.

Once they were done with that test, they could proceed to the second test but once again, the pirates knew nothing about what this entailed as they had stayed behind. He would have to figure it out on his own.

“I don’t like it.”

Tests. He hated these situations where someone deemed themselves superior enough to be able to test him.

Noah was also a realist. He did not put weight into this matter and could certainly not fight back against this illusory superior entity that had made these tests. No one forced him to enter and if he wished to get the answer he was searching for then he had to follow the rules of the games, and as grating as it was, play on the palms of the test takers.

Sighing, he trotted across the cave floor and walked on till he reached the first door at the end of the cave-like structure.

“So, I only have to put a hand here, huh.”

He frowned under his helmet as the gauntlet covering his hand retracted and he placed his hand where it was prompted for him to place.

A bar of light went along his hand, scanning it as soon as he placed his hand over the screen… At the next moment, a blue screen hovered in his vision, small letters in the universal language urging him to do something.

⦗Choose your name⦘

Noah tilted his head and looked at his surroundings and blinked his eyes, rattled his head, spun all around. No matter what he did, the blue screen would always register in his eyes and hover in front of him… like a screen that was permanently glued to his vision.

This was quite uncanny.

“How do I write?”

⦗Name: How do I write⦘

⦗Accept?⦘

⦗Y/N⦘

Noah had to fight the urge to facepalm himself over and over. For a supposed super-civilization, it seemed like their AI was truly as trashy as they came.

He shuffled his hand, clicking on N in haste, and looked at the hovering page once more. There were many things he wondered about the construct and what it would entail.

The smart thing to do here would be to hide his name and use an alias. He did not know what kind of use this list had after all. Better be safe than sorry, right?

This was the smart thing to do and Noah was certainly very smart and logical… most of the time…

— Noah…

I am sorry. This may be pretty dumb. But you know… Sometimes you gotta go with your guts rather than pure logic.

He had already lived too long by following logic and reality, all that to survive, even when he was in the deepest pits of hell and the coldest edges of loneliness and despair.

But in moments like this, Noah had no wish nor reason to hide his name. This name was not something that should be hidden. It was the crystallization of his wishes. The blessing of someone who gave up on everything but the tiniest bit of hope.

⦗Choose your name⦘

Noah smiled, his decision was made.

“Noah.”

Noah wished for his name to be recognized throughout the entire universe if it was possible.

There could be no better first step than this to reach his goals. Displaying his name to an ancient civilization that once ruled this entire universe.

In a way… This was quite poetic was it not?

At least, that was what Noah thought initially. However, something surprising appeared in his vision the moment he chose his name.

⦗Refused⦘

⦗Warning! This name should not be chosen! If you decide to continue, heavy penalties will be added to your trials. The level of reward will also increase.⦘

⦗Do you wish to change the name?⦘

⦗Y/N⦘

Noah tilted his head, confusion evident in his eyes. Even the Queen was silent this time as she was unable to make heads or tails of what was going on right now.

Slowly, thoughts started accelerating in Noah’s mind and he could not let them go. His hands trembling, he clicked on the Y this time and then muttered a new Name.

“Serpent.”

⦗Refused⦘

“Ophiuchus.”

⦗Refused⦘

“Thirteenth Constellation”

⦗Refused⦘

By now, the rhythm of his breathing had been completely disturbed. For the very first time in a long while, Noah felt like his mind could not process what was happening.

He felt faint, the world was spinning all around him. Eyes darting, limbs shaking, and his whole mind throbbed by the implications.

What did this mean?

What could this mean?

— Noah!

When Noah came to himself, he found that he was kneeling on the ground on all fours, his entire armor off, and wearing nothing more than the ruined spandex suit that had been given to him by Phaeia.

This body that did not even exert the slightest strength when dealing with a group of pirates was now bathed in cold sweat.

Taking a deep breath, Noah forced himself to calm down. He did not wish to show such an unsightly display of weakness to anyone. Even if the thing in front of him was nothing more than some artificial intelligence.

Sorry.

— What do you think is happening here?

The Queen did not bother replying to his apology with anything. She knew very well that doing so would only wound Noah’s pride further and she did not wish to do that to her symbiote host.

Noah understood her thought process, sighing as he gathered himself. It was a state that he wasn’t foreign to, happening to him far too often than what he was willing to admit. However, the last time the state occurred was so long ago that he was sure he had been cured.

Clearly, he had not been. Not even in the slightest.

I am going to need the best psychiatrist in the universe after I get out of this shithole.

He laughed quietly and ruffled his hair as he looked at the floating blue screen.

There was something he wanted to try.

He was truly hesitant, as a distinct emotion was slowly budding inside of him after a long long while.

Perhaps?

He wondered in his mind.

This was not impossible.

He thought…

Hope started building up beyond his rational expectations, a different kind of hope. Something much deeper and rawer.

He could feel his heart beating so fast in his chest that it felt like it would explode at any moment.

Finally… Gathering his courage, Noah muttered one name.

“Minerva.”

He waited as the tension rose, his palms were sweaty, he was fidgeting and a gentle trembling smile formed on his face.

Finally, a new blue screen appeared.

⦗Accepted⦘

⦗Do you wish to register this name instead?⦘

⦗Y/N?⦘ N

“Mars.”

⦗Accepted⦘

⦗Do you wish to register this name instead?⦘

⦗Y/N?⦘ N

“Diana.”

⦗Accepted⦘

⦗Do you wish to register this name instead?⦘

⦗Y/N?⦘ N

As two more names were added and all of them were similarly accepted, the slowly building light of hope that had been burning deep inside his pupils slowly died out until nothing more than his empty eyes were left.

Noah quietly lowered his face before covering it with his hands as reality settled in and his hopes were dashed in the simplest way possible.

He did not mind…This was what he continued to tell himself. He knew that this could not have been possible. This was why he was not disappointed. He simply needed to rest. Just for a short while.

As for the drops of water that fell on the ground, peeking out from beneath his hands covering his face…

They were nothing more than droplets of sweat.

***

A few moments later, Noah raised his face. His eyes were a little swollen but his expression had mostly become normal as he cursed.

“Fuck this was embarrassing.”

Sighing as he leaned against the door, he looked at the floating screen before him. His emotions were far more in his control and his mind less hot.

“I have been jumping to conclusions like an idiot. Gotta get back my game.”

Noah started replacing all the information he had in mind.

Firstly, The ancient civilization used Sumerian. A dead language from Earth. Since the scientist did not recognize the symbol this meant that this language was not something people could normally have access to.

“First deduction. Civilization is related to Earth.”

Even when he was on earth, there had been many theories about how aliens must have once visited the earth and created super special constructs, or theories about how ancient civilizations were super powerful but somehow vanished because of some great calamity.

While this might be bullshit. Now, he was starting to wonder if there was a modicum of truth in there.

“Second. My names and codenames are trigger words to increase the difficulty while the names of the ones who died with me are not.”

Minerva, Diana and Mars. The three constellations of Virgo, Leo and Taurus had fought alongside him and sacrificed their life to give him an opening toward the Queen.

—....

“This means that far from being simply related to Earth, the special civilization is related to me one way or another.”

From there came a few suppositions.

Why was HIS name the one that was a trigger? Was the Civilization, in fact, the Earth from his era?

Why were the names of the constellations that died not triggered? Did it mean that they were in fact alive and there was no need for such a trigger? Or did it actually mean that the civilization knew he was alive and confirmed that the others were dead so there was once again no need for such a trigger in their names?

Noah bit his teeth.

This doesn’t make sense!

Based on calculations and theories, it would take at least a million years for Earth to even become a Type III Civilization.

Noah could accept errors in calculations as this was in the end nothing but a theory made while they were not even Type I. So even for argument's sake let’s say it took ten thousand years to become Type III, it would still take between ten to perhaps even 1000 times to reach Type IV.

This was without counting all the wars and all the problems that may lead to partial or complete extermination. In fact, if Noah was honest, he had always wondered how Earth hadn’t already blown up with all the problems it had.

“Do you think I am a few hundred thousand years old?”

He asked in a joking tone but even the Queen this time was speechless. In the end, she could only bring more supposition.

—What if we were sent that far forward in time?

Noah was scratching his head so much that blood was oozing a little. He could not say it was impossible. The two of them already had this small theory in their mind after all Noah really doubted time moved normally in that place. What if this was the kind of cliche where one year in there was around a thousand years in the real world?

Wormholes have been the subject of many theories and possibilities such as time travels, long-distance travel, and even…Dimension and universe hopping.

This also reminded him of the hyperdrive technology Morgiana told him about. By entering what was known as the Dark Sea, they could move through extremely large distances.

But from what she said, no one and few things could actually survive in the Dark Sea for long.

Noah stood up with a small growl before easing his expression and —

Clap!!

He used his hands to clap his two cheeks.

—Noah?

“Why am I wasting my time in such a frustrating way?”

Here he was groaning and moaning about hypothetical situations and possibilities when all he had to do to get the answer he needed was to act.

Wasn’t it actually why he entered this place? To get the answer he needed?

So what if he was in another time or another universe? In fact, wasn't it a good thing? if he could do this once, he could do it a second time!

Time travel had always been deemed to be impossible in the truest way possible. But if one could control Dark Matter, then was time travel really impossible?

What if he could go back in the past?

Go back home?

Perhaps he could even appear before the parasite appears?

—If it was possible, why wouldn’t the Type 4 civilization do it to prevent its destruction?

“Why don’t we try to find out for ourselves?”

The blue screen flashed once again in its vision.

[Choose your name]

This time, there were no doubts. There was no hesitation.

“Noah.”

⦗Warning! This name should not be chosen! If you decide to continue, heavy penalties will be added to your trials. The level of reward will also increase.⦘

⦗Do you wish to change the name?⦘

⦗Y/N⦘

He grinned and this time clicked on No.

What did it matter if the penalties were added?

He simply had to smash them all and obtain the highest level of reward!

Only then would he perhaps be able to get all the answers he needed and perhaps even more?


CH 20: 1st Test


The moment Noah confirmed his choice, a sensation of weightlessness took over him and he soon found himself falling as the world and the ground around him was seemingly digitized.

A black world with green 0’s and 1’s formed in different ways and shapes.

This continued for what seemed like hours, even though it might also have been only one minute, and finally, the world around him seemed to become more defined, getting the shapes and appearance of a large area with many trees.

“A forest?”

He looked around in confusion before immediately ducking as he felt the air being split by an incoming projectile.

This is the second fucking time. Is it too much to ask to at least let me observe the surroundings first before being jumped on?

Bang!

Only after ducking and avoiding the attack did he finally hear the sound of the gun. This gave him a good idea of actually how fast he was moving.

Where is this coming from?

He looked behind himself only to be met by a group of weird-looking humanoid creatures with deformed appearances.

Their eyes were vacant and their bellies were bulging. They had rather abnormal pale skins. All this made Noah simply uncomfortable as memories of the past surfaced.

Noah started to frown as his eyes scanned and observed them more deeply. He had a feeling that he could recognize these monsters. No, more than the monsters themselves he could also recognize the uniform those people were wearing. They had motifs very close to that of soldiers from Earth.

“Hello…”

Many guns were immediately on him and Noah made a very smart move this time.

He started running away.

—I thought you didn’t run away from enemies?

I am not running away. This is just a strategic retreat.

Noah could have simply jumped and massacred everything there. The weapons they held were too old but he did not.

[Mission: Survive! The colony is being attacked. Flee until the end of time. Do not fight, your chances of winning are near zero.]

[Warning! In case you are about to get captured, a word of advice…Kill yourself. You do not want to be alive and in their hands.]

Noah did not take those warnings lightly nor did he dare to dismiss them. The warnings themselves were a kind of clue and as disbelieving as he was, Noah was starting to grasp just where he was.

This should not be possible but…He already understood that in this place — Nothing was truly impossible.

Rather than moaning about this, he accelerated further, creating a small shockwave as he went beyond his usual speed and broke through the forest. Behind him, a group of more than sixty monsters were attacking as they continued shooting at him.

The back of his armor extended and changed into a large three-layered shield, protecting his body from incoming attacks. He was also keeping his senses spread wide to avoid something along the lines of an assassin or a sniper.

How long do I have to survive?

[Time remaining: 71H:50M:20S]

Well, at least it was very pretty helpful. It had been a long time since he had an exact time frame.

Truly he was coming back to civilization.

Noah grinned as he jumped to the right and avoided a literal cannonball shot at super speed.

There was one reason he did not bother killing any of them. If his speculation were right then the moment he did so, his importance in their mind would be increased tremendously and would make the situation even harder for him.

He needed to assess their numbers and how powerful the technology they had at hand was. He also needed to see if this was a personal test or if all the others were also present. If so, he would have cannon fodder he could use as bait to throw at those monsters.

The frantic course seemed ready to continue for all eternity but soon, Noah was able to see the tree around him gradually thinning.

It was then —

[Warning! Change in mission!]

[New Mission: As the highest difficulty had been chosen. The goal had been changed from survival to elimination. As the highest difficulty was chosen, the weapons held by the enemies were updated. Their numbers increased and so did their toughness, physical abilities, and their ability to react.]

[Warning! In search of fairness, the highest level has been adjusted based on your Dark Matter level.]

Noah was baffled as he felt the presence of the monstrosity behind him increase slightly. They were completely at a different level from the ones a few moments ago.

If he had the confidence to beat all of them easily, now he would have to wonder just how much he would have to sacrifice to do so.

—So you are still going to destroy them either way?

Either I crush them or they crush me. No brainer.

Of course, this wasn’t a question of wanting but actually being able to. Noah was not deterred by the new mission. In fact, he liked it more. After all, fleeing was truly something he did not like doing.

Finally leaving the forest, Noah stopped and looked at the fortress in front of him. His eyes moved all around, grasping everything and searching deep down in his memories.

Watching the slightly broken flags flying in the winds at the top, he took a deep shaky breath before releasing it.

Now that his memories were coming back, he did not need any more confirmation as he finally had all the pieces of the puzzle in his mind.

“Hah…”

The reason he was confused was simple. He had actually never seen this place himself. He had only seen the traces of ruins left taken by a powerful space laboratory.

This planet was not some unknown place in this void.

This was —

“Mars colony.”

And obviously, the ones chasing him were none other than?`

—They are Parasites

Just what the fuck was going on again?

***

Planet Mars.

Alongside Venus, it was one of the planets that had been slowly developed enough to be terraformed by humans to form an inhabitable planet as they were both planets with very high potential of housing life. In fact, they all had the right elements to form natural life on the planet and would have surely produced sparks of life if certain unfavorable conditions weren’t produced. For example, Venus did not find its rotation speed weakened after an accident during its creation.

Thanks to the insistence of a man from the previous era who had been one of the richest men alive at the time, humanity heavily focused on terraforming Mars to its full potential first rather than developing and exploring the Earth of all of its secrets so that they would be able to control all the available resources of the planet they originated on.

In hindsight, and now knowing how the system worked in general, Noah understood that focusing on terraforming other planets first had been a mistake by humanity. After all, due to this venture, they ended up becoming a Civilization that had not been able to reach even Type I even though they had some of the inklings of a post-Type I civilization like planetary expeditions and solar system-wide space travel.

While the enthusiastic man had good intentions in mind in terraforming Mars, as he wished for humanity to have a second home in case of an extinction class event taking place in the coming future.

It was clear he could have never guessed that they would be attacked by aliens and what followed the attack was perhaps the most devastating defeat that humanity had ever faced.

Many historians and tacticians even went on to form opinions that, had humans not been so devastated and separated due to the many wars that followed, the following fights against the aliens would have been far less difficult for them.

Mars, which had become a military colony, as the different countries fought over the resources on the planet was not able to move appropriately and efficiently to counterattack the invaders. Furthermore, because of their lack of understanding of what the Parasites represented, many human activist groups rose and proffered the desire to have peaceful talks with the aliens.

Even as he read the files detailing the information back then, Noah did not have much opinion on what transpired. With insight and information at disposal, it was easy to see and understand what should have been done back then by humanity.

But hindsight was always 20/20 and far removed from reality. There was fundamentally nothing wrong with wishing to discuss peacefully with the first alien races they had encountered in the vastness of space.

Sadly, while he could not give a subjective judgment, reality did the job for him. Because of politics, military and civil protests, the army was mired in a plan of incomprehension and was swiftly annihilated by the invading alien species. Annihilated and incorporated into their ranks and turned against their comrades.

The Mars outpost fell at the hands of the Parasite and the invading aliens started assimilating humans in their evolution process to make better versions of themselves by learning human characteristics. They learned new things, new tactics, new ways and capabilities of thinking like humans. They imitated humans and increased the numbers of their soldiers exponentially as they had so many surviving specimens.

Thus, it was deemed the most catastrophic defeat in the history of humanity and paved the way for the Parasites’ domination in the subsequent fights.

“So now, I have to annihilate them? Alone while they are boosted?”

Was it asking him to change the course of history? It did not seem to be the case but Noah always wondered one thing— what would his life have been like if they never appeared?

Surely far worse.

But now wasn't the time to dwell on the past. Fleeing from his pursuers while employing all of his honed skills to erase all of his traces, Noah swiftly entered the abandoned fortress.

He felt like he was entering some sort of military & art museum, showing the history of a world long forgotten in the vestiges of the past.

He couldn't help but wonder what was the purpose of this place? However, he was soon able to realize the significance it held for humanity.

Perhaps this was truly a record of history for the human race.

After all, for he who already knew what happened, he had no need nor interest to search around this place, but for the people who knew nothing, these ruins would be a great page of history they would be keen on inspecting and understanding to further realize the evolution and significance of humanity.

This is all good and all but now, what should I do?

Sitting on the ground, he spun his mind into thinking things through. The Parasites of those times were at the first stage of their evolution, but they were already able to move in large numbers, far surpassing the corresponding human numbers.

Noah was sure that he could kill many of them without much problem, but he was anything but a tireless machine.

He had been fighting nonstop since his time in the spaceship and now if he started waging some kind of war on the Parasites of all things, he would most likely lack enough juice to fuel himself. He really didn't want to get captured by those disgusting creatures.

“Well…”

His brain, which had slowed down to a crawl due to processing all the information he had collected, started churning the gears once more to figure out a solution to his predicament. Sooner than he expected, he realized that the answer was quite simple all along.

After all— he had been in the same situation in the past.

Though at that time I had people paving the way for me.

For all his pride and arrogance, Noah would never say that he could have done it all alone.

Not only because he could have not razed through everything on its own without expending all of his juice, but also because it would have been an insult to all the soldiers who had sacrificed their lives to bring more information about the Parasites.

An insult to all the scientists who never went home and experimented even on themselves to find answers regarding the Parasites— their invaders.

Finally… To all his friends who fought alongside him for a better future for all of humanity.

This time though, he was all alone. No Mecha to his name, no companions to fight alongside him, and no support to help him out.

— You are wrong.

Oh? What do you mean?

— You are not alone this time either.

…. Heh… Hahaha.

Noah laughed inwardly. Not caring whether he would be found or not, he laughed out loud to himself.

“Truly ironic.”

In the end, he leaked out a sigh. His eyes became cold as he prepared his mind to fully enter combat mode.

Indeed. The situation was different from back then but so was he.

“Where was the Mothership?”

— In this period of time. I should have already landed on Mars. Let me guide you there.

Very well.

Instantly, Noah moved along a guided path as new information was fed into the screen of his visor, directly before his sight, acting as a makeshift GPS to the Mothership, housing the Queen of all Parasites.

Even as he ran in the opposite direction towards the parasites, Noah still found the situation extremely ridiculous even by his standards.

Here he was, trusting the very being who had caused the whole situation in the first place by invading Earth and killing his friends in cold blood.

Now they were about to fight a past variation of this very being…

How could this be anything but an astonishingly ridiculous situation?

But this was happening and this was reality.

Back then when he woke up with her in his mind, Noah had thought that he was going crazy and that he had been compromised by the enemy already, becoming a Parasite of his own.

The two of them fought against each other every step of the way, but fighting against an entity that was one with you was no different from fighting against yourself.

Furthermore, back then he had not been as physically strong as he had become now. He suffered greatly at first.

Until they started to work together.

From hatred, to reluctant partnership, to acknowledgment, and finally an awkward relationship of what could be considered trust.

As his time spent with the Queen increased and the total amount of time with her in his head surpassed the time he had ever lived on Earth, most possibly, his own sense of self became far blurrier as he continued to wonder.

Was he truly Noah?

Was it truly the Queen of Parasites in his head?

Or were they nothing more than a new being created with the memories and capacity of the two melded into one?

What made Noah, Noah? What made him what he was?

Such philosophical questions tormented him in the past but were swiftly buried in his mind as he fought for survival.

He was Noah.

The Strongest Mecha pilot on Earth and it was time for him to add a new legend to his long line of accolades.

It's time to kill!

Like a mad bulldog, Noah started to rush towards the horde of over 100 parasites that seemed utterly astonished to see him quite literally jump them.

The armor encasing his body started to change, wiggling and morphing as the aesthetic form changed to a more burly shape without any significant detail.

Numerous crimson eyes appeared all over the body while deadly spikes and jagged teeth-wielding mouths formed all over the exoskeleton.

Noah was sure that from afar, he looked like nothing more than a monster but it did not matter to him.

Sometimes…

To kill monsters…

You had to become one yourself.

***

The following fight against the horde of Parasites was undoubtedly the most difficult fight Noah had to go through in a long, long while. Almost too long.

From the get go, what made the Parasites truly terrifying, beyond their ability to evolve into the beings they devoured and assimilated into themselves, was their hivemind. All of them were connected due to this trait.

They did not feel fear.

They did not feel fatigued.

They did not question orders.

They did not refuse orders.

Destroying themselves was not seen as a sacrifice, for they did not truly die and were still part of the greater whole. Thus they were complete, thus they could do anything.

Death did not stop them. It was not the end, merely the dissection of a single part, insignificant to the greater whole.

They had no individual greed, desire or will.

Just their purpose and the duty to accomplish said purpose by any means necessary.

Parasites were the ultimate army, the epitome of military perfection that would make any military drool to make them their own. Perhaps, the only thing one would find lacking in them would be the inherent time required for them to learn and evolve from their former self.

Fighting them was a tiring ordeal, often giving the feeling of not being a worthwhile endeavor.

Since they all shared the same senses, it was impossible to catch them off guard in the traditional sense. Alerting even one of them meant alerting the whole horde and the hive mind as a whole.

If this had been an assassination mission in the game, Noah would have thrown the controller against a wall and cursed all nine generations of the developer of this unbalanced game for giving him such an impossible mission.

Thankfully, this was reality, and stealth was merely one of the many options.

———

Endless roars of an enraged beast filled the periphery of the forest as raging winds and billowing clouds of dust rose in the surroundings of the horrific sound. The amalgam of explosions from gunshots, super rifles and other conventional weapons used in the olden times created a cacophony of carnage in a form of music that was nothing short of a beautiful symphony of death and destruction.

To kill a parasite, destroying their heads and their hearts was the surest way possible that they had devised while fighting the cosmic beasts. They could die of blood loss but as they inherently had great vitality, they could survive even if they were bisected from head to toe.

Bzzz~!

Noah immediately stepped to the side, even before the sound could reach him. The missing hand on his right arm was the result of him having underestimated technology.

Portable Railgun.

Perhaps one of the greatest wet dreams of all scientists who specialized in weapon development on Earth was this particular weapon. And the worst thing was…

They shouldn’t have this shit right now. Not when it was developed far later in the fight against the Parasites.

The first usable model of a Portable Railgun was created long after the war against the aliens began and was only equippable on Mechas for the greatest efficiency possible while using the guns. They had never managed to reach the level of a handgun in his time either, only being able to make it portable enough for the giant Mechas. Which wasn’t portable in the truest sense but it was what it was.

In the first place, it should have been impossible to create a source of energy high enough to shoot an explosive railgun and the recoil would destroy the shoulder of anyone trying to use the cataclysmic weapon.

However, it did not stop them from creating the deadly weapon of mass destruction.

Noah exchanged a flurry of fists and kicks against the horde of cosmic beasts before plunging his arm into the chest of one of the creatures closest to him and efficiently destroying its heart and core.

Even though he made it seem easy, the action itself was far harder than how he accomplished it so smoothly. They may seem like standard humans, in the most horrific and disfigured shapes possible, but their bodies were incredibly tough and resilient even before they received the boost, whatever the fuck it may be, from the system to elevate the difficulty. Furthermore, they could increase their speed and power by seemingly using Dark Matter or some similar substance.

I didn’t know you could do that.

— I didn’t know either. Humans never had Dark Matter inside their bodies so our evolution simply focused on increasing our physical abilities by integrating them into the human body.

That is good and all but, I am being surrounded by these fuckers.

It was also worth noting that he was unable to devour or eat them either as he did with the pirates. Not only because he didn’t have the time to go through with the devouring process but also because once they died, they would swiftly decompose and vanish from existence. Alongside their weapon. Thus Noah had no way of replenishing his energy reserves.

From fifty to five hundred and now far more than he could even count with a glance. The number of enemies did not go down as he killed them but simply kept on increasing.There was no doubt in his mind. This test was not something someone could pass. If the power of the Parasites was increased to match the power of the one taking the test then the only possible result would be surefire Death.

But far from feeling desperate in the current situation, a certain sense of excitement took hold inside Noah and was on a steady rise.

Fighting the pirates had started waking up his buried senses from his days fighting in the war but it had not been enough for him to recuperate all of his senses. They were too weak to bring much joy and anticipation inside him and awaken the predator that lay within him.

But this…

A massive grin formed on his face and his eyes shone in a luster of gold. This was a moment for him to retrace his steps and learn from the very basics. In the future, he might once again be besieged like this, so he had to make sure to lodge this experience in his memory.

People had no reason to play fair. War was not a game.

So all he had to do was simple.

Adapt.

It was his calling, the single most effective way he was able to become what he had become. His whole life had been one painful ride of survival.

Slowly, the bulkier form of the Parasite Queen changed shapes, and two scolopendra like swords formed on his back and around his arms all moving with pinpoint precision as they immediately pierced his targets with near instantaneous response time.

The energy leakage of the Dark Matter inside him gradually slowed down to a moderately acceptable degree as he watched and observed how to use this new form of energy. After all, the pirates he had killed did not have access to Dark Matter.

The first time he voluntarily moved this pool of energy that rested deep in his body, Noah had the impression that he ascended to new heights of power.

The world was not different.

Nothing had changed.

Nothing except for him.

His moves became more efficient, faster and more bizarre. Despite having no particular trajectory or set path, they were far more destructive. Like a predator rushing in a flock of sheep, Noah danced to the rhythm of his attunement and killed them mercilessly one after the other. The more he killed the better he became.

However, after a long time of slaughtering the beasts, he realized that the Parasites had changed their tactics.

They were giving him more space as they entered a form of ranged combat. Not because of fear but because they judged that he had no particular way to reach them from a distance. He could only go as far as mid-range by extending his retractable blades using his armor.

They were not wrong.

Noah had no way to perform any ranged attacks. But this was also the fatal mistake they made.

The parasites were many things, but for all the perfection they seemed to have, there was one thing that should never be forgotten.

They were not above being tricked!

— I found her!

The Queen had not stayed idle throughout this fight. Though she had an idea where the other Queen should have been at this time, she did not have a perfect memory either and couldn't give the most accurate positioning to him.

But she was not useless. Not only did she help him move the two blades on his back and cover him but she had been working on intercepting and analyzing the orders that were being sent.

The positioning slightly shifted and exact numbers were added.

— Southwest. 1600 meters away from our current location.

Noah crouched down as a runner, slowly accumulating power in his legs. Both by using his strength and the little insight he had received by observing and analyzing the way the Parasites used Dark Matter.

By the time the Parasites realized that something was amiss and were about to crowd him once again— it had already been too late.

“Goodbye, fuckers!!”

Whoosh! BOOM!

Several explosions followed as shockwaves spread in his surroundings due to every one of his steps and Noah immediately broke the sound barrier.

No obstacles could stop him nor even slow him down as he flew like a bullet toward his target.

It was time to kill the Queen for the second time and end the test.

———


CH 21: Different Rewards


Even as he accelerated and bulldozed through everything that stood in his way, Noah continued to analyze everything.

This test from the start was not something that should be possible. Whoever created this increase in difficulty really did not want people to use the name Noah.

There were so many weird things about this fact but not something he had to focus on now.

Whoosh!

The sound of the wind rushing in his ears was beautiful and though he was moving at a speed far beyond whatever he ever experienced, he was enjoying this moment like no others.

They are your children, right? Can you control them?

As far as humans managed to understand, Parasites were a hive mind centered around the Queen. The individuality of the whole could also be said to be the personality of the Queen. In a way, this was not so different from a colony of ants or bees.

—I cannot. I have tried but…It’s different. I am different. I can connect and understand the orders sent but I cannot interfere naturally, I would have to try and hijack the whole hive.

Noah continued to run. The implication behind those words could be the confirmation of what they always anticipated or this could be simply because they were not true parasites and were simply programmed to behave as such.

Noah did not have the time to think further as he felt a surge of energy coming from the front.

“Tch. Parasite Guards.”

Those bastards had been one of the toughest nuts to crack during the fight against the Parasites. Super elites were specially created to protect the Queen and also pierce the frontline. Out of the four constellations who died before the final fight, three of them died because of those guards.

Though they are shorter than I remembered.

Unlike other Parasites, the guard stood at around three meters tall. Unlike the ten-meter-tall guards, he fought in the past.

But while they were shorter, the pressure they were giving him was higher. If he let himself be taken in their nests, he would most likely get surrounded and killed with no way of escaping.

Noah understood that he was severely lacking in diversity when it came to attack and defense. His understanding of Dark Matter was instinctual at best and still very rough. If at least he could use Morgiana’s fire the fight would be easier. But there was no use moaning about what could not be.

He simply had to be a little more imaginative.

The centipede swords formed once again in his arms, but this time they were thinner, and longer.

“Take this!”

All the swords started lashing out around him at high speed, so fast in fact that they seemed to be completely invisible to the naked eye.

The only proof of their presence was the humming of the air being split and all the objects that were shredded apart as he approached them.

Simply like this, Noah had managed to create an absolute zone of death that also served as a shield of sorts, the two guards didn’t stand a chance.

Even as they rushed at him, he cut and reduced them to small pieces in but an instant. The ferocity of the attack was even beyond his expectation.What was even more surprising was how they rushed stupidly at him.

Stronger but far more stupid.

The dangers of Parasites had never been their power but the process of their evolution.

The Parasites Noah fought against might have been weaker as they did not possess Dark Matter but they had evolved for multiple generations after analyzing and understanding human’s cunningness and technology, making them far more dangerous and hard to fight against.

Noah was honestly thankful. For all his pride, if he had to fight the Parasite back then while they also had Dark Matter and higher technology…He would have failed.

In reverse, this situation also left a bitter taste in his mouth as this showed that the historian had been right.

Had humanity acted faster and more decisively from the start like by bombing Mars, Parasites would have been far easier to handle and the war would not have reached the level it had in the past.

“Finally we’re here.”

The interior of the ship had a more organic feel than he remembered, even as he entered it, he felt more like he was walking in the stomach of a beast than through a ship.

The guards he killed earlier had been the last defense standing between him and his targets and the other Parasites would not be able to reach this place fast enough.

Finally standing in front of the Queen, Noah admired her once again.

“You look uglier.”

—-....

The Queen he remembered was very close to humans in terms of appearance, even though she was a 20-meter-tall giant.

The one here was more akin to a gelatinous mass floating in a green tube with only an indistinct human form.

“I guess back then you had yet to eat enough humans for a complete evolution.”

He did not waste too much time observing the Queen as she was now. This was nothing more than an image of the past, and Noah was very intimate with the tales of the Hare and the Turtle.

He had no wish to become the prey in this situation.

“Farewell. I wish killing you had been that easy back then.”

The last thing Noah saw as he destroyed the Queen was a blue message floating in front of him.

[Simulation of the Witness State terminated]

[Result: Overwhelming success.]

The world immediately froze, fading into white and black. Noah initially thought that after killing the Queen he would have to kill all the parasites who were now unable to move but it seemed like the system had judged that it was not necessary.

[Calculating reward based on analyzing the combat pattern of the trial taker.]

[Reward set at the highest possible for choosing the Noah Difficulty]

The fuck is the Noah Difficulty?

[Calculating… Calculating…]

[Reward decided]

A glitch seemed to appear before one small light formed just above his head.

Stretching his hand, Noah caught the reward and looked at it. At first, he was confused but soon, his eyes widened as he looked at the golden ball in his hand with the image of a snake eating its tail in the form of infinity.

[Ouroboros Perpetual Core]

[Rank: Unique Growth Type]

[Description: A core specially created by the finest mind of the Gaia Empire with the image of a hero in mind]

Ouroboros.

Noah clenched his fist over the core.

In mythology, this was a symbol representing the cycle of life and death.

Truly a mighty name. But more than anything —It was the name of Noah’s Mecha.

***

In a field filled with dead bodies that had been burned to a crisp, a man with a yellow marking on his body was breathing harshly while running.

Despite his tall stature, he was showing surprising skills in terms of nimbleness and speed as he zigzagged in the forest and away from his pursuer.

The man was none other than Omid and he was going through a test of the same nature as Noah, albeit slightly different.

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Why the hell am I being pursued by those monsters?

Omid was confused. This white gate was completely different from the ones he knew, and the test made absolutely no sense.

Firstly, while Virtual Reality had indeed been researched and reached an incredible degree of realism, it was nearly impossible to truly break through the wall of reality. He did not feel like he simply had his conscience transferred but that of his whole body had entered a new world.

He could think, see, feel and even taste. This went beyond simple VR and could only be possible by using obsolete technology such as the full Neurolink.

Now is not the time to think about this!

Omid jumped away as a red flame formed around his right fist before being launched like a grenade at the enemies.

BOOM!

The satisfying sound of the explosion reached his ears, but he knew that this would only give him a very short window of rest and that they would soon come back with vengeance.

Whoever designed this test is a bastard!

Parasites were not meant to be fought by only one person. At the very least, one needed a certain level of power difference to do such things, it would be even better if they had a high-level Knightframe.

Sadly the test asked for one to survive without the use of Mecha to ensure the fairness of the test.

What fairness? It was such a pain he felt like he was about to go completely crazy and nothing else.

Also, has it already been nearly 72 hours?

He could not help but wonder how this was happening. He had the distinct impression that the time spent in the VR was different but no Type III civilization could easily mess with time, even Type IV could hardly do such a thing from what he knew.

Of course, rather than messing with the flux of time itself, the probability that they were messing with his perception of time was far higher and more realistic.

But then, if it was not reality…How was he able to use all his abilities?

The situation was becoming harder and harder to properly grasp and he was becoming frustrated. He was also starting to regret slightly his choice to enter this Gate but the way the world was presented, all those wonders, and the possible reward at the end made those regrets vanish quite swiftly.

He simply needed to survive and he would survive! Even if it was the last thing he would do in this world.

Fuck!

Omid bit down a scream of pain as his shoulder received a powerful impact that sent him tumbling down a small hill. The shock was so powerful that the shoulder part of his armor was completely destroyed, leaving even his body mangled and bloody.

Buzzing sounds reached his ears as he looked up and paled.

“Royal Guards…”

He knew that the more time passed, the harder the test became but still, this was completely unfair.

In the hierarchy of Parasites, Royal Guards were not something that anyone could dare to face. They were the ones with the highest evolution below the Queen and an evolution extremely specialized for combat and destruction as well as protection.

If he had his Mecha, he would have been less intimidated but now with his bare body, it was simply impossible.

Omid knew that running was not the way. He needed to hold on a little longer. Only by doing so would he have hope.

His thoughts moved swiftly as he calculated the remaining amount of Dark Matter that he had in him.

Omid was a Yellow Flame. In terms of pure fire temperature, he was theoretically just at the second highest possible level but obviously, the reality was not so simple.

There was a difference between what someone should be able to do and what he was actually able to do.

This difference became even clearer without the amplification effect of a Knightframe core. The power he could bring without affecting his own body was minimal.

Even so…

Whoosh!

Orange-like flames started blazing around his armor, giving the impression that he was entirely cloaked in them.

[Fire Style: Fire cloak]

He was not just blazing his fire around without thought. Each skill, each technique was something that had been carefully studied for years and perfected generation after generation.

The Fire cloak was perhaps one of the strongest defensive techniques they had. A step down from the legendary [Sun Regalia] that only the members of the royal family could learn.

An inferno with a temperature of nearly one thousand degrees Celsius spread all around him, his yellow marking shone brightly and he stood tall, like a mighty warrior ready to fight for his life.

“Come on!”

This time he did not flee but in fact, rushed at the two guards who had attacked him with all his power. Parasites were Cosmic Beasts who could float and breathe in space as well as survive the cosmic radiation quite easily. From the start they were really a bad matchup for Djinns like him but it did not matter.

The two Guards did not disappoint. As they felt neither fear nor pain and their wisdom was still not fully developed. Four fists fought against two and as expected, Omid found himself swiftly suppressed by the combined might of the monsters he was facing.

On the horizon, he could feel the heat signature of more creatures approaching and he knew that the more time passed the more disadvantaged he would be.

Watching the guards slowly burn and melt as they continued to come close to him was a sight of horror he had never thought he would be forced to witness. For the first time, the smell of charred flesh seemed even a little too much for him.

But he held on. Even as his shoulder made him feel so much pain he thought he was about to die and even as his blood was pouring out, then to be reduced immediately to ashes, he continued to hold on.

Thankfully, the guards did not target fatal points. Parasites' primary goal was always to capture instead of killing if it was possible. This was another fact he used to his advantage.

The guards were not unscathed and the earth around him was completely scorched but it was not fast enough in his opinion. They were protecting their bodies with Dark Matter which made them even harder to kill.

Ah

Omid’s legs wobbled as he felt all his strength leave him. He was spent. Running and fighting for nearly 72 hours had already been a little too much and now he had no more power to defend himself.

Is this how I lose?

He could not believe it. After sacrificing so much would he die in such a pitiful way? With nothing to show for it?

Omid mourned as he watched the fist gradually grow larger as it reached its head. He was powerless and he would soon be captured.

He could have closed his eyes but even as he had given up all hope, he refused to lose with his eyes closed.

This was why he was able to see.

[00:00:00]

Time froze and the world was greying while a Blue box appeared in front of him.

[Simulation of the Witness State terminated]

Omid had felt his heart beat powerfully in his chest when he read those words.

I survived!

Reality hit him when he saw all the wounds on his body vanish and his Dark Matter replenish.

[Difficulty: Normal]

[Result: Average.]

[Race identified. Official Name: Djinn; Yellow Flame pattern]

[Calculating reward based on analyzing the combat pattern of the trial taker.]

[Reward decided]

Omid scowled a little at the result but he was so happy about surviving that he did not even care. Even so, when he finally saw the reward — All dissatisfaction immediately vanished from his heart.

[Earth core]

[Rank: Common]

[Description: A core used by the low-level soldiers of the Gaia Empire to equip on their Frames]

His breath became rough.

An earth core.

He did not care one bit about what the description was saying.

Everything in this world was a question of perspective.

The empire was a Type IV Four civilization. What they considered low-level or common was completely different from the current standard of the galaxy.

“Jackpot!”

He cheered. Just this alone was enough of a reward for him to become renowned in the galaxy after a few years of strengthening his Mecha.

“There is still one more test.”

Truly. This whole operation was indeed worth it. Soon a new legend would see the light of the day.

He would make sure of that.

—-


CH 22: Legion of Pride


While Noah and Omid were finishing the first test, the forces outside were moving fast and with deadly precision.

Floating in the vast Cosmos, close to the tidally locked planet with three suns was the Sphere-like spaceship of Omid. The main ship that he had left in Orbit to avoid the Gravity Well of the planet and keep the engine ready to move as fast as possible should the force of Dorothy and the Mercenary Guild appear.

In the ship, the pirates who stayed were becoming restless as the situation continued to evolve in a way they were not able to understand no matter how much they tried.

They had been trying to contact those down on the planet for a few seconds now but to no avail. No matter what they did, there was no response. This was despite the fact that everything seemed to be working properly.

In such a situation, the protocol would be to dispatch a few scouts to explore and understand what was happening but they were unable to do such things as most of the combat personnel were already down there.

If everyone was dead or unable to respond then sending more was useless.

The second in command, Bijan, a man with red markings, similar to those of Morgiana growled quietly. He had once been a soldier under the order of Omid during the period when they were serving Queen Scheherazade in the Thousand and One Night Palace.

However, like many, they had fled from the planet because of the current oppressive atmosphere created by Sultan Shahryar and his Minister Jafar.

Chasing away the thought of his homeland, Bijan focused on the matter at hand. With his experience, he should have been used to complicated situations that needed fast decision making, but currently all he could feel was confusion as his reasoning fought against his heart.

A few minutes ago, a blinding light shot from the planet, reaching far into the cosmos. So far he would not be surprised if the radar of a few systems deeper in the galaxy caught it.

What should have been a simple and secretive matter was becoming increasingly complicated as he was sure that a few random pirates and adventurers might soon be attracted to come and see what was going on.

This was something beyond the experience of all those present and they were wondering what the best course of action should be now.

“Perhaps the Captain and all the others are dead?”

Someone muttered out loud what everyone else was thinking, before being shushed by the others, but the damage was already done.

Pirates were not soldiers. It would be stupid to expect them to stay longer than necessary and sacrifice themselves. They had been following and acting as good little soldiers while controlling their nature as pirates until now because of Omid. Bijan neither had the strength nor prestige of Omid and he couldn't order them to die.

They would never die for useless things such as honor and loyalty. Only cold hard credits could make them risk their lives.

“So, what do we do?”

The Djinn looked down at the map while observing the state of their ship.

The situation was dire and they had no information, the bulk of their main force was all with Omid and those here were mostly staff and low-level pirates.

The ship itself boasted reasonable firepower and defense but it was nothing impressive, even more so when compared to the float of the Emerald City.

His own poor Mecha alone would be useless. It certainly did not have the power that Omid’s Mecha had.

What should I do?

For an instant, he contemplated giving the order to stay. Even though he was no longer a soldier, Omid had taken very good care of him and he had always been very loyal

But one look at the crew members was enough to tell him that he would have a true and complete mutiny on his hands should he make this choice. He might be able to kill them but then this would defeat the whole point.

Sorry, Captain. I am sure you would understand if you were here.

It was with a defeated sigh that he finally took his decision, “We are —”

Boom!

His voice was interrupted as the ship suddenly shook and a red alarm blared. All the pirates who had been ready to leave immediately took their positions.

“We are getting bombarded!”

Boom! Boom!

“Activate the shield immediately!Activate the Warp Engines! we are Diving in the Sea!”

Bijan immediately discarded all hesitation he may have had. They needed to flee now. Unfortunately, it was already too late.

“The space in our surroundings is frozen! Unable to enter Hyperspace!”

“Shields at 40%! Still unable to detect the enemy!”

Bad news came one after another. They had not even been able to exchange fire. This was simply and purely a one-sided massacre.

What the hell is happening!?

He looked at the radar which showed nothing outside of a few floating rocks but they were undoubtedly being attacked.

Sneak attack.

Invisible enemies.

Powerful Weapons.

The incoming force of Oz

It did not take long for a name to appear in his mind as he put all the pieces together.

In Oz, there was one legion that was special in the way it operated.

Made of nothing but stealth units that could approach extremely close to nearly any ship without being detected by anyone and able to swiftly exterminate even a full armada.

They were feared in the galaxy as one of the most dishonorable but efficient armed groups.

“The Lion Pride Legion.”

He muttered the name as dread filled his mind. He wished to be wrong. But he knew he wasn’t.

Alongside the Heart Metal Legion and the Tactical Scarecrow Legion, they were one of the three principal legions protecting the planet Oz and represented Dorothy Gale’s personal armed force.

Why!?

He could not understand. Sending one of the three legions simply to deal with small shrimp-like them? Why was Dorothy going so far? Even if she had a good relationship with Alibaba and Morgiana this was too much.

How could this even be worth it?

“Boss!? What do we do!?”

He looked at the man who asked him and fought the urge to burn him to a crisp.

“What do we do!? Are you fucking stupid!? Raise the white flag immediately! What the hell do you think we can do? If any of you want to die then go, don't bring us down with you!”

His roar immediately calmed the unrest as they realized that indeed there was absolutely nothing they could do in this situation.

—

Standing around two meters tall was a man with a humanoid form. His body was nearly entirely encased in a seemingly medieval golden armor with only his head free from a helmet.

“Tch! I guess those people are smart at least. Your orders Dorothy? Should we destroy them now?”

His head was that of a lion and his mane seemed to be made of fire as it shone under the light.

In his right hand, was a hairbrush he was carefully using on his mane. The attack on the pirate ship was of no interest to him. Bringing his legion here was like bringing a nuke to a knife fight. The power difference was simply too unequal and there was no suspense.

He loved that.

Fights with zero doubt about the outcome were always the best in his opinion.

Since victory was assured, he was more interested in making sure his mane was flowing and tidy. A lion mane was a lion’s pride and he prided himself in being a very handsome lion.

Meanwhile, sitting on her throne was Dorothy. But this time she was not wearing her normal attire.

Rather she was wearing regal Power Armor in black, silver and white with an emerald-colored cloak on her back.

Her beautiful face was hidden behind an expressionless white mask but through it, you could hear the laughter in her voice as she spoke.

“For a cowardly lion, you are acting quite proud. I remember you were ready to surrender when the wicked witch attacked us.”

“And me surrendering is the reason she didn’t boil us alive and eat us. Your point?”

His toothy grin was quite menacing but Dorothy knew he meant no harm.

Laughing, she stood up, her silver boots giving a distinct click as she walked toward her friend and companion who had shared the highs and the lows with her.

“Don’t kill the pirates yet. They are still worth more alive than dead, the emerald mine needs new prisoners.”

“Are you leaving?”

“Yeah…I am. I need to be there.”

He frowned, he wished to tell her to at least take her Mecha but he knew this was unnecessary.

No one could catch Dorothy while she wore her Silver Boots.

There was no sound nor light as Dorothy vanished, going down to take one of the smaller ships.

The [Silver Flash] they called her long before she became recognized as a witch.

A very good name but he liked [The Silver Reaper] more. Only because it always made her embarrassed. Dorothy writhing in embarrassment was always fun.

Sighing a little, the Lion ignored the looks the staff were throwing at him as he took out a mirror to admire his work.

He had a date after this and he needed to be at his best.


CH 23: Maxwell's Demon


Ouroboros.

Memories filled Noah’s mind, like echoes of nostalgia from a distant past, as the name appeared in front of his eyes. Memories so powerful that even the weight of the years could not erase them from his very core.

Unit 00 — Adam. This was the serial number of his Mecha. But for Noah, it would always be Ouroboros. Nothing more, nothing less. It was a given since his Mecha was not just a cold machine for him. It was his friend and practically his other half. An entire part of his identity. No different from his limbs, it was a second body, so to speak.

Even back in the olden days of war, Ouroboros had been a masterpiece, a Mecha representing the crystallization of human wisdom. The mastery of human refinement was the singular thing that made it unique and extraordinary. And that same uniqueness made everyone deem it a total failure, a showpiece without use. It represented a seemingly insurmountable challenge for the user, something that no one was capable of wielding.

All scientists, even the ones who had brought it into existence, deemed it useless outside of serving as the basis for the construction of lesser Mechas that were more accessible to everyone else. This was why its code name was Adam.

One reason for its nightmarish challenge was the Dive system that could go even deeper and synchronize the entire body with the Mecha on an existential level. True unity of mind and machine that went onto such a level that the one manning the machine lost themselves in the void and became nothing but a husk of themselves. Their brains fried into mangled gore or their body breaking down, not being able to withstand the burden of the union.

Even for Noah, piloting Ouroboros at its full capacity had been a dire last-moment circumstance in most cases. The same went for the other constellations to a lesser degree.

One could say that each time they piloted a Mecha, they burned up their own life force.

The others hated it and he could understand why. But Noah… he loved the feeling more than he should have. The sensation of becoming one with the machine, casting away his weak flesh and becoming something akin to a god of destruction that could sweep the entire battlefield alone with no problem was exhilarating. It was wonderful and sensational.

— I see that you were crazy even before we fused.

For once, Noah had nothing to say to the voice that lived inside him rent-free. Piloting was his drug, his will, his aim. His only sense of purpose. The only thing he was any good for— a talent that made him loved and respected by everyone.

It made him feel… special.

Even if in the end— with all of his accomplishments and all of his feats whittled down, he was a pitiful lab rat.

“Well, now that I have filled my depression quota for the time being, it should be time to have a proper look at my reward.”

Shaking his head, he filtered out the memories that only brought pain. All those memories coming one after another were affecting his psyche in ways he did not like a single bit. Once again, he felt the need to visit a psychiatrist after he was finished with all this. That topped his list of desires more than he was willing to admit.

After this whole test and the so-called Noah difficulty, most of Noah’s deepest suspicions revealed themselves to be not far from the truth. It seemed that entering that mysterious dimension through the wormhole, brought him into another time or another dimension.

Perhaps both at the same time?

At times like this, he regretted sleeping during his physics lessons. He only had a brief outline of the underlying principles in his mind and that was not helpful in the least.

Forget it. Let’s look at this baby.

“Can I get a better description of this item?”

He held the beautiful golden ball and held it high in the air, twirling it to see it from all angles.

— Eat it?

“One. Don’t even think about doing something like that. Two, this thing seems to hold even less energy than the core of the Mecha we had felt out there.” Noah mused. Was it really some super technological equipment? If so, why did it feel so weak?

Thinking about it, it was described to be a growth type engine.

Noah could not even imagine how a core was supposed to grow further. But at least this told him enough about the fact that he would have to nurture it in some way and make it stronger and advance further.

After testing different things with the core and ignoring the Queen's proposal of biting it to test its durability, Noah finally remembered that he was different from before and there was one distinct thing he was yet to try.

Dark Matter.

Thinking about it, Noah took a deep breath and focused on the sensation in his body, bringing back the feeling that filled his veins when he had been using the power of Dark Matter.

The core reacted to his effort as it shook ever so slightly before a whole tide of information filled his mind, causing him to wince and growl.

He stayed as still as possible for a few seconds before finally opening his eyes once more, his pupils shining with a dark hue. This time, he looked at the core with pure shock and awe in his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

This core wasn’t simply a source of energy for the Mecha, it also contained a core technique within it— a way to manipulate energy following a set of techniques as you’d see in a typical Chinese fantasy. There were categories to the techniques, both common and unique. Depending on the capabilities of the core, even Mecha with the same model could vary greatly in its inherent abilities.

The core Noah held was very, very special. It was a core related to concepts that would be deemed absolute and even blasphemous by the most brilliant minds back home. It was a jewel of ancient technology.

Infinite energy. Law of Thermodynamics. Perpetual Motion.

It was a boon of heavenly technology that did the very impossible.

A Perpetual Machine.

A machine that broke all laws of Thermodynamics from the root up.

Ironically or perhaps most fittingly, the name of the core technique was— [Maxwell Demon]

Noah frowned, as the information continued to become more and more esoteric and complicated to decipher but in essence, the technique was quite simple to describe.

Swallowing all forms of energy and converting them into any other form of energy as the user wished.

Devouring others’ cores to further increase its might.

In short— it went through the same purpose as eating, but how to direct the energy was a bit different, more controlled and selective.

Ever growing, ever-evolving. There was theoretically no limit to its growth but from what he understood from what he had been shown, he couldn’t just randomly absorb things and hope for the best.

Despite this limitation, this was…

Noah stopped the urge to laugh his lungs out.

Adaptation.

Predation.

Devouring and Conversion.

It seemed like this was becoming a theme for him, and he did not know what he should think about that.

I can evolve, you can evolve and even my Mecha can Evolve. Everyone is evolving together it seems.

Noah once again fought the urge to laugh like a lunatic. The whole theme was so absurd that he went completely speechless.

“Any other information regarding this core?”

[Maxwell Demon is a technique that was studied by the Gaia Empire after fighting another civilization they had encountered in their long march of evolution.]

“What do you mean?”

[Further information cannot be obtained through this trial.]

Noah growled in frustration at being limited after coming so close to the truth he sought. Even so, he knew that getting angry at some mindless machine was useless and unbecoming. Even for someone like him, moreover, it was utterly useless.

“Very well. I guess it’s time to go through the second trial.”

If this second trial was anything like the first it would be extremely difficult for him to pass. However, he couldn’t just shy away from the trial because of the risks. He had to see this to the very end. He had to find out the truth, more than anything else.

[Would you like to participate in the second test?]

[Y/N?]

Noah grinned and clicked on the Y.

[Mission: Battle Royale.]

[Description: Only one person can obtain the final reward. As such a battle royale is the easiest and most direct way to determine the final victor. Killing is not allowed.]

[Warning! As you have chosen the highest difficulty available, the mission has been changed]

[Mission: One vs All]

[Description: A hero is often lonely. A hero also has to fight against impossible odds. Face all the surviving participants. Killing is thus allowed.]

[Number of participants: 19]

[Good Luck]

Noah cracked his finger as he felt himself being teleported to a whole new area.

“I won't need luck.”

They were the ones who were going to need a great deal of luck, to match up to him.

At least— that was the line of thought he was going for but a few moment later—

***

Holy shit! Gotta run!

Noah cursed as a missile missed him by mere inches. He was still pushed back by the blast that followed soon after.

— I thought you wouldn't need luck.

I never thought the bastards would be able to use their Knightframes or whatever the names of those Mechas are. How is this even remotely fair!?

The situation was beginning differently than he thought it would.

How did it come to this?


CH 24: Right Back at you


Moments ago, as Noah entered the grounds of the second test, he realized that he had been transported to a jungle once more. The exact nature of their location eluded his understanding.

“Can you still feel the pull?”

— Yes. It’s far stronger in this place.

The knowledge gave him the realization of all he desired to confirm. Everything was indeed real, no form of virtual reality engine was in play here. That… or their minds were being warped so vigorously, their perception thrown completely off, that they were unable to distinguish reality from mental simulation. A possible prospect, as it was the workings of an advanced civilization beyond anything he had ever encountered.

Then let’s go kill ’em all.

The mission was quite simple, all things considered.

Kill and Devour.

Once he had enough energy, he would finally complete the goal that had been haunting him for so many years.

At least this should have been the case but—

Shit!

He felt more than he saw. A chilling sensation went down his spine, a warning of incoming danger.

All his senses seemed to sublimate at this moment, his perception increasing in such a way that he had the feeling that time seemed to slow down for him.

His muscles tightened and thousands of Dark Tendrils immediately came out of his armor before forming a semi-circular shield in front of him.

Dammit!

Deafening sounds and multiple explosions followed the shock that went through his body as Noah found himself propelled more than a dozen meters away. His bones rattled from the shockwave but he was otherwise safe. The small wounds he received were already healing.

Not bothering to turn to look behind him, Noah immediately started to run while making sure to not keep a straight line in his course. Meanwhile, two creepy red eyes opened on his back and his vision immediately changed as a screen appeared in front of him, allowing him to see what the Parasite was seeing.

This was when he understood what had attacked him and immediately cursed out.

“A Knightframe.”

Over the horizon, he could see one giant of steel of around five meters. This was one of the mecha belongings to the pirates.

The test was not some man vs man fight but one where everything was allowed.

Noah immediately assessed his chances of victory and determined that they were minimal at this distance.

The saving grace was that this Mecha was not designed for ground warfare. Much less one in a forest filled with so many obstacles.

He doubted he would have been able to outrun a Mecha on even ground.

.

.

.

Back to normal time, Noah continued to curse as another missile missed him by an inch.

He was sure that he could triumph, but this fight was becoming a pain to deal with.

But Noah wasn't just running aimlessly. Whenever he moved, he would make sure to barrel straight into any outcrops of trees that were in his path.

This barely slowed him down but it was a nightmare for the Mecha.

Furthermore, he had another goal. The Mecha was nothing more than a hunting hound. Herding him in a certain direction.

A trap was most likely awaiting him.

But it was alright. It was also what he wanted.

—Do you truly want to gamble?

“Life is always a gamble.”

The only thing that confused him was that the one chasing him seemed pretty unskilled.

***

On Omid's side, things were silent. The mood was somber.

“Captain…The prey is approaching. Do we move?”

Nineteen.

Out of the nineteen, the majority who survived were foot soldiers rather than Mecha pilots.

This did not come as a surprise for Omid as after inquiring he realized that all the tests for the Mecha pilots had been more deadly.

Even so, this was a huge blow and at any other time he would have been devastated but now…Omid clutched the small core with glee, holding it up to his face while sitting in his Mecha.

The death of his soldiers? Nothing more than an afterthought.

Once he came out of this gate, he would be stronger and he might even be able to stand as a hegemon of this part of the galaxy.

“All of you guys. Surround him and put him down. Be careful. I do not know who we are facing but it ultimately does not matter.”

His voice was calm, hiding his excitement, “As for me, I will digest the reward in preparation for the next phase. Whatever you guys obtained, I will not take. You just have to do your job.”

The pirates, who had been worried all released sighs of relief. None of them had managed to obtain a core but even so, they had been rewarded with small condensed essence pills.

Those essences were useless to people like Omid who could use Dark Matter but in the Market, it could sell for hundreds of thousands of credits.

The reason?

It allowed those who swallowed them to open their minds to the cosmos and finally observe Dark Matter.

Of course, the reason such things “only” sold for hundreds of thousands rather than millions was because such an opening was filled with impurities and the one doing so would never amount to much.

The pills were also a kind of psychedelic drugs and the chances of one losing their mind as they entered in contact with what was theorized to be a higher dimension was quite high.

Unsafe, risk of brain death, limited potential.

So many faulty points, and yet the pirates were holding them like they were the greatest treasure.

“Don't take those pills now as it will make you helpless for a short time. Those who received mecha training can choose one of the empty ones. As for the last frame, leave them here. We will find a way when we go back. I already disabled the navigation system so they are unusable.”

There were twenty-one Mecha and only nineteen pirates. Even then, not all of them could pilot one.

“Understood!”

Once he finished giving all the orders, Scorched, his Knightframe, started moving away from the groups.

For one, while he wanted to completely assimilate the core to his mecha now, such a thing could not be done simply because he wanted to. The only thing he could do now was change the core and let his frame adjust itself slightly while he also did the same and attuned himself to the power.

He would need to find people he could trust and a skilled mechanic to rework his frame in its entirety so that it could truly become suitable to the core and bring the greatest amount of power.

Should I contact Geppetto through Cassim?

Omid shuddered, he was sure that Cassim would not develop greed for his gain. His other fellow pirates had higher chances of backstabbing him.

But Geppetto…

Omid discarded the thoughts and focused on the situation at hand. The reason why he was not following his subordinates and wanted to power himself up as fast as possible was simple.

Omid was feeling threatened.

He realized this through the last trial but those trials were fair and in fact, gave only a slight handicap that could theoretically be overcome.

If the mission was nineteen vs one then…He couldn’t even imagine what kind of monster they would have to face.

Please, guys. Die for my sake and send me the information I need.

His eyes were cold. He was too close now. Too close to simply give up and gamble on his life. To succeed, he would sacrifice everything.

He could always create a new pirate group.

***

As he accelerated through the world, he could see his surroundings zip through his vision like a blur. Noah had been too busy outmaneuvering the Mecha, so he was too late to realize that the number had steadily increased from one to three. And that led to the realization that his margin of escape was shrinking further and further— a clear trap laid out to corner him.

His head spun as his eyes tracked the movements and trails of the Mechas, analyzing and deciphering hidden meanings behind their actions and their clear intentions. It seemed that he was paying no heed to where he was going as he got lost in his analysis of his enemies’ patterns.

But Noah was aware. He was not headless, much less lost in this vast landscape. He knew where he was going and he knew what he was trying so hard to find.

— Southwest, I have finally acquired a response.

Immediately, Noah’s eyes changed colors, a beautiful shade of majestic gold, as he changed directions and went straight for the pinpointed location.

The sudden swivel in his forward motion was so powerful and impactful that he felt like his bones began rattling inside his body. Pain shot through his mind like bolts of lightning chasing through the clouds but Noah did not flinch, focusing all of his attention on the sprint.

The sound of an explosion echoed as he pushed his muscles hard, accelerating faster than ever before, and shot through the terrain like a cannonball. He was moving so fast that even his own perception was able to barely keep up through the sprint. It was incredible, gaining such momentum and speed for the first time in all his life, but he was not given the time to marvel at his greatness as his ears caught the deafening echoes of something charging his way.

— Shield?

No need.

***

#15. He was one of the pilots of the Mechas of Omid’s crew. Previously nothing more than a mere foot soldier, he was now piloting the Mecha to go up against Noah and was busy lining up his shot towards their target.

#15 did not quite understand why the boss was so hesitant about this target of theirs. They were a strong group of nineteen against a measly single person, all alone, trying their best to survive against a Mecha. Had they properly attacked him, the target would have already been finished, deader than dead from the get-go. But now here they were, chasing him like a cat after a mouse and bringing him to the ambush point.

｢#15, what the hell are you doing!? Don’t mind me, I’m just taking things into my own hands here.｣

The damn target was moving so fast that it was hard to calibrate his attack to the target and fire the cannons of his Mecha. A task that became far more hellish due to the obstruction of the forest surrounding them.

He was tired of chasing some midget when they could simply off him easily and reap the rewards of this test. More than anything else, the reason why he was being impatient was simple in its entirety. He was greedy. He was wondering… would the one to kill the target get a special reward?

It was quite an important thought. Since most of them did not even have access to Dark Matter, they couldn't bring out the full prowess of a Mecha and utilize it to its maximum potential. They neither had the training nor the means to accomplish something like that.

But no one would be happy to remain stagnant in a particular state. He was a pirate and of course, he was greedy by definition alone. He didn’t need to hide it. And like most others in his crew, he was not happy with simply getting some shitty pill that would give him some mediocre boost. But, he was willing to go the extra mile to change his lot.

Stop moving bitch! Just one second. Only one second.

For the first time in his life, the pirate was praying to the gods even though he knew that gods were nothing but powerful existences. It was just a reflex, nothing more. But for the first time once again— it seemed like the gods listened to him.

On his monitor, he could see that the target they had been painstakingly chasing had suddenly slowed down significantly, bringing their hands forward and shooting two tentacle-esque ropes from the protrusions of their power armor. The ropes shot forward at incredible speed and caught one of the high branches of a tall tree, and using the rope, the target propelled itself up into the tree.

His action led to him jumping high in the air, which momentarily put him in a spot that was easy for anyone to target. A gap for number #15 to exploit.

This was impressive. Truly impressive. But at the same time, “Stupid bastard!”

Pilot #15 laughed out loud, not caring as to why the man who had been running around all this time made the stupid decision of becoming an easy target for his enemies. The only thing that the Mecha pilot cared about was the fact that he had a full view of his target and they were unable to flee any longer.

“Die!”

Immediately pushing the button once he had calibrated the cannon to the target, he blasted the manual rocket missiles embedded into the Mecha.

His face was filled with utter glee, eyes gleaming with joy, mouth opened wide in excitement as his brain had already conjured all the pictures of his success and the death of the target. Not even an eventual punishment by Omid scared him any longer as he was sure of his success and eventual payout.

But what followed was something he simply could not understand.

[Warning! Projectile incoming]

[Tentative to deploy the shield]

[Tentative failed. Energy insufficient]

“Wha—”

One moment he was laughing, the next moment, he screamed as red alarms and warning bells blared one after another throughout the Mecha.

Everything happened in less than a fraction of a second. For many, this was an eternity, for others, this was but an instant. But as always on the battlefield, this was the difference between life and death.

Boom!

The cockpit of the Mecha vanished in an explosion of fire and smoke and the last things all the other pilots heard were the desperate cries of #15 as he was lost to them forever.

They were able to watch the replay of this scene and even then, it still did not make sense to them in the slightest.

The very moment #15 had launched the missile, the target had been high in the air. He was all but an open target, ready to be blown into oblivion by the missile, but the target had managed to react in less than a second.

Using the same tentacle he had deployed earlier, wrapping it around the missile and then moving it like a pendulum by using the inertia. He made a complete 180 in the air before immediately sending back the missile to the one who sent it.

“What the fuck?”

One of the pirates trembled as he watched the scene play out. What he was seeing made absolutely no sense. While it was true that the missiles they were using were inertia type missiles, they were all moving at a speed close to ten times the speed of sound itself.

How in the hell did this person even manage to accomplish such a feat with such a meager amount of Dark Matter?

｢He is moving again!｣

The pilots all reacted, noticing that the target immediately changed his direction once again and this time was rushing towards them. In a split second, they were left wondering who was the prey and who was the predator.

｢#10: Blow him up! Blow him up! Argh!｣

｢#10! Answer!｣

They kept calling but all they received was static, bringing chills to their spines. A few who were able to see what was happening were once again astonished as this time the target launched their whole body like a missile and reached the cockpit of the Mecha head first.

Since they were unable to activate the special shield, the cockpit was extremely vulnerable, and clearly the target had caught on to this fact. But the way they headbutted the metal-reinforced exterior of the Mecha without a care for their own life seemed like something only someone crazy would do.

｢#10: Help! He is breaking through! He is fucking eating the armor of my Mecha! What the Fuck!?｣

#10 couldn't retaliate without risking blowing themselves up.

｢#11: What do we do?｣

｢#12: Do we help?｣

A few messages like this came but #1, the only true pilot who had managed to survive the first trial knew that this would be foolish.

｢#1: You know the drill｣

｢#10: Guys…You wouldn’t…｣

｢#1: Use small rounds, we don’t want a repeat of what happened.｣

Sadly for him, #1 did not let fear and surprise cloud his judgment again this time, and following his order, all of those who had managed to come closer pointed the end of their rifles toward the target.

More than eight Mechas all fired instantly at the same time. The roar of the rifles filled the air as a rain of bullets was sent with no care about the survival of the one who was once their companion.

All for the goal of destroying the threat.

Metal clashed with metal and it only took a few seconds for the cries and curses of #10 to completely vanish as well as the signal of his Mecha.

｢#7: Is it done this time?｣

They stopped firing and looked with worry at what was now nothing but a husk of a Mecha.

｢#5: What are you smoking? I don’t think even the boss could survive such an attack if he was outside of his Mecha.｣

｢#11: Of course, I am pretty sure that —｣

｢#1: Spread out immediately!｣

The warning of #1 came too late and all they could do was once again watch as one of their own was put down.

This time it was even easier as a five meter spear split apart the smoke coming from the Mecha of #10 and flew at a speed five times that of sound before piercing the exact place where the head of #11 was, slicing through the frame-like it was made out of paper before striking the head of the pilot, instantly killing him.

#1 could not understand.

They had been in control of the situation for so long but only one mistake was all that was necessary for everything to spiral out of control.

In a few seconds, less than a minute, three pilots were down and it was done with such ease that it seemed like a joke.

#1’s hands were trembling.

Looking at the fire in the distance and the small shadow slowly walking out of the debris, limping and wounded, he did not think that this was somehow a chance to attack.

All he could think was that the one they were fighting could not be normal. This was not something that should be possible.

It had taken him longer than Omid but now. He understood why this was a one vs many scenarios.

In this place, they were not predators.

They were the prey.


CH 25: Run like the Wind


Noah was wounded, bleeding and tired from his relentless onslaught against the Mechas. He was now standing amid debris, smoke and fire of the second Mecha he had destroyed during his counterattack. In the corner of his vision, he eyed the third victim he had sent to the afterlife, standing far away with a spear embedded in the area of its cockpit; it housed the pilot who was controlling the Mecha, hopefully dead.

That should have done the job.

After blasting through the second Mecha with a headbutt for the ages, taking out the pilot situated in the cockpit, he was able to confirm the general positioning of the pilots within the Mechas. And the malfunctioning movements of the third Mecha told him that his positioning had been right, and his target was already on his journey to hell.

Slowly, Noah breathed out as he reminisced the scene of the spear he had launched piercing through the cockpit of the Mecha and killing the pilot within.

— Noah…

Note to self and you, past a certain distance, I cannot control the substance any longer.

He had yet to give a name for the substance that covered his body in all directions; hesitant and even reluctant to call them his body parts even though they had indeed leaked out of his body. However, giving them a name did not really matter in the long run. What mattered was that the substance was extremely malleable and efficient in its usage.

Though his current situation was quite a bit complicated if he had to be honest. Noah’s mind had been in such a high level state of focus that he could feel his brain going into overdrive, even overheating to the point that it felt like it would melt any second now. Merely a few seconds had passed since he went into this state, but it was no shorter than a small eternity for him.

His wounds were already healing but he felt sluggish all over, as though his mind was not able to keep up with the rapid changes. He did not believe that the guys chasing him would be dumb enough to let themselves and the others be killed as easily as the three he had taken down with that unexpected turn of events. Three out of nineteen down already— a good result, all things considered; however, nowhere near enough for him to safely get out of this messy scenario.

… Or perhaps it was.

The hell?

He was already prepared to square up but he could see seven Mechas pulling back from the formation and fleeing, leaving the battlefield at full speed. This resulted in him facing the remaining eight Mechas, still too many but far more doable than before.

Noah could practically see the confusion of the remaining eight Mechas as their teammates had deserted them. He was sure that all of them were now hesitant on how to proceed with the battle with their tight-knit formation useless due to the sudden deserters.

Noah looked down at his body, wondering if they were maybe thinking that he was still at full power, or if they thought he was taking it easy on them and was capable of killing them all at once if he so wished… or if they were simply that cowardly to face a sudden variable.

Expecting them to stick together through thick or thin was extreme but he would have never imagined that they would desert on the first signs of an anomaly and a reversal in the scenario.

— What do we do now?

Run like the wind.

This was different from the situation they had encountered on the spaceship where he was up against support personnel rather than warriors. Noah had the advantage but he definitely could not keep it up for long if they fought him at the same time.

But he knew where he wanted to go and the hole in their formation was the perfect place for him to run towards his destination.

———

As Noah had expected, while #1 had been stunned by the unexpected panic and desertion of the soldiers, he recovered just as easily and started his advance.

｢# 3: What do we do?｣

｢# 1: We stick to the plan. Let’s push him towards the Captain. We don’t have to risk our lives to take him out like the other idiots.｣

He had no time to berate the pirates who had fled the scene. They should have known by now that fleeing was useless and they would return once they calmed their mind. He also kept a calm facade to avoid having more of his members deserting him.

｢# 1: Fire a few rounds regularly if he deviates from his position, keep him at a manageable distance, and be wary of any sudden movements. # 2, # 3, and # 4… go ahead and move before us to the clearing to prepare the trap. Once we reach the clearing we will stay clear and wait for the boss. Keep your distance and do not obstruct our vision once again.｣

He was a little too whiny but he wanted them to understand that everything was under control, even if it wasn’t in reality.

Inwardly though, N#1 was as worried as the rest. After all, the streak of kills had been simply too impressive and none of them wished to be the next sacrificial lamb for this inhumane monster.

If he had to be honest, he wished to stop fighting right this moment. At the end of the day, the one who would get the most of the reward for this trial would be the Captain himself, not them.

Fighting and dying for the sake of the ambitions of someone else was not in his plan at all but unlike those who fled and would certainly be punished, he simply needed to go through the motions and do his job properly. He was sure that would assure his survival through this mission.

｢# 1: Just stick to the plan.｣

Everything wouldn’t have spiraled out of control if not for that bastard, #15. So he kept repeating his words, hoping that they would understand, and thankfully it seemed like they did.

***

— They have eased their attack and movement speed. They are being cautious.

I know. Fucking stupid bastards.

Noah was in a weird state of mind at the moment. If he had to be honest, the rush he felt when fighting earlier was the likes of which had not felt in a long time. The wind cutting against his face, the surroundings changing as though a blur of motion, and having to make snap decisions instantaneously while knowing one mistake could kill him.

It was exhilarating and he craved such a feeling far more than he could have imagined. Still, all the rush died down when he realized what they were doing.

— You should be happy.

I am happy.

— It seems like my understanding of Happiness may be flawed.

Noah scoffed while he jumped in a tree and started moving like a ninja, sticking to branch after branch. He was taunting them in a way, hoping perhaps that one would bite the bullet and attack like the previous overconfident buffoon; however, it seemed like they were too prudent and would not put themselves in danger.

Was he happy? Of course, he was. His opponents were cowardly bastards and had fled a fight but could he not blame them for that?

Noah was simply too used to fighting unfeeling monsters who would fight to the death without the slightest hesitation, even if all but one was eliminated.

This had always been the norm for him.

Parasites did not retreat, and humans had no place to retreat. All the fights that ensued between them were extremely bloody and tragic, with hundreds and thousands of deaths happening during every engagement

How laughable.

Those pirates were undoubtedly stronger and far more technologically advanced than anything he had seen on Earth, but in Noah’s opinion, he would rather fight these bastards than face a competent human army.

— Weren’t humans literally about to give up back then?

“They were, and this is why it’s even more beautiful.”

Courage didn’t mean a lack of fear. True courage was feeling fear but still fighting and overcoming it.

Noah continued to jump, zoning out most of the information from the outside world. Subconsciously, he had already deemed the pirates as nothing short of being worthless, and not the simplest of threats to him any longer. He was already more or less rested and he was ready to destroy one or two more if they made the mistake of coming too close.

It was like this that, while being escorted by a group of Mecha, Noah finally arrived at the clearing and finally, he found what he had been searching for all along.

Two Mechas, sitting in the wild and unoccupied.

He accelerated once again. He only needed one, only one more struggle and this farce would finally come to its conclusion.


CH 26: It's Here!


[ #1: What is this bastard doing?]

#1 wondered as he looked at the movement of the target. He could see that the one they were chasing was moving toward one of the Mechas.

But for what? Mecha were not things that could be activated or used just because one wanted to. There were many protocols for defense and anti-theft installed and unless the man knew of them then it would be useless even if he entered.

[#2: What do we do? Should we bomb the Mecha just in case?]

[ #18: Are you crazy? I am not paying the price for this shit.]

[ #4: I say we let him enter fully and find out it’s useless. This will waste enough time. We should also contact the boss now. Whatever he is doing, he should come back quickly with that info.]

[#1: You think I didn’t try? But the boss seems like he is in a trance. He is not responding to anything.]

A chorus of fucks sounded in the intercom. None of them knew what they should do. Or rather, they knew. Since they did not know the objective of the target, it was better to actually destroy the Mecha and stop him rather than wait and observe things moving beyond their control.

But the reality was that Knightframe type Mecha were extremely expensive and not something they could take responsibility for in case of destruction.

The one responding under the moniker of #1 hesitated, his finger hovering above the trigger for the rifle to shoot. The target was extremely close now to the Frame.

Should he shoot or not?

Was it a bait or not?

Would the man immediately counterattack if he did? All those questions moved in his mind but he knew one thing. Too many variables already appeared in this fight. Adding even more variables could only lead to true chaos and make them lose complete control of the situation or rather, lose the little control they still had.

Life is more important.

His mind was finally made. Only by staying alive could they worry about being punished. Only by staying alive could he see a new day.

[ #1: I will take responsibility. All units fire, avoid missiles, and be careful of friendly fire.]

The pirates all lifted their weapons. They were not hesitating. All of them thought the same as #1. But none of them had the guts to bear the burden. Now that this was taken care of, they had nothing to worry about.

***

The moment they readied their weapon, Noah immediately felt his senses tingling and he realized the pirates were finally doing something smart. Even if it was already too late.

—Distance is more than enough.

His armor bubbled and crimson eyes appeared all over the right side of his body before a black snake-like monster, with its maw wide open, extended from his body and rushed at one of the Mechas.

***

The others also fired, the roar of rifles filling the air and they watched as the man seemed to show no care for the bullets whistling past his eyes, watched even as his left arm was blasted, followed by his legs and a few parts of his body.

Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong.

[#1: Fire your missile now! He cannot fight back! Unload everything!]

He immediately gave the order while doing the same himself. Something was definitely going to happen and he would not let it be so.

He acted without even waiting for them, blasting all his reserve of rounds, uncaring about the damages it would bring. The others, realizing the situation, did the same.

All of them launched their missiles, causing a trail of smoke as more than a dozen powerful missiles were sent at the same time.

For #1, everything seemed to happen in slow motion, even if he definitely did not have such capacity.

He could see that, even though the man had more than half of his body destroyed, his face was still covered with a large smile of victory.

He could also see that the black snake with numerous red eyes had already reached one of the Mechas and bit down powerfully around the place where the core would be.

Finally — The missiles landed and all hell broke loose.

An almost blinding light followed, as the explosion finally happened. Even while staying in the cockpit of his Mecha, he had a feeling that his ears were about to bleed because of the resulting shockwave.

Fire and dust followed, tremendously increasing the heat all around and causing all of them to step backward. An instinctual response to their fears.

The radius covered continued to climb, reaching more than 400 meters. From afar, one would think that this was a judgment sent by the gods themselves. However, the pilot of #1 had no time to care for this display.

The heat and shockwave were messing with his radars, hiding the information he so wished to have.

Was the target still alive?

It was logically impossible, right?

How could anything stay alive after such a bombardment? Even prior to this, the body of the target had been destroyed into many parts.

He should be dead.

At least — This was what he hoped.

Reality had a different plan for him. One that he could do nothing about.

One moment, there was nothing on the radar. But the next moment.

[Warning! Extreme increase in Dark Matter concentration.]

[Warning! Spacetime fluctuation of unknown origin detected.]

[Caution: It’s advised to leave the immediate area!]

He heard the warning. But by then, it was already too late.

The wind stirred, the flames vanished and at the center of all of this was a crimson giant of steel with one knee on the ground.

It showed clear signs of extreme damage. But for all this, the pressure it emanated was intense.

After all, even while kneeling, the machine towered above their own Mechas.

“What is this..?”


CH 27: OUROBOROS


A few moments earlier, as Noah was running and getting bombed from all sides, even as he felt his body getting destroyed, Noah felt no fear. Only anticipation as he finally was about to obtain the last piece in the puzzle that had been eluding him.

All the time he spent on the planet, despite regular moments of depression and anxiety, he was able to continue trudging on. All that because he had one hope. One way to eventually leave the godforsaken planet even without getting help and perhaps reaching back home.

For Noah, everything was happening slowly. He watched as the snake construct tore through the interior of the Mecha and swallowed the core.

At the same time, he swallowed the core he had stolen from the previous one he destroyed. Like a sea on the eve of a storm, his body seemed to roar while the mysterious energy that was Dark Matter filled his entire being and reached a new threshold.

Finally!

Whether it was Noah's or the Queen’s thought, it was hard to discern.

Everything followed in an instant. Having obtained the reserve of energy she needed, the Queen was finally able to reach beyond. Space and time fluctuated and ripples spread like an ocean being disturbed.

“Come to me! Ouroboros!”

Noah called and his machine answered.

***

In the interior of the giant crimson Mecha, sitting with his hand on the lever, Noah seemed pained.

A mechanical spine affixed to the seat, pierced his back, drawing blood until it reached the base of the neck.

Noah groaned as the fusion proceeded. Soon a blue screen appeared in front of his eyes.

[Neurolink activated.]

[Authentication check: Failed.]

[Asking for input of password]

“Victory is mine.”

[Voice Authentication: Success]

[Password: Correct]

[Booting system]

[Commencing system check]

[Reserve of energy: 50%]

[Equipment status: Red.]

[Initializing tactics log]

[Activating Environmental sensors]

[Activating Inertia Control system.]

A string of information continued to pass, but Noah didn’t move. He was not surprised by the failure of the authentication. Even now, half of his body was composed of the black substance of the parasite while he was healing himself.

He doubted his DNA could even come close to anything human.

But this did not matter.

Not now. Not at this moment

Right now, all that mattered was —

[System Check: Complete]

[Status: Ready]

[Ouroboros activation complete.]

“Haha…”

“Hahahah…”

A crazed laugh escaped his lips. This sensation of molten metal coursing through his veins, the pain beyond belief mixed with the sensation of becoming a giant beyond words.

He was back!

“Fucking finally!!”

[Deep Dive 1: Activation]

“Kuh…”

The world around him and his perception changed.

He was not Noah anymore. He stopped being a puny human made of flesh and blood.

He was a Serpent. The pilot of the Ouroboros.

The eyes of the Mecha were his eyes. The hands were his hands and the entire body was his.

Why was Mecha created in humanoid form even though it was extremely inefficient anywhere outside of space?

Noah did not know the answer for other races. But he knew the technical reason for humans and this was exactly because of the Neurolink. If the Mecha they were using differed too much from the human structure, it would be impossible to use.

—Noah

“I know…It’s time to end this fight.”

His grin grew so large that he became akin to a Cheshire cat. His Mecha was partially destroyed. He only had half of the energy remaining and he only had a spare sword since his spear was lost.

Beyond that, while his Mecha was bigger, it seemed to run with lower tech than the one the pirates were using.

For anyone else, this might be a situation with no hope in sight. Facing eight Mecha with his own was simply impossible.

But for Noah, impossible was a word he despised from the deepest part of his heart . And there was one thing he knew more than anyone else.

“I don’t even need Full Dive to deal with those guys.”

Eight vs one?

Nothing more than a piece of cake.

***

To the despair of the eight pilots who were surrounding Noah, the crimson giant of steel moved, slowly standing up until it towered at an impressive eighteen meters. The pilot of #1 swallowed. The situation was bad, very bad. He did not know how the man managed to summon a Mecha but what mattered was that his munitions were all spent. All he had left was a vibro blade and he did not know how efficient this weapon would be.

The others should be more or less in the same situation.

I fucked up.

Hindsight was always 20/20 and now it was too late to regret.

[# 1: Guys, how is your situation?]

[# 2: All —Bzzz!]

They were not able to process what happened next as the crimson giant used the partially broken shield it was holding like a throwing weapon, immediately destroying the full upper half of #2 in a flurry of explosions and sound.

#1 cursed. This bastard seemed to like killing people as if they were pests on the road.

[#1: Guys! Don’t even try fleeing! You know this won’t change anything! Also, the bastards who fled earlier! Come back fast and support us from afar! If you don’t—]

He was trying to give orders as fast as possible but the reality of the battlefield was ever-changing and Noah had never been one to wait patiently with his enemies. What followed was a one-sided massacre once again rather than a fight.

The two camps did not even play on the same field. Since they neither had munitions nor Dark Matter, they were unable to access even half of the full performances of their Frames. This was without adding to this their subpar piloting skills.

Noah meanwhile was one with his Mecha. This went beyond mere piloting as he was using his mind and all his senses to move the machine. The latency time between decision and action was nearly nonexistent.

Ouroboros was a machine created with human-like precision, mixing the weight of a giant with the grace of a fish swimming in the sea. It had its gravitation system to lower the full weight and allow extremely fast movement.

Weapon-wise, Ouroboros was holding an oscillating blade, something that in principle was very similar to the vibro blade. But this was not important for the situation at hand, after all, they were simply getting decimated and were unable to properly respond.

#1 could barely process the flow of this fight. He tried to give an order but the monster was moving too fast for them to properly react.

Like a wolf jumping in a flock of sheep, he was destroying them with such ease that it was almost comical.

One of them was destroyed by a powerful kick to its joints, sending the machine tumbling on the ground before Noah stepped harshly on the cockpit where the pilot was sitting.

The scream of pain as his companion was completely crushed like a bug was frightening. Another one made the mistake of trying to cross-blades with the giant only to be deflected and promptly bisected.

This was not a fight.

At the moment, they were no different from beasts being sent to a butcher.

Crushing, cutting, dismembering.

No means was spared as scraps of metal flew everywhere.

The only thing he could see was the crimson monster finally approaching him with slow and steady steps.

“Hah…”

He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He wanted to beg, he wanted to ask for his life to be spared, to be given a second chance.

But he could do none of that.

The last thing he saw was the blade being swung down at him and as his vision slowly divided in two, he finally realized.

Hah…So this is how I die.

And so ended the life of yet another pirate. Neither his ambitions nor name would ever be recorded in any annals of history.

Born unknown, living a worthless life, and dying pitifully as an extra.

***

Looking at the massacre, Noah once again felt no pity. Only exhilaration beyond comparison.

His body tingled. When using Deep Dive 1, synchronization with Ouroboros was still relatively acceptable. The Dive system allowed Neurolink to go above and beyond in terms of maneuverability and response time. But it was also an extremely cruel system and the higher the dive level, the more dangerous it was.

“Round check.”

New numbers and information were transferred directly to his brain, allowing to understand the extent of the damage Ouroboros received and he thought,

“This is no different from how it was before we entered that strange dimension.”

Noah sighed and leaned back on his chair. He was a little sweaty. After all, piloting a Mecha after so long had been quite exhausting even as it made him more than happy.

—-So we were effectively frozen in time while there?

“Most likely.”

For Noah, while quite traumatizing, that only lasted a few moments. Perhaps an hour at maximum? Or perhaps only for an instant. At least this was what his mind had told him back then.

Now though, he had full certitude that he might have spent far more than just a few minutes in that space.

“It’s a pain to not know exactly how long I spent there but it doesn’t matter in the end. What matters is that we need to go back to Earth, for all we know, perhaps this is not even my Earth anymore. But first, we need to deal with those guys.”

—-Eating them?

“Yes. But not now. I might become drowsy if we eat too much.”

He stopped, “In the first place would you become stronger by eating those pieces of metal?”

—What do you mean?

“Can do something like eventually creating a Mecha or who knows, a spaceship?”

—I…I do not know.

The Queen was filled with doubt herself. After all, the abilities she was showing while loosely similar to the unique skill set of Parasites were extremely different now. Like her ability to open those portals. Parasites had developed their technology to open portals to allow travel through space. But the hyperspace she remembered was different from whatever place they were.

She did not know if this was the so-called Dark Sea.

—Technically, the armor I created is just a shell. I theorized that I should be able to recreate the full system later should I finish analyzing the mind of the scientist. But that is pure speculation.

“You are saying many things but, I do not hear the word impossible.”

—Well. But I need to remind you that my conversion of the mass devoured is not 1:1. Not even 1:100. Otherwise with all the giant monsters we devoured, we should already be able to do something similar.

“Dark Matter then?”

—Most likely.

Dark Matter was proving to be the most essential thing in this world and all he could do was adapt.

“Well. We will have all the time to experiment once we are out of here. Now we need to focus. Still, I want you to try and analyze the internal circuits of those machines. Look at how they interact with the core and how they are supposed to send Dark Matter. I am sure this will be very useful.”

He looked at the panel and frowned,

[Reserve of energy: 30%]

[Warning! Leakage of energy detected. Core severely damaged.]

He had only fought for a few minutes but lost more than 20%. But it was understandable if this Mecha was still in the same state as what it was all those years ago.

Ouroboros needed extensive repair and upgrade.

—What about taking a new Mecha?

“Unless I have no other choice I will not.”

He gently caressed the interior of his Mecha. Ouroboros was a part of him, like an arm or a leg.

But Noah was not blind nor stubborn, he was willing to sacrifice his limbs for victories and if it was necessary, he would change Mechas.

Now though,

“How do I fight that dude?”

Could he win with just 30% energy against a powerful Mecha pilot who could use Dark Matter?

Noah did not know Omid’s piloting skill, but he would not make the mistake of underestimating him. Even if Omid's skills were inferior to himself, he might be disadvantaged because of the difference in tech.

—-You think all that but you are smiling.

“I…”

Noah lifted his hand and touched the corner of his lips, realizing that they were pulled in a large smile.

He let out a chuckle filled with happiness.

“I guess I was excited.”

His heart was beating fiercely in his chest at the thought of the incoming fight. He wished for nothing more than to rush to the fight now.

But doing so would be reckless. He needed to clean the rest of the trash that fled earlier to make sure he didn’t lose in both tech and number.

“Say…Do you think I should use it now?”

Noah held out the core in his hand as he opened his cockpit. The air rushed against his face made him breathe deeply. The airing system in his Mecha also had a few problems.

The spinal cord attached to him detached, causing Noah to twitch a little as his wounds healed. Whoever created this system was a true bastard. A genius but a bastard nonetheless. He couldn’t even count the number of times he bled in this Mecha.

Laughing, he stretched a little and jumped out of the Mecha. In his hand, was a golden ball. It was the Ouroboros core reward he obtained from his trial.

If he was not wrong, this reward should be extremely compatible with his Mecha. But he did not know how long the updating and adaptation would take. If it took too long, he would have to fight Omid without a Mecha or by stealing the Mecha of those bastards and using it against them.

—I believe this is the optimal way. Even if those small Mecha are weaker, they are certainly better than the current Ouroboros. Once you get the handle of it, the results will be outstanding.

“You are right.”

—....You won’t do it.

“If this was war. If it was a fight where the lives of people were in my hands, I would certainly take the most optimal and logical path to victory. But…This isn’t the case.”

This was truly the first time he thought about it. All his life, he had only been using Ouroboros for the sole goal of fighting for humanity.

He couldn’t play around, because one mistake from him would mean hundreds or thousands of deaths on the battlefield;

But right here, right now…He was fighting only for himself and the only life he had to account for was his. Well…theirs.

“Heheh…”

—What have I done to be imprisoned with such a hot head?

“I mean. Trying to exterminate an entire civilization. Just saying. If Karma exists, yours is pretty great. The injustice is how someone like me is stuck with someone like you.”

—And I am sure Humanity was a gentle and peace-loving race with no sins and no history of massacre.

Noah laughed out loud at the sarcastic remark. At the same time, he felt his reserve of energy drop as a space ripple appeared in front of him and swallowed the Ouroboros core, leaving him completely alone in the clearing.

Noah whistled quietly at the impressive display. If he wasn’t scared he would somehow spend hundreds of years frozen in one go, he would enter that dimension again to see what this was about.

Note to self. I really need to find a better name than something vague like that place.

“I must be the only one who can use an alternate dimension as a storage. Damn. I am the best.”

— This is my ability.

“Yours, mine, whatever, it’s all the same.”

He shrugged and started walking away.

“Let’s kill the rest first. Heh, I don’t know what that dude Omid is doing but I wonder what he will think when he realizes all his partners are dead?”

This would be undoubtedly worth watching.

***

Omid was meditating inside his Frame.

Not all Mecha were created the same and while some were nothing more than standard machines, a few were extremely customized to suit the needs of the pilot.

The Scorched was something in between. It was a special Mecha he had been bestowed by the royal families when he was younger and still a royal knight.

How proud he had been then when everything was working well and he could say that he was a true knight fighting for the greater good of his species. Fighting through the Sea of Stars, conquering more planets, making sure they were growing well toward eventually becoming a stronger civilization.

Becoming a Type III was nearly impossible as they would have to fight the Empire for that but growing quietly was not bad.

Back then he was happy.

Back then, he was proud.

For nearly 300 years, he lived as a Knight, watching generations of Kings and Queens come and go, all more stellar than the previous one. All more worthy of respect and admiration and his loyalties.

At least this was the case until Sultan Shahryar and Queen Scheherazade.

His concentration was disturbed as pictures of a forgotten past filled his mind. The sea of white flames surrounded him. The suffocation he felt as he was being looked down upon as even less than an insect by someone who stood so much above him.

—Leave, never come back.

He shuddered as the voice of the very person he swore to serve and protect sounded in his ears. Years may have gone by but this was a voice he could never forget. One he would always recognize as it had once filled all his nights with nightmares he could not escape from.

“Why reminisce about a terrible past,” Omid slowly opened his eyes as he muttered those words and pushed down the growing useless feeling of rage and fear that were usually hidden deep inside of him. Whether this was out of helplessness or a simple desire to forget once again, he did not know. The loyal Knight was dead long ago and all that was left was nothing but a scum pirate with the blood of many innocents on his hands.

He was different from Cassim or Alibaba. He did not dream of justice or revolution. His heart had long since cooled down as he realized the reality they were living in and that he was nothing but an insignificant cog in the great machine.

He was tired of fighting for the sake of others. Tired of upholding a code while knowing full well that others managed to get ahead farther in their lives simply by acting as they wished.

This was why, on that day, he swore to fight only for himself. Only him and no one else. Only by doing so could he reach higher in life. Justice was nothing but an illusion and only strength reigned supreme. This might be an exaggeration for many but this was nothing but a simple reality he learned after becoming a pirate.

[Attunement: 2%]

Looking down at the numbers showing, Omid felt no surprise. He knew very well that this was a process that could be completed quickly. Some Mecha were specially created to support the cores of the previous and forgotten Universal empire but as one could expect, The Scorched was not such a Mecha. If it was, the attunement would have been nearly instantaneous and the change would have been immediate.

Even so, he could feel that his body was slowly changing as he attuned himself to the core. His ability to feel and absorb Dark Matter from the exterior was increased and his interior reserve had grown, albeit barely. But the true winner in this case, was his Mecha. It was also a little overloaded currently as the hardware was simply not powerful enough to contain and accept this core. But the future would be positively marvelous.

“I am growing stronger.”

This was nothing but a hint of progress but for him who had stayed stagnant for so long, this simple progress was no different from the most beautiful gift he could receive. This was the absolute proof that he was right in gambling and entering the Gate no matter how dangerous it seemed and the proof that once he came out of this place, he would be great.

He clenched his fist and scoffed as he remembered a few words he once heard when he was still friendly with Alibaba, “I told you there was no such thing as having a Blazing Heart.”

Just remembering that happy-go-lucky bastard made his blood boil.

He would become known throughout the galaxy, he would step on anyone no matter who they were, and never again would he be humiliated.

“I will become strong.”

He was Omid of the Scorched Earth. He was a noble Djinn, a Yellow Flame and now he had the power from the all-powerful and vanished Empire that once controlled the entire universe.

This was his story, this was his time to shine. Becoming one of the strong would be nothing but a given for him. But for that to happen, he had to accomplish something first.

He brought his hand forward and re-activated the communication.

“#1 give me your situation.”

He waited a few seconds but received no answer, causing him to frown,

“#1.”

Once no answer came back, an ominous feeling washed over him,

“#2.”

He continued the call of order but realized that he was still unable to get an answer. Something flashed in his mind and he spoke in the air.

“I ask for permission to see the number of candidates remaining.”

[Permission accorded]

[Mission type: One vs Many]

[Initial number of participants: 20]

[Updating the number of remaining participants.]

Omid waited, hoping that he would be wrong, that this was nothing more than a bad dream.

But the reality was often disappointing.

[Number of participants updated.]

.

.

.

.

[Number of survivors remaining: 3]

He widened his eyes, but he was not even allowed to properly register this information when an alarm sounded everywhere and a new screen appeared.

[Number of participants remaining: 2]

Omid grunted and it was then that his com sounded. Since only two people were remaining, he understood well who it was and he decided to open the communication.

A picture appeared in front of him, showing a young man sitting in the cockpit of a Mecha. Everywhere, blood and flesh could be observed as if a great massacre had occurred.

But for Omid, the most shocking thing was undoubtedly the face of the young man sitting there. Though he was older looking, this was undoubtedly…

“You…”

[Hi! This is your friend, Noah, here. I just wanted to tell you two things.]

The young man, or rather Noah, laughed while playing around with a ball in his hand and Omid realized that it was the head of one of his subordinates. The eyes of the dead were filled with terror as if they had witnessed some great horrors.

[Firstly, thank you for the meal. It was delicious.]

As he spoke those words, the young man crushed the head into meat paste between his hands, his smile not even flinching as brain matter, blood and skull pieces splattered everywhere on him.

[Secondly, you are next. Soon, I will find you, and then…We will eat you.]

***

Once the communication ended, Noah wiped away the blood from his hands. His expression lost all the emotions he had been showing, and he seriously started to ponder his next course of action.

The hunt for the remaining stragglers had been far easier than he would have imagined, as they were simply too weak and not united in any way for them to pose any danger to him.

—Do You think this will be useful?

“Depends. I doubt it will be more than a little useful, but it will certainly slow him down and cause him to make some mistakes.”

In a fight between equally skilled pilots, the difference in mentality could be the difference between life and death. Noah did not think he was worse than anyone when it came to piloting skills, but the tech of his Mecha was certainly old.

“We will have to fight together.”

—We have been doing this for some time now..

“Hahah. You are right.”

He chuckled while still observing the interior of the Mecha. There were many things he wanted to test and thanks to the translation ability the Queen shared, he was able to glean far more information than he would have been otherwise able to.

The only sad thing was that because of the difference in height and mass, Noah was unable to use the scavenged weapons he got from the battlefield.

This was very disheartening, as with a few better weapons, he could have drastically increased his chances of success. Thankfully, he wasn’t short of ideas, and some of them would give him some opportunities in the upcoming battle.

“As for taking those Mecha. Seems like it’s impossible without the access code. It’s possible to do more basic things; such as messaging and threatening the boss.” He shook his head. Noah had never been one to fixate on one solution. If the Mecha had been usable, he would have switched immediately.

He chuckled and walked out of the Mecha while holding the core in his hand. All in all, he had managed to collect nearly all twenty cores of the Mechas that appeared in this place. Outside the two he already absorbed, he had eighteen in his hands.

Currently, Noah had four options.

He could keep the cores for later or consume them now. This was the most straightforward increase in power.

Secondly, he could keep them to sell later once he acquired the means necessary to do so. This was a great solution overall. Noah knew he would have money once he sold the planet with the ruins. He doubted they would give him the rights he asked for.

High chance they would simply dispose of him. Noah would never underestimate how corrupt a government could be, much less one that spanned an entire galaxy. With such things in mind, having the equivalent of twenty new Mecha was certainly very appreciated. He didn’t know how much it was worth. But it certainly wouldn’t be cheap.

As for the fourth option… Noah took out the one core he was holding.

Ouroboros.

This core, which shared the same name as his Mecha, was deemed as a growth type and was supposedly able to absorb the energy from other cores.

But how did it happen? How many cores were necessary? How much energy did it have to absorb?

—-You wouldn’t have to think so much if you just gave them to me.

Noah ignored the words of the Queen. He felt like he was some father who had to feed a very needy child.

Thankfully, the core in his hand was not sentient.

“Very well. I guess it’s time to test.”

He jumped away and started running deeper into the forest. He knew that Omid might come after him at any time, but Noah was not truly worried. In the worst-case scenario, he could simply flee by entering the dimension.

Even if he came out and hundreds of years had passed, he did not care. It wasn’t like there was anyone left still waiting for him now.

Clenching his fist, he gazed down at the core.

“Now what do I do?”

He twirled the core a little in consideration when a new screen appeared in front of his eyes.

But this one was different from the previous blue screen even if the color was very similar.

“Huh…”

[Registering Biodata. Please provide the data necessary]

Noah tilted his head for a second. This was nothing new per se. After all, even his Mecha needed to register his biodata as a password of such.

“Should I lick it?”

Noah considered acting mischievous. He wondered if saliva or even something like piss would register. After all, they represented biodata as well.

In the end though, and for his own sake, he decided against it. It would feel like insulting himself in a way if he did.

“Then… good old blood?”

A small black scalpel formed between his fingers and he cut his skin. Compared to the kind of pain he generally went through, this was absolutely nothing.

Once the blood splashed on the core, something seemed to change as the blood itself was absorbed extremely fast.

Unlike when he filled it with his Dark Matter, there was no flash of information. But something different happened.

Something that he could not explain. It was then —-

[Synchronization Starting]

[Synchronization rate: 10%]

[Status:

Designation: Perpetual Core Ouroboros

Type: Unique/Growth

Growth: Egg.

Level: 0/10]

[Would you like to feed it?]

[Y/N?]

Noah, more curious than anything, clicked on the yes and the result was immediate. A flash of light nearly blinded him as the cores in his hand started melting and being sucked in.

It only lasted for a few seconds, but when Noah took another look, he realized that while the previous cores were nearly all destroyed and crushed, as if they had been hollowed out, the Perpetual Core showed no particular change.

Only…

[Level: 5/10]

Was that it?

He didn’t know what he had expected but this…This was pretty underwhelming, all things considered.

—I told you you should have just given them to me.

“Shut up.”

Noah gritted his teeth.

He sighed and shook the disappointment away, focusing on the positive. The core could grow, and this growth was done in stages. This was good. He simply had to live long enough to ensure that future.

“Once we go to the ship, I will blow it up and take its core as well.”

Surely this would be enough to bring it to level ten at least, right?

I wonder if I am playing some pet-raising game nowadays.

He had a feeling that this core was an even bigger glutton than the Queen.

He thought quietly while putting back the core and stretching. He could feel the Dark Matter in his body circulate faster as he focused.

—Noah!

“I know.”

Whoosh!

Space rippled as a large mechanical arm appeared out of nowhere and blocked an incoming attack.

He looked up and behold, he could see a large Frame coming at him from afar. The speed was already at a different level from the other Mechas he had fought and Noah could feel it in his bones.

This fight was going to be as hard as the one he had against the Queen.

He would have to bet everything this time once again to clinch victory.

Golden Light shone in his eyes.


CH 28: Old vs New


In the distance, two large Mecha, each surpassing the ten meter mark, stood tall, facing each other silently.

One was twelve meters tall, a pristine black and yellow paint covering it while it held a sword made out of pure condensed energy.

The second one was nearly twenty meters, an impressive height compared to the first one but its appearance showed that this Mecha had seen far better days. A tall crusader shield was nearly broken in half in one hand while a long saber was held in the other. The primary colors were a menacing mix of red and black.

Ouroboros and The Scorched.

This was a fight with no spectators. The two pilots both knew that the only way to end this whole situation was for one of them to die.

[Noah. How many of the others survived?]

The first one to break the silence was Omid. His voice coming from the speakers was low and subdued but one could undeniably hear the rage in his words. As for his question about who survived, it was clear that it was a question about his subordinates on the ship.

Noah could have ignored him but since he was currently connecting to his Mecha, this was a welcome situation.

[Zero.]

[... I see…]

The voice of Omid became dangerously lower and Noah could feel the telltale sign of a bull about to charge.

[I have underestimated you. I should have killed you at our very first meeting.]

[Heheh. Hindsight is always 20/20 don’t you think?]

[Indeed it is. I will live with those regrets all my life but for now. I will have to kill you.]

[Is that so? Then…come and try if you can.]

It was hard to say who started. But soon, the sound of metal crushing the ground resonated as each of them took one step after another.

The first few steps were slow and probing, as if they were only testing the grounds they were walking on. But soon, the two of them were running at each other, covering the distance between them in an instant while crushing everything on their path before finally colliding like two trains.

Noah was smart enough to use what remained of the shield to take on the sword but his detectors were already warning him about the clear drop in durability of his armor.

There was simply no way his shield could hold up long enough and he knew it.

Whoosh!

Activating his thruster, he made a quick movement to the right, escaping the onslaught, and bringing down his sword. But Omid was no slouch and while his reflexes and motor responses were not as high as Noah's, the specs of his Mecha were enough to make such difference useless.

What followed was a frenetic course of flurries and exchanges between the two giants of steel. Moving at high speed, sometimes accelerating, decelerating and even moving slightly up if it was necessary.

It was a showcase of skills from two experienced pilots but Omid found himself slowly getting cornered.

How is this possible!?

As always this was a question anyone would have when fighting Noah but Omid could not be blamed.

Mechas were heavy. Mechas were slow. Mechas were rigid.

This was mostly the unanimous opinion of most pilots when it came to piloting. Even with a pseudo neuro link, the breadth allowed was extremely limited unless one filled their machine with much more expensive combat software to add a reaction to nearly every situation.

Omid had seen enough to know that the Mecha he was facing was not some high-end one. Hell, it couldn’t even be some old-style Mecha. It was a style he had never seen and it seemed beyond outdated.

The Scorched may not be a unique Mecha at its base but it was still a masterpiece born from the technology of a Type Two civilization.

There was only one possible explanation for the movement of this Mecha to be so smooth and so human-like.

“A neuro link?”

Omid shivered. Just what kind of madman was he currently fighting? The Neuro link was a system that had been discovered when the first few Mecha designs of the Old Empire were found in a few ruins.

But soon, this system was entirely banned from the construction of all Mecha as it was simply too counterproductive.

[Crazy bastard!]

[I am the sanest man in the world! Hahaha]

The two Mechas clashed once again. The Ouroboros was starting to falter.In the cockpit, Noah was sweating buckets. Moving a giant of steel as if it was his own body was not easy on the human mind and doing so at the intensity he was doing so currently certainly was not helping.

Noah could not afford to make the slightest mistake for he knew that any mistakes could be fatal.

His face was covered in sweat and his eyes were bloodshot, with traces of blood even leaking slightly. His mind was a little hazy but the twinkle in his eyes was unmistakable.

—Noah!

“Not now! I still have not lost yet!”

His voice was abnormal but Noah spared it no thought. All that mattered for him was the combat in front of him and he was savouring every moment of it.

[Deep Dive 2: Activation]

Noah grunted as the link went in deeper, he was now feeling every limb of the robot as if they were truly his own and he knew how dangerous this was but he did not care.

The fight continued, like a death dance that seemed to have no end, the two fought, dodging, colliding. All this time, Noah knew that he had the advantage but he also knew that he could not stay long like this.

[Reserve of energy: 15%]

Not only was he low on energy but his own body was limited to what it could bring out in the current situation. All he could do was boost his perception with Dark Matter but since his Mecha had no system related to it, there was no way for him to boost it.

I need to create an opening.

For an instant, Ouroboros seemed to slip, losing its balance. The Scorched did not hesitate to capitalize on it.

Bang!

[Do you think you can keep up against me with this piece of crap!?]

A roar sounded as The Scorched started swinging its sword again and again, chipping at the shield until it was about to fail. The shame he felt at the thought of having been nearly bested by a trash Mecha was not something that could be explained in mere words and he needed to wipe out this stain.

In Ouroboros, Noah smiled. He could see that Omid was angry and as angry as he was, he was trying to prove his superiority.

I only have one shot.

He truly missed his spear. The additional reach would have been appreciated but it was alright. He could make do.

Just a little more

He observed, analyzed, even as his shield finally broke, he waited. Finally, it was time.

For the last strike, The Scorched raised its sword high. This was a mistake.

[Self Destruction]

All the pieces of equipment during the war against the Parasites were filled with self-destruct mechanisms. He did not hesitate to use the one in his shield. Fire and smoke filled their vision as shrapnel flew around, damaging even his Mecha. But it was a calculated risk and one he was willing to take.

As the shield exploded, Ouroboros deftly moved to the side, avoiding the sword that fell in its previous position before answering with its own sword.

The oscillating sword was a very powerful weapon.

Sometimes, evolution wasn’t about discarding the old but knowing what to keep and Noah was sure that if his sword could reach the joints of The Scorched, he could do some very nasty damage.

I won!

Noah smiled as the sword reached the place where the cockpit would be even amidst the blinding smoke.

As for Omid, his detector warned him of the incoming attack and he was presented with a difficult choice.

His life or his pride.

In the end, his desire to live won out.

[Shield Activation.]

A soft sound reached him as the oscillating sword seemed to collide against an invisible barrier. Hexagonal waves started to spread in a slow ripple, showing the futility of the attack that landed.

A strange silence settled between the two, as the Mechas stayed in the same position. But the first one to break it was none other than Noah.

[Pfft! Hahahah! I won!]

In his Mecha, Omid gritted his teeth, his eyes filled with rage.

One may wonder why Noah was laughing or if he was completely crazy. But Omid could not deny the reality.

Up to now, the two of them had been fighting using their own skills and the pure spec of their Mecha, and yet, Omid had been nearly killed.

Without his shield, he would have lost.

As a Mecha pilot — Noah had won.

If this was a simple duel, the fight would have ended here and now, and the two would have shaken hands and ended this on an amicable note.

This was not a duel.

This was a fight to the death and now…Omid had no more reason to hold back.

***

The moment Omid steeled his resolve, the pressure in the air changed. Noah noticed immediately.

Ouroboros immediately gained some distance. Since he had no shield now, fighting in close combat against The Scorched would be —

Noah thought, and immediately stopped as he looked up with surprise,

[Do you know what is the difference between a pilot who can use their Dark Matter and one who cannot?]

Noah could not answer, all he could do was look up at the multiple points of light that started forming all around The Scorched. On a second look, rather than simple light, they were clearly a small ball of fire.

[Conventional weapons are of no use to us.]

<<Fire Style: Fire balls>>

Ouroboros increased the energy output to accelerate and escape faster but the Scorched did not care. Like a god raining down punishment on a mere mortal, a rain of fire fell toward Ouroboros, igniting everything on its way mercilessly.

At first, Ouroboros was able to avoid them, but the rain seemed interminable and what should have happened happened. It was only a small mistake but in this situation, there was no escape.

Noah watched as the left arm of his Mecha was covered in flame and started to melt slightly.

Red alerts sounded in the cockpit of Noah’s Mecha, showing that the damage was going beyond what was acceptable.

Fuck. Just how hot is this stuff?

Noah could not deploy his own shield as the energy it would consume would be staggering.

As such,

“I can only rush forward!”

Even though he could not stop the flames, nor could he go past Omid's shield, he knew the shield was not up all the time. He needed to take it down if he wanted to engage Omid.

Noah changed tactics and Ouroboros followed, accelerating in the opposing direction while doing its best to avoid the concentrated fire attack.

[I knew you would do that. Too bad.]

<<Fire Style: Fire Cloak>>

Whoosh!

Even sitting in his own Mecha, Noah could feel a hint of the heat that was suddenly being emitted. It was like facing a small sun, an explosion of light and heat as everything around Omid went on fire.

The fire cloak was one of the most efficient defensive systems for the Djinn as it allied attack and defense all in one. This became even more when they were in their own Mecha as the Core and the Circuits worked as amplifiers and greatly increased the might they had access to.

It could be said that for most Mecha pilots now, piloting skills had little use. All that mattered was a core powerful enough that brought an even better boost.

Boom!

Blinded as he was, Noah had no way of reacting when the fire encased fist of the Scorched connected with the chest of Ouroboros, causing an indent to form and pushing him backward like a cannonball.

In the cockpit, Noah groaned even as Ouroboros was sent flying as if it weighed nothing until it collided against a small mountain.

The fight had only changed for a short moment but he felt like it had been hours. The difference between them was all too clear.

Noah knew it. Even if he refused to accept it, he could not win as he was. This was simply impossible.

—Noah…

His breath was rough. A sweet taste rose in his throat, but his healing factor immediately took care of the wounds.

Holding the controllers, Noah looked up, only to see nothing but a sea of flames seemingly covering the world. Even the lush forest filled with humidity was helpless in the face of this power. In a way, this was almost poetic.

The black smoke was rising high up, the crimson flame covering the visible world, and between all that —

The sound of a Mecha, advancing slowly, one step after another toward him. Each step seemed to be filled with a sense of purpose. A desire to suppress, an absolute confidence born from the clear difference in power.

Finally, the shadow of the Mecha became clear and Noah watched as a flaming sword stopped a few mere inches from the cockpit.

There was no doubt that Omid only needed an instant to pierce Ouroboros and end him.

[Noah. If that is your name. You have been a fierce warrior and as much as I loathe to admit, if you had access to a better Frame, you might have won. But such is the fate of the Battlefield. Do you have any last words?] Omid's voice came out, his mood clearly far better than it was initially.

[Heheh, how magnanimous.]

[Such is the prerogative of the winner.] The sword approached closer, slightly piercing the place where the traces of the earlier punch were. [Now Speak.]

Omid waited, wondering what the man would say. Would he try to fight back even though there was no hope? Would he beg for his life? Or would he ask for a favor?

Omid waited, anticipation rising. He did not know who Noah was. The kid was one filled with mystery but surely this would be the first page of his new legend. A legend where he would shed his identity as a pirate and become a Knight once again.

Any last words, huh..

Noah smiled as he looked at The Scorched. The sounds of alarms were still ringing as the heat from the sword was causing damage.

[Then, tell me. Out of all the Pirates in your group. How high do you rank? Are you the strongest?]

An unexpected question. There was no begging, only such useless questions.

How strong was he? Omid could not give a very accurate answer. The top executives of the Forty Thieves rarely fought against each other even if they could. There was simply no need to do so after all.

But as for being the strongest? The answer was pretty simple.

The picture of a young man flashed in Omid’s mind. Someone who, no matter how much Omid wished to deny it, was worthy of respect and admiration.

[I am not the strongest.]

[I see.]

[If that is all you have to say — Die in peace.]

The sword plunged, ready to reap the life of Noah but Omid felt an unexpected tension stopping him from going further.

Omid instantly understood that something was wrong and while he wished to push forward, his instincts were telling him to retreat.

He listened to them — This was undoubtedly the best choice he made.

[What the hell!]

Backing away immediately, Omid watched with stunned horror as hundreds of tendrils of darkness appeared at the same time. All of them were covered with bloodshot eyes and some of them showed jagged teeths.

He readied himself, thinking that the tendrils would attack him. What followed next made no sense to him.

After all, rather than attacking him — They started eating the Mecha itself.

Crunch!

The sound was frightening and the picture unnerving. He had the distinct feeling that thousands of ants were crawling on his skin. As the tendrils piled on each other, soon they condensed into a round, almost oval form that was more reminiscent of an egg.

Then crimson lines started to form, giving the faint impression that it was drawing something akin to a snake.

A snake eating its own tail.

[Warning: Energy signal growing.]

Omid growled. He did not know what was happening but he would certainly not let this continue.

<<Fire Style: Cruel Sun>>

Rising in the sky, a giant ball made out of fire slowly formed. This was perhaps his strongest and most destructive attack. When used in conjunction with his Mecha, Omid had enough power to wipe entire cities instantly.

He pushed more than half of the remaining energy he had into this attack, well intent on destroying this abject thing.

The fireball was launched, sailing like a bomb toward its target and once it reached it, an explosion of light and heat almost blinded him while pushing his own Mecha backward.

Everything in a 500-meter radius was immediately erased, as Omid had done his best to focus all the power in one point, and a mushroom formed by dust appeared high in the sky.

There was no way for anyone to have survived this attack. Surely this would be the end of that monstrosity.

Well…this was what he thought.

Reality though, had a way of always disappointing, and Omid realized once again this truth when the sound of slurping and suction reached him.

The camera of his Mecha focused and he saw something he would never forget. Something that once again made no sense.

….The fire was being eaten by the giant dark egg…

In but an instant, all the fire in the surroundings was completely out, leaving nothing but a scorched earth and charred trees.

“What…The…Hell…”

Nothing answered Omid.

Nothing except — Crack!

The sound of the eggshell cracking.

***

Sitting in the cockpit of his Mecha, Noah observed the surrounding darkness quietly. From every part of his body, a dark substance flowed out continuously, covering the entirety of the Mecha.

He could feel strong shaking and a feeling of being burned filled his body, making him feel like he was being burnt alive.

—Are you satisfied?

Noah had no words. He simply observed,

—Your recklessness might cost us our lives. Was it worth it to fight a losing battle just to prove you were the better pilot of the two?

“I am the strongest.”

—You are not!

Her voice came out like a screech as if she was tired of listening to Noah.

—I do not understand your obsession with this title but you are not the strongest! Not anymore! Not in this world!

“...”

He closed his eyes and thought back to why he fought Omid. Noah had many reasons he could use as an excuse, but in the end, all it came down to was simple.

He was the strongest.

He needed to be the strongest.

If he was not, then… What use did he have?

Noah ruffled his hair, feeling like he was running in a circle, constantly thinking of things that should not have any influence on him anymore, but there was simply no way for him to escape this reality.

“Say, what do you think a Hero needs the most?”

—Seriously!? This isn’t the time for some introspection!

He ignored her scream and continued, “Many might say it’s a sense of justice or morality and in a way, they aren’t wrong. A hero needs all those things to be a hero but this isn’t the most essential. The most essential thing is pretty simple.”

He smiled, “Strength. Strength is Justice. Even if hundreds of laws were created, justice can not be done if there is no power to implement it. The absence of power to implement will result in tolerance of the intolerable.”

To become a hero, you need to be strong enough to implement your vision of justice. This was the simple reality. This was why the hero in all stories had to be strong.

Even when the hero saved the day by convincing the bad guy to join the side of good, this would always be after an epic fight. Only after that would discussion be possible.

For Noah, all his life, he had been meaning to fulfill the rule of absolute justice. Be it him or the other constellations.

They were nothing but experiments born for the sole goal of assuring the survival of humanity and for that, they needed to be strong.

They needed to be the strongest. If they were not the strongest then, they were nothing but failures.

This was the kind of doctrine Noah had been made to follow all his life and he lived by it. Strength was Power. Strength was Freedom. Strength was Justice.

But ever since he woke up in this new world, he realized one thing…He was not strong anymore.

“If I am struggling to beat Omid now… Then about his boss? What after?”

So many things were changing, too many, too fast. The more he explored this ruin, the more information he received and the more he realized just how little he knew and just how insignificant he was.

If the Earth he went to was not the Earth he knew. What would he do?

If Earth needed his support. Needed his strength. What could he do?

The answer to that question was simple. As he was now….There was nothing he could do.

This clarity about his situation brought insecurity and those insecurities transformed into fear. Fear consumed him and became recklessness.

—...

“Sorry, forget it. Like you said, this is not the time.”

—-You are not the only one worried about the universe. My memories may be blurred, but I have no memories similar to anything even close to this universe. Everything we learn is new.

“Heh…”

—But remember. When we landed on this planet. We were weak. We were at the lowest place in the food chain and what did we do?

“...”

—We survived. We adapted. We grew, We evolved and finally, we became the strongest on this planet.

“Hah…”

—If we could do it once. We can do it again and again. Our potential is infinite and now we have an even greater weapon and our growth will be even faster.

“Once again, being comforted by my old enemy.”

—Do you truly think you are still human?

Noah looked down at his body and could only show a bitter smile. Right now, he could not even call himself human by any means of the word. At the very least, physically speaking, he had nothing human now.

—You understand right? Even though we avoid talking about it. On that day…The two of us perished. Whether you are still Noah and I am still the Parasite Queen is a philosophical question with no clear answer. But if there is one thing clear. The only way for you to get an answer is to win here and now.

“You are right.”

Noah smiled, it was a more light-hearted smile this time and he took out the new core he was given as a reward. It wasn’t as if all his worries and all his troubles vanished instantly with just one speech.

There was no way that such deep-seated trauma could vanish like this. But at the very least, at this moment, all the self-doubts he had were pushed aside and gave way to a more positive outlook.

—What is the plan? The cocoon I created is breaking down and I can feel a big attack incoming. I only managed to slow him because of the shock this sudden transformation must have brought.

As if feeling that Noah was back on his A-game again, the Queen asked and Noah, as always, delivered.

Placing his hand on the place where the chamber for the core was, he asked, “When we entered that last Mecha, I asked you to observe the internal structure. How much were you able to analyze?”

— 80% thanks to the memories of the Cyclops woman we ate. It’s far easier. Don’t tell me…

“You don’t have enough material to create an entire Mecha but this should be possible, right?”

He pushed the new core into his Mecha and immediately…Everything changed. His eyes lit up even more as the line of a snake eating its tail appeared.

“Let’s give Ouroboros one last epic battle!”

[New equipment system detected.]

[Compatibility with Perpetual core: 50%]

[Proceed with the fusion?]

[Y/N]

[Warning: A sudden source of thermal energy was absorbed. The system is not able to handle the initial load. Heightened risk of self-destruction.]

Noah grinned, his eyes blazing with a new fire. It didn’t matter if Ouroboros alone could not support the power.

He could share the burden and so could the Queen. This was not one one-man show. This was a team effort.

This was why Noah decided to go all out even at the risk of his life

❰Full Dive❱


CH 29: Berserk


They said a caterpillar would break down and digest itself once it entered its cocoon before reforming its body and transforming into a butterfly.

This was one of the miracles of nature. It was one of those things that, even if it could be scientifically explained, let one feel nature's wonder.

What Noah was experiencing now was something similar.

Full Dive.

This had been one of the focuses of Project Eden, creating humans who could transfer their minds to machines. The total and absolute digitalization of human thought in zeroes and ones code to transfer to machines.

The results, while not what they were expecting, were still outstanding.

The deeper Noah dived, the stronger the connection between him and Ouroboros became, and once he reached the level of Full Dive — they became one in the truest sense of the word.

The external Camera became his eyes. The Giant of Steel became his body and the mighty limbs became his as well.

The ultimate union between Man and Machine.

Sadly, this also extended to pain and Noah immediately felt the painful sensation of having his mind stretch to something beyond human. It didn’t help that with Ouroboros' current situation, Noah felt like he was missing some pieces.

This sensation was not something a human could normally support. Even back then, he would very rarely use Full Dive as it was too heavy on him.

But now…Noah was surprised to realize that he did not feel that bad.

The destroyed parts of Ouroboros hurt but he had faced far more pain.

The control necessary to move Ouroboros was taxing on his mind but far less taxing than the hundred years he most likely spent on this planet.

Truly life was indeed full of surprises.

—Noah, are you ready?

Noah felt his mind slowly grow faint. What he was about to do was dangerous. But if it was necessary for victory, he would do it.

It was time to go Berserk.

***

As Omid watched the egg start cracking, he understood that things were going wrong. If before Noah had not been a threat, now there were enough strange things occurring for him to worry about and his last stunt with Cruel Sun had consumed a large part of his energy reserve. Enough to truly worry him.

Had he been in space or anywhere else, he would have immediately retreated to make sure that he could better assess the situation but right here and now, there was not much he could do outside of facing it head-on.

Breathing heavily in the cockpit, he gave the command and made The Scorched take out the rifle and position it in a fire-ready position.

Crack!

His heart was thumping so fast in his chest that he felt like it was ready to burst out at any moment.

Crack! Crack!

His face was covered in sweat despite the ventilation system.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

[Great spike in Dark Matter.]

[Warning! Tactical retreat advised]

Omid cursed. As if he didn’t know he had to retreat. This was the moment and finally —

Crack!!!

Finally, the eggshell completely vanished and revealed the abomination behind it.

Goosebumps crawled on his skin as he gazed at the thing that was standing in front of him. The previous Mecha, while old and in a pitiful state, had a certain air about it. A heroic one full of majesty. Its crimson color was warm and brought confidence.

Now though… It looked nothing but sinister. The crimson receded, giving place to a pure black that seemed to absorb all light. The face of the Mecha seemed to have a crazed smile, showing full teeth and its eyes shone with a crimson light.

Omid had heard of Mecha transforming. Hell, even Mechas fusing to obtain new forms. But what he was seeing now was something completely different. Something foreign. He knew that he had to take that thing down to survive.

A weird deadlock seemed to appear as the two giants observed each other silently, measuring the level of threat the other posed. Omid shivered. He could swear that for an instant, he had felt like the Mecha was grinning at him.

The very moment the Mecha of Noah took one step forward — that deadlock was broken as if it had never existed in the first place.

Bang! The rifle immediately started shooting at a high cadence. Omid's only goal was to take down that thing. But, showing a level of agility of the likes that should not be possible for such a heavy machine on a planet, Ouroboros jumped up and did a beautiful twirl in the air before landing on the ground on all fours.

Then it zigzagged while running toward him at high speed.

Fuck!

Discarding the red-hot rifle that looked like it was about to explode, Omid took a defensive pose as the mecha reached him.

Activate the shield!

A shock resonated as Ouroboros collided with the energy shield like an enraged bull hitting a wall. Omid expected this to stop Noah but he was forced to realize that it was not enough.

Bang!

He watched as Ouroboros started to furiously hit the shield with its bare hand again and again. No matter how futile this looked, the hit came and with each hit, the strength seemed to increase.

The grinning mouth opened and from it —

ROOOOAAR!!!

A guttural, animal-like roar came out. It was as if he was witnessing a berserk beast that had lost all sense. The level of Dark Matter continued to climb and Omid finally realized what was happening.

That thing was absorbing the Dark Matter in the air.

Omid had no time to even process this information that made absolutely no sense. Ouroboros lunged at the shield with its maw wide open.

Crunch!

Up to this day, Omid had never realized that there were so many sounds that could feel so horrifying to the ears. But now he understood as he watched a part of his energy shield get eaten.

Realizing that he could not stay close, he immediately pushed all the power in the anti-gravity thruster and jumped up and backward, creating as much distance between them as possible.

At the same time, three fire lights formed behind him before firing at the monstrosity.

But once again Ouroboros simply moved with animalistic movements. Omid had already realized that this Mecha was piloted with a True Neuro link but that still shouldn’t explain such a response time.

Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!

Still floating in the air as he fell, Omid cursed inwardly before screaming out loud.

“This is not the end! I cannot let this end like this!”

He had sacrificed too much. Suffered too much.

Under his suit, his yellow marking started shining even more strongly than usual.His eyes and nose were bleeding. He was searching in the deepest part of himself, bringing as much power as he could. There was no need to hold back, no need to hesitate.

If he did not win now he would die.

The Scorched trembled, his arms wide, and a gigantic sphere of fire and light formed above him, this sun was not limited by the power reserve of his core but also by his own personal reserve, giving his all for this one attack.

The Sphere grew and grew and with it the temperature in the air as well. The atmosphere became dry as the external temperature reached nearly three thousand degrees Celsius.

Thanks to the core he received as a reward, Omid was able to go above and beyond every limit he had once conceived.

The color of the sun he held continuously changed alongside the heat, going from red to orange then yellow, and finally — A beautiful white light.

Had it been at any other moment, Omid would have felt emotion. After all, a white flame was something he would have never been able to reach at any other time if not for the new core and for his own willingness to sacrifice even his life force.

“I will win! I will beat you! and I will start a new legend!”

***

“Do you hear that?”

Sitting in the cockpit of the Ouroboros, Noah was not in a good state. his body was constantly breaking down and repairing because of the tremendous pressure he was under. His body was completely bathed in blood and his eyes were bloodshot, literally on the verge of bursting out.

The Queen was completely unable to answer as she had to use all her power to emulate the thousand circuits that conducted Dark Matter to the core.

This fight was without a doubt the most taxing they’d ever had.

“A new legend, huh.”

Looking up at the white sun that was slowly forming, Noah knew that even if he rushed him, he would not be able to stop this. Even if he tried to flee now, this skill was clearly one with a very wide scale. He doubted he could flee far.

Then there was only one solution.

Since his enemy was betting it all, then he simply had to do the same!

“I am sorry. Hang on a little more.”

It was hard to say to whom he was addressing, whether it was the Queen or Ouroboros.

Whoosh!

Ouroboros leaned back as the Dark Fluid started condensing and transforming under his control. The amount of Dark Fluid Noah could use was limited and the more he used the more was pulled from the outer coating of the Mecha.

The difference was immediate. The Frame trembled under the pressure and the temperature rose. But Noah knew that as long as the internal circuits held on it was enough.

As for defense? How could it be called betting everything if he cared about defense?

The Dark Fluid changed form, slowly transforming into a ten-meter-long spear. At the same time, Noah filled this Fluid with as much energy as he had been able to gather and ignored all the warnings of overheating he was receiving.

The form of the spear changed, becoming more distinct, more intrinsic, and shining with a dark crimson light.

“Noah! Die for me!”

<<Fire Style: Rising Sun>>

The large sun-like attack came at him but still his voice came out of the speaker, calmly,

“Someday, somewhere, someone might defeat me. But…It will not be today. It will not be here. And…It will certainly not be you!”

<<Gungnir!>>

He gathered all the remaining strength he had and threw the deadly spear at the incoming Sun.

The spear and the sun came into contact for a short instant, the energy of the two powerful attacks colliding in a shock of titanic proportions.

Whoosh! The first one to give was the sun as the spear seemingly absorbed some of the energy of the attack to power itself and accelerate further, going entirely through it.

It could not be stopped.

It did not miss.

Accurately and without any deviation, the spear shattered the flimsy shield Omid put up in a hurry and pierced The Scorched as it was intended.

As for Noah and the Queen,

“If we survive this…Let’s find you a true name, partner.”

—That would be lovely.

They laughed as they were completely engulfed in a sea of white flames.


CH 30: Rebirth


After the full scale of the explosion settled, flames continued to lick the surface of the ground, changing it into molten lava.

More than 80% of the structure of Ouroboros was destroyed alongside the rest of the ground.

The remaining 20% wasn’t even in the form of a Mecha properly speaking. Only a ghost of the Frame remained while everything else was destroyed.

In the middle of all the debris and rubble, was a corpse charred beyond recognition, leaving nothing but a hollow and empty husk.

At least… This was how it looked from a distance. If one came closer, far closer, they would be able to hear a very weak heartbeat.

Thump~Thump~

It was a mystery of the universe why this corpse was even alive. Soon though, the answer became clearer as black tendrils moved all around, grabbing anything they could and consuming it.

But no matter how much it tried to gain strength, the heartbeat kept getting weaker and weaker as if it could vanish at a moment's notice.

It wouldn’t be wrong to say that life was hanging on by a thread that was about to snap. A very thin thread and the tendrils understood this. Simple matter was not enough. Not enough at all.

The tendril moved slightly as if thinking or analyzing. But they realized that something was happening.

The body, even at the door of death, was trying to adapt. Trying to change.

No human could survive the current situation. As such, the corpse was trying to transcend from something human and become something superior.

The Queen hesitated. Even as her consciousness started to dim, she still hesitated. She had an idea, a way that could perhaps ensure the survival of Noah.

But by doing so, she knew that this change would be permanent. Noah’s Adaptation always went for the most optimal form even at the cost of his humanity.

If she went ahead with her plan and guided his adaptation…Would he still be human?

The Queen knew very well how much Noah’s mentality was stopped from collapsing because he saw himself as human. This sense of identity was one of the reasons he did not falter despite the endless years on this planet.

The Queen hesitated and for the first time, she felt the urge to laugh at herself.

As a Parasite, the form they took had never been a matter of concern. Survival at any cost was always the most important.

It was funny that she now was hesitating because she did not want to hurt the man.

What choice did she have?

Let Noah die as a human?

Or become something more?

Her internal thoughts were in a true battle and in the end, she decided to go for the option of living.

Noah was not that weak.

Even if he had another breakdown that lasted for decades as had happened in the past, she would simply have to keep him company until he managed to overcome it again. Like he always did.

Once she made her decision, The Queen immediately acted on her plan. First, she moved her dark tendrils and reached for the interior of what remained of the mecha.

She caught the Perpetual Core. She was now glad that Noah did not let her devour this thing. Holding it toward the dwindling flames, she observed the flames slowly but surely being absorbed and devoured by the core.

There were not many flames left but it didn’t matter. Once all the fire was absorbed, she brought it back to Noah and placed it over the place where his heart was.

It was now time for the true magic to begin.

This was more a gamble than anything else on her part. But she had already done it once…What stopped her from doing so a second time?

Starting from Noah’s heart, she started to spread, thin, very thin tendrils formed one after another, until the basic frame of a Mecha energy circuit was created. It was nearly the same as the circuit she had used on Ouroboros but with a twist. Using the memory Noah had about the technique called Maxwell Demon, she was able to recreate a better circuit. Something different from what she had copied from those standard Mecha.

Something unique.

Thump~

Thump~

At first, there was not much of a reaction, but soon, the miracle she had been waiting for happened. On the verge of death, Noah’s body grabbed anything it could to save itself, and what better than a core that represented Evolution itself?

At the same time, using the template she had created, Noah’s body was starting to change until finally,everything clicked together.

Thump!

A powerful heartbeat sounded. So powerful it seemed like a very small shockwave, blowing off the dust around him.

Energy started radiating in great amounts from Noah's body, both being absorbed and used to feed his body.

Dark matter seemed to become visible, entwining around Noah, changing him, nourishing him. It was as if the circle of infinity itself was turning around him.

Even the Queen was astonished by what was happening. She had expected that something would happen but this went way beyond her expectations. She could feel the rest of Noah start breaking down and start healing at the same time.

As if all the old needed to be eliminated to give place to the new. Creation and destruction, life and death. The end and a beginning.

For a simple moment, she felt as if she was witnessing a new world being formed and understanding things that were beyond her comprehension.

Her consciousness slowly dimmed until she fell completely asleep. She did not know if what she did was the right or the wrong thing but what she did know was that; his was a positive cycle and Noah would never be the same again.


CH 31: Changes


Walk. Stay silent. Fight. Kill. Eat. Train. Do not question order— Do not even think!

Remember. You are nothing but a doll. Your very existence is nothing but a whim of the higher-ups.

Fight for Earth.

Fight for Humanity.

Fight for your brethren.

Kill all the Parasites.

Erase all nuisances.

DO YOU UNDERSTAND!?

YOU. ARE. THE. STRONGEST.

***

Noah’s eyes snapped open as he growled before coughing and groaning. The world seemed so bright. Too bright in fact. So bright he had a feeling something was burning his retinas.

Covering his face, Noah tried to remember where he was and what had happened. His mind was jumbled and the old resurging dreams were not helping him at all.

For Noah, everything seemed to be blurry and confusing at the moment. Thankfully, after receiving the final attack of Omid and making a promise to the Queen, his consciousness had completely slinked into the shadow.

If he had to be honest, he had been pretty sure that he would be a goner. He knew very well that his regeneration was in no way limitless and he was not indestructible. But right now, it seemed like he was not in any kind of heaven or afterlife.

“If this is heaven then I am going to complain to the higher ups.”

Grunting Noah slowly, very slowly, tried to open his eyes. He wished to let them adapt to the intensity and soon he was able to see and recognize where he was.

This place was in complete wreckage now, The Scorched was truly worthy of its name.Sighing, Noah tried to stand up to better see his surroundings but as he stood, his legs wobbled slightly, as if he was a newborn calf that needed to learn how to walk again.

At this moment, many incongruities started to be noticed by Noah.

For one, his vision was sharp. He always had a sharp vision but the current level was completely different. It was as if he was watching the world in higher definition. If the world was a game, then it would be like he had been playing on 30 FPS all his life and suddenly upgraded to 120 FPS or from 1080P to 8K.

“What…”

His brain was barely registering the difference when he noticed another thing.

The distance between him and the ground seemed awfully low.

“Oh come on…”

He looked at his small chubby hands and pinched the right cheek of his face before finally accepting the reality.

He had become a child once again and this time it was worse. He didn’t just look like a teen but more like a pre-teen. Furthermore, he was once again butt naked. Which wasn’t so surprising considering he had most likely burnt his clothes off.

“So. Seems like we survived.”

—....

Noah stretched a little and once he felt like he had enough control over his body he started walking toward the rest of the wreckage. His hand gently touched the slightly hot metal and remains of Ouroboros.

“That was a pretty epic last fight, right?”

Noah spoke before falling silent. He felt weird. Ouroboros was supposed to be nothing but a machine. But at this moment, he felt like he had lost a very important part of himself.

It was then —

[Small energy resource detected. Would you like to absorb it?]

[Y/N?]

Noah stopped dead in his tracks. His head tilted and his eyes widened in bewilderment.

“The hell?”

He took his hand away and the notification vanished but his surprise did not. The notification had happened so suddenly but the feeling it brought him was the same as when he received notification directly to his mind while connected to Ourobors.

Something weird was happening and he did not understand what.

Closing his eyes, he focused inwardly for a few seconds, and soon, a new screen appeared before him.

[Status:

Designation: Perpetual Core Ouroboros

Type: Unique/Growth

Growth: Egg.

Level: 10/10]

[Evolution possible. Do you wish to proceed?]

[Y/N?]

“...”

—Noah…

Noah could feel his heartbeat accelerate in his chest. He took multiple deep breaths in order to calm himself and only then did he open his mouth.

“I have the feeling that you have an explanation as to why I have such a thing in my head.”

—I…

“Tell me everything. What have you done?”

His voice was rising a little and he caught himself and forced the heat in his voice to calm down. Becoming angry and screaming when he did not have the full picture was just a waste of time.

He needed to calm down. He needed to keep a cool mind and he needed to understand what in the nine hells was happening to him.

Now that he was starting to think about it, everything had been too weird. He had chalked it up to almost dying but this was closer to what he felt the first time he woke up on the new planet.

His body had been different. So different that he could barely see himself as human and now…

—It was necessary for survival.

The Queen spoke and Noah listened in silence.

She explained the miserable situation he was in and how close to death they both were. In the end, she explained as best as she could the decisions she took and the changes that followed.

—At this moment, while you still look like a human and have most of the functions one should have outwardly. Inwardly, your body is anything but human. Your entire internal structure from your bones to your tendons and even your veins are completely different and those changes are continuing. I believe your Adaptation evolved once again. For example, did you notice that your breathing rate had slowed down considerably? I believe that soon, even breathing will not be necessary for you.

“....”

––As of now…Your internal structure is closer to that of Ouroboros itself than anything else and the Perpetual core has become part of your heart. One could even say that in a way you are a living Mecha or more a living Core than anything human anymore.

Noah’s body had undergone many changes during his stay on the planet. From nearly freezing in the cold to being able to walk naked on the snow. From fearing wounds and disease to having a body that could heal any wounds. All those changes had been freakish and Noah understood that the more he adapted the less he was human. But even so, he could accept it. Humans continuously adapted and changed through history. Change in pigmentation, change in average heights, increase in cognitive ability, and changes in posture were just a few adaptations humans had undergone.

The story of humanity was one of adaptation. Those who did not adapt died and those who did procreated and created even more adapted children. This was nothing new. This was normal. This was nature. So what if he had two or more hearts?

All those were excuses Noah used and abused to keep his sanity in check. He did not have the time nor the leisure to fall into self-doubt. He could not stop advancing no matter what.

For Noah, being human was essential to his hold of self-identity. Some might find it stupid or even ridiculous. But for him, who did not know his parents, an entity born for the sole goal of being a weapon, his identity as a human was one of the few things he held dear to his heart…or hearts.

Right now though…Noah ruffled his hair, his eyes a little lost,

“Shit.”

There was not much else he could say.


CH 32: Ashes to Ashes


A calm wind passed by, a light breeze to refresh the mind, and Noah decided to make do with the information he had just received. There were many things he wanted to say and if he had to be honest, he just wished to sit down now, and well… actually, he didn’t really know what he wanted to do.

However, he knew that it wasn’t the right time for an idle self-introspection. So, true to his nature… he did what he always did best in these types of existential-crisis situations.

“Pfft! I always wanted to be one with a Mecha, to be honest. I never thought I would become one myself.”

… He laughed it off to the best of his abilities. He pushed every bit of negative emotions he felt deep down, bar the ones he needed to survive, and closed off this page of his life, maybe to be opened another day, a more lenient day. A smile formed on his face and all the frustrations that were marring his face vanished altogether.

— … I am sorry.

“Don’t be. You made the right choice. I don’t have a death wish now, you know? Would be a bummer to die while being so close to getting answers, wouldn’t it?” He clapped his hands and continued, “First things first…”

Space started to ripple once again but this time the gate to the alternate space formed much faster than before. Whatever happened with his body had made his circulation of Dark Matter much more efficient and streamlined than it ever had been.

Once he pushed the remains of Ouroboros into the dimension, he closed it off and started walking towards a specific direction.

The place where the Scorched had landed.

— You are taking it far better than I imagined you would. The first time around, you nearly became insane and suicidal.

“Oh. I wanna scream so much right now. Like for real. But that isn’t important at the moment. I can deal with my feelings later. Not to mention, humans are creatures of adaptation, and adapting is my specialty.”

His stay on this planet had not been easy for him, it had taken its fair share of a toll on his mind. He had many incidents of involuntary blackouts where his mind would simply shut down because he could not support the increasing weight of time on his psyche.

But every time something like that happened, he would eventually wake up stronger, and the interval between his blackouts continued to grow shorter and shorter, until he was able to constantly remain in his awakened state. Even through the turmoil in his mind and the growing changes in his body.

“Anyway. With this issue out of the way, we can decide on what to do after we get out of this mess. But now, it’s finally time to finish what we started.”

He had yet to receive a notice about the end of this challenge. This could only mean one thing.

Omid was still alive.

“Well. He won’t be for long though.”

So finally being able to put down his target was a welcome change. Killing someone had always been the greatest distraction for him anyway.

***

Finding the wreckage of ‘The Scorched’ had been pretty easy, to say the least. Even with his small pudgy legs, it didn’t take him long to reach where Omid had landed.

The current state of the Mecha was drastically different from the majesty that it had once shown. The chest compartment had been brutally destroyed and it was missing one of its legs. In the destroyed cockpit was the silently seated Omid in all his muscular glory.

“So you survived. Though you seem a bit different than before.”

Omid was alive. Honestly, Noah was astonished that he was still alive and in a talking state. After all, Omid had a giant hole in his chest. The very fact that he could even speak was a miracle in itself.

His eyes finally focused on the armor Omid was wearing and understood that the nanites in the armor were working furiously to keep him alive. Sadly for Omid, unlike Noah, he couldn’t magically revive himself by absorbing external matter and energy from the atmosphere and his surroundings.

“Well, I am more surprised that you survived with that gaping hole in your chest. Though it seems like you will be meeting your end soon enough.”

“You are right.” Omid leaned back and looked up at the sky, “So my story ends like this, huh? What a shame.”

Omid was tired, his body was heavy, and blood continuously poured out like a raging river. Already, his senses were slowly leaving him and he could barely see anything beyond a distant blur.

“Is it the part where I listen to your sad backstory and I learn that you weren’t born evil but became evil because of your circumstances?”

“Kukuh~!” Omid coughed out a bloody lump at his words, amused, “Don’t worry. I will not bore you with my past. I do need to seek your understanding nor do I wish for any pity from my enemy.”

“Huh. A shame then. I was wondering why someone as strong as you became a pirate in the first place. You don’t belong with these lowlifes.”

Omid closed his eyes, even keeping them open was becoming a strain for him. But he did not let the embrace of death take hold of him.

Not yet.

Not now.

There was still something he wished to know from his opponent.

Things he wanted to hear.

“I… have a question.”

Noah ignored the struggling man and jumped on the Mecha, going up until he reached the chest compartment where Omid was seated and had now become a sordid mess. At this distance, all he would need would be one blow to end his life. If Omid had begged for his life, Noah would have swiftly ended him without a second thought.

Now though, he was more curious about what this man wanted to ask him.

“Speak.”

“Why do you fight?”

“Hah? You gave your all to stay alive… only to ask such a boring question? Come on, you can do better…”

“Answer… me.”

Noah looked up at the distant sky. Why did he fight, he asked? A truly interesting question, worthy of deep contemplation. However, it was all too simple for Noah to answer. He didn’t need to contemplate as he knew all along why he fought. And the reason was far simpler than anything Omid could imagine.

“I fight because I like to win.” He grinned, “I started fighting because I was born for that very reason, created for the sole purpose of fighting and winning. I knew about nothing else. But then I realized… fighting is really fun. And winning was an addictive exhilaration.”

A chuckle escaped his lips at the thought, “That’s why I am continuing on this journey. Standing at the very top makes me feel good, feel alive. Saving people makes me feel awesome. Being called a hero makes me feel appreciated. In the end, perhaps I am just a junky in search of a constant new high.”

“So it’s that simple…”

Omid laughed through the blood that leaked out. A laughter full of mockery. A laughter full of regret.

“So you wish to stand at the top. Even knowing that your enemies will be as numerous as the stars in the sky? You know nothing of the horrors awaiting you.”

“You are right. Fighting you, I realized that I am not who I once was. I am not the top dog. I am weak and alone. But then… So what?”

Noah’s eyes shone with golden splendor as he gazed down at Omid, “All my life I have fought. Fought for survival. Fought to win. Fought to see the next day. Even as I lost nearly all my loved ones I kept on fighting. Even as the world pushed its expectations on me, I stood proud. I am no stranger to despair. Even less so to loneliness.”

He took one more step, nearly shoving his face against Omid’s.

“If all the stars in the sky are my enemies then so be it. I will just have to rise above the sky. This is what I have always done. I will fight. I will thrive. And I will rise. Until one day… I will once again stand at the very top.”

“Then what? What will you do once you are the strongest? To whom would you turn to when you have no one else to fight?”

“...”

“You are a very shallow man.”

“...”

Omid heaved out more blood. The nanites had stopped working; his time was now near.

“I… I have one request…”

“... Go on.”

“If you ever meet Queen Scheherazade… Tell her that I am sorry I could not save her.”

Omid’s hand trembled as he pushed the black box and took out the reward he had received from the last challenge.

“This will be… my payment.”

Noah stood in silence for a few seconds before finally taking the core from his hand. And once the box was taken, it was as if that had been the last thing the muscular man wanted to convey as his arms fell powerlessly to the ground.

The light in his eyes had already vanished, but he had a feeling he could still see the brilliantly radiant suns of his homeland. Omid had once been a man with many ambitions but as he felt the embrace of death finally take hold of him… He realized that all those ambitions were nothing but a front he put up to hide the hollowness inside.

If he understood the hypocrisy in his actions sooner then… perhaps, he could have lived a better life than the wretched one he subjected himself to. However, no one could answer if that would have been the case or not.

“Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust…”

He muttered and his body started breaking down into ashes, as he muttered in his dying breath. Fissures appeared all over his skin and finally, it finally crumbled in itself and turned into dust and ash.

Djinn did not leave a body when they died.

They simply became the remains of a brilliant and dazzling fire at the end of its journey. A fitting ending.

“What a shameless man. Paying me with my spoils of war.”

Noah laughed quietly as he witnessed the end of his enemy. He felt no pity. Omid had not been a good man in his life. As a pirate, he certainly destroyed the lives of many people.

Even so… As his first true enemy in this world, he would forever exist in Noah’s mind and as long as Noah was alive, like Omid so dearly wished, he would never be forgotten.

This too was a form of immortality.

The Queen meanwhile had different worries in her mind. She had no care for Omid as a person, she just had one question that concerned her.

— I wonder how dust tastes.


CH 33: Choices?


Moments before Noah started going through a special evolution that would change the course of his path… Outside of the Stargate, a small spaceship could be seen breaking through the atmosphere as it made its way to the array of spaceships that Omid left behind before entering the gate. Swiftly, it descended toward the main battleship among the hovering ships.

With everyone inside the ships already dead, only the inherent AI of the ships was keeping them working and floating in mid-air.

When the small ship finally reached a certain distance from the unmanned spaceship, it stopped in its tracks and cycled into hovering mode. Soon, the small ship opened a door, the pilot now revealed to the atmosphere of the world, promptly vanished and reappeared in the interior of the main ship.

“Interesting. Only one sign of life remains. Hmm…”

She had seen the gigantic gate while she was entering through the atmosphere, and even she was astonished by the white light it emitted. This was truly a historical moment for them.

But she also understood that it was not her destiny to uncover the secrets hidden within the gate. Furthermore, at this moment it was far more important to find and secure her old friend.

Dorothy was about to continue her search to find Morgiana but…

She could see that the life star of the woman was still active in her cognition and her inherent star was shining brighter than perhaps it ever did in her life. Her destiny was about to change, something incredible was about to transpire to her friend.

However, just as Dorothy was about to step forward and enter the ship, she had to crouch down while covering her eyes with a groan.

The Brightest Star she had been following the traces of was now dimming as though it was about to meet its end. Clearly, it was a sign of imminent death for the Gate and there was nothing she could do about it.

Dorothy could feel the gear of Fate shifting radically, slipping past her cognition and out of her ability to observe and influence.

The star would die before she could even reach it…

“Huh…?”

A voice of surprise leaked out and she realized that while absolute darkness was still encroaching on the brightest star it didn’t have any intention of killing and consuming it into its everlasting void.

Instead, the star seemed to have obtained a new lease on life and was growing far larger than it had been at a rapid speed.

Furthermore, its light still preserved its warmth despite being half covered in the absolute darkness of malevolence.

The Light and the Dark melded in a way she was too weak to completely understand… and they finally became a singular entity of duality.

Thus a Dark Star was born on this day.

“What in the…?”

This was the first time in her hundred years of life as the Witch of Stars and her position as a Seer Dorothy was able to come to the realization that she truly knew nothing about the world of stars.

In the end, all she could do now was find Morgiana and get her out of this place as soon as possible. Everything else could wait until the new Star of Destiny came out of the gate.

***

How did dust taste? The answer was admittedly, very predictable.

Dust tasted… horrible.

Well, he would not really know for sure, but that was what the Parasite Queen had transmitted to him while she devoured the remnants of Omid.

The good thing was that, while the taste was utterly horrible and much of the energy contained within Omid’s vessel had been lost in the process, the little bit of energy that he managed to procure was still very significant. He could feel that his reserves had grown by a bit and were about the level he had been before he was obliterated to pieces by the all-consuming flames unleashed by Omid.

But there was one little problem. Truly only a little,

“I am not growing anymore?”

Noah looked at himself in doubt. He still looked like a small child. He moved his hands to punch into the air. The piercing noises of wind produced by his fist flying at supersonic speeds and beyond were definitely not something that a child could have ever hoped to produce. His strength was astonishing and so was his speed and agility.

Noah couldn’t help but frown . He didn’t mind being in a child's body in the past but now that he had a chance to get away from this planet, this would be a pain.

Sadly for Noah, he had no time to focus on this matter as a translucent blue box appeared in front of him.

[Number of Survivors: 1]

[Congratulations on overcoming the challenge]

[Would you like to accept your reward?]

[Y/N?]

“What kind of person would even say no at this point?” Noah asked with a baffled expression on his face as he subconsciously pressed the yes button.

[Calculating rewards based on the previous rewards obtained]

[Previous reward: Growth type core]

[You are given a choice]

[1st reward: All materials necessary to create a medium-sized anti-army category Frame]

[2nd Reward: Blueprints necessary to create an anti-army category Frame.]

Noah stopped in his tracks and frowned visibly.

This choice was more complicated than he had anticipated it to be. While acquiring a blueprint seemed interesting, there was no telling that the materials required for the frame of the blueprint could be found anywhere as it was the blueprint of a Type-IV civilization, the only one of its kind in this galaxy.

Furthermore, he would need someone to create that Mecha for him. It would be quite complicated to find someone he could trust.

The materials meanwhile would definitely come in handy. If the Queen devoured them and analyzed them, she could perhaps recreate something similar and it could perhaps be used to have more of the said materials in the future. Furthermore, it wasn’t as if he couldn’t use Ouroboros’ initial blueprint as the base for his new frame, right?

But…

“What do you think?”

— … You are really asking me?

The Queen was rightfully surprised by his question. Noah was a very individualistic person and most of the time, he took such decisions all alone without needing any input from anyone.

“Well…” Noah scratched his hair roughly, clearly slightly embarrassed by what he was about to say, “I can be a little bullheaded when it comes to matters regarding Ouroboros.”

Noah could only offer a bitter smile. If he had to be honest, the thought of climbing and piloting a Mecha other than Ouroboros made his skin crawl. But if his fight with Omid had taught him anything, it was that while Ouroboros may have been at the peak of mechanical engineering in his time, it was far too outdated right now.

Trying to fight the reality was useless and he certainly could not afford to keep fighting the way he did against Omid.

As much as he loathed to admit the fact, this fight had been a bit too close for his liking, and any mistake could have cost him victory. If Omid had managed to protect himself better or if he lacked even the smallest amount of energy, Noah would have been a goner.

He could not continue like this.

Noah would not let his life and his future be destined by the illusory concepts of luck and chance. He had no belief in them.

— Then… While I would love to devour the materials, I believe the blueprints are the best option for us.

“What is your reasoning?”

— You must have already understood but having the best material is useless if we don’t have a Mecha that matches the materials. Also, Ouroboros is clearly not enough for you to go on any longer. We are under-prepared for this new world and we need a powerful Mecha to match the advancement that this world has to offer.

“...”

— Mecha in this world or should I call them Knightframes? Anyway, they are unlike anything I have ever seen or imagined. Using earth terms, they seem to be more like amplifiers or towers of magic or magical wands. You have seen what we could do when we connected to the core while using circuits from a small standard frame, right? Now imagine what we could do with a better circuit and a more efficient design and materials.

“You are right.”

— Furthermore, and this is very important, once I have analyzed the circuits, even without a suitable frame… I can do what I did earlier. Obviously, the strain will be immense but the results are obvious. This will give us a great advantage in the future.

“I hate how you are making so much sense right now.”

Noah crouched down and groaned. He knew what the right choice was.

— I have a certain hypothesis and I believe you will not be disappointed by the choice. But the choice is yours in the end. What will you do?

Noah looked down and finally made his decision.

Even though Noah was infinitely interested in the materials that he could get as the reward, materials from a Type-IV civilization for a Mecha were bound to be game-changing no matter what, he still knew in his heart that the Queen’s choice was the valid one here. Even though his heart wanted the materials, his head knew that he had to take the blueprints.

Perhaps… finding a person with the expertise needed to help him create a brand new Mecha for himself would be extremely difficult. However, in the worst-case scenario… he could just search for a criminal engineer on the cusp of the death penalty to help him build one. Or… if it really came to it then he could just devour the bastard and obtain all the knowledge he had regarding building a Mecha. He would already have the blueprints so it would be more like gathering and synergizing the Mecha than building it from scratch.

This was a viable solution as the scientist he had devoured earlier had been quite useful to them, helping him in obtaining a deep understanding of the world he found himself in. However, the integration was quite slow; he had yet to decipher all of her memories and didn’t know how long it would take for him to completely read her.

“Do you think you can obtain any memories from Omid? Even though he became… like that… yeah.”

— I cannot really give a concrete answer yet. I have never eaten dust before. There are fragments of memories here and there, scattered in the micro substance, but there’s nothing much I can find other than the scattered remnants. Now, stop trying to divert the topic and make your choice already.

“Very well.” Taking a deep breath in, Noah tapped on the floating screen. Following his action, a small tablet hovered above him like an empty sketchboard. Once it lit up with power, Noah scrolled down with his hands and observed the blueprints that were inside.

He had never been much of a mechanical wizard, unlike some of his other friends among the constellations, but he still knew the bare minimum necessary to perform some urgent maintenance on Ouroboros should it face a dire problem.

That was why it didn’t take long for him to notice that the design of these new blueprints was eerily identical to his own Ouroboros, the Mecha he piloted and bonded with over the years. However, there were still some small and medium grade changes in the blueprint that gave the design its own uniqueness.

Noah scrolled down further and looked at the different blueprints for the pieces of the Mecha and how they would have to be assembled to complete this marvel of engineering. One thing he immediately noticed was that this Mecha seemed able to change dimensions based on the energy it absorbed from any valid source. It needed a special kind of metal to accomplish the absorption and Noah immediately had doubts regarding his chances of ever acquiring such a unique metal… Still, the possibilities the Mecha possessed were truly endless.

There were also new designs, attachments that he could add to the base design. A set of special wings, seemingly made out of light, could be seen among the attachments.

The prospects made him salivate just thinking about them. This was a total upgrade of the base Ouroboros. There were lesser models of the final version, as if someone had already anticipated that building the final version from the get-go would have been impossible. He could just start with building the lesser and weaker versions that were still far more streamlined and advanced than the current version of Ouroboros he had used.

This was…

“Damn…” Noah was utterly speechless. It was a rare moment for a chatterbox like him. However, it somehow became a commonplace occurrence since he entered this region.

— As I expected.

“You anticipated this?”

— I am sure you have the same suspicions as me and now… as we have this blueprint with us, they are not suspicions anymore. Just cold and hard facts, Noah. We have long since gone past the level of mere hints ever since the very first challenge. You simply refused to accept the reality that is already before you.

“...”

Noah really had nothing to say in return. The first challenge with the Noah difficulty, the mission contents that saw him explore through the ever familiar Mars base. The Ouroboros core he obtained as a reward and now this… the blueprints to make the ultimate version of his own Mecha. These can’t just be coincidences.

Obviously by some heavenly measure, Earth had become a Type-IV civilization and changed its name to the Gaia Empire during the long years he spent inside the alternate dimension. Then in some way that completely went over his head, they must have realized that he was still alive or they did all this to pay homage to him. Finally, the Empire had somehow been destroyed by an enemy he had no clue of. Countless years more passed after their destruction and he finally walked out of that dimension before getting stranded on the planet.

This made some sense, of course. Everything did make some semblance of sense. But… This would also mean that he had no more home to return to any longer. He… had no purpose.

“Heh…”

Noah let himself leak out a self-deprecating laugh. The thought of going back to his home planet had been the binding reason that sustained his progressively fragmenting mind during the long periods of his isolation and now he was slapped with repeated bouts of evidence that he would never be able to accomplish that dream.

Hell. Even if he did manage to find earth. It would not be HIS earth at all. It was…

— ...

“It’s quite funny how the planet on which I was stranded somehow became the very place that held all the answers I needed.”

Noah’s legs found themselves moving forward. Noah was not the type of person to accept the existence of luck and coincidences.

But there was a limit to what could be a coincidence. The Milky Way galaxy had around 100 billion planets at the minimum. Meanwhile, the entire universe held around 2 trillion galaxies at the minimum.

The probability of him finding himself on this planet with all those secrets was so infinitely small that it might as well have been zero. Impossible, yet he had found himself in this very place, with all the answers he sought now riddled with even more questions than when he started.

“There are still many things I need to learn.”

Why was he still worshiped or recognized as a hero even after the Empire reached the level they had?

How did they even reach that level in the first place?

Finally, what destroyed such a grand and all-encompassing Empire? Was it they themselves or was it a new form of enemy that completely escaped the realms of his imagination?

Noah wanted… no… needed to know the truth.

[You who have passed all challenges, it’s time for you to receive congratulations. Going forward, there will be no challenges. Only an inspection and a reminder of what it means to be part of the Empire. Do you wish to continue?]

[Y/N]

Noah did not hesitate this time around. There was nothing more to ponder. It was finally time for him to learn the truth.

At least… that was what he hoped he would learn once he accepted the invitation.

However, when he was finally transported to a new place and observed that thing in front of him.

Noah realized… he had really underestimated this whole thing a bit too much.

What he was observing now was nothing more than just an abomination.


CH 34: 9th Constellation


Indeed. What he had been looking at was none other than his own abominable body.

“Man. I look so ugly in this form, yuck.” Noah chuckled as he looked at his reflection in the mirror before his eyes. After Noah accepted the invitation that was given to him by the mechanism running this place, he was immediately transported to this new region. And before him stood a gigantic mirror while the rest of the region was a white void that seemed to stretch into infinitely.

The only thing registering in his vision was his own abominable reflection; it wasn’t flattering in the least, not in his current form. Not only was he naked and covered in blood and grime, but his body looked so scrawny that anyone would think that he suffered from malnourishment. It looked like he had not eaten anything for days, maybe even weeks. Even his once lustrous silver hair had a hard time showing its usual shine in his current state. A shame of the highest magnitude.

After scrutinizing his new form for a few more minutes, Noah sighed as he realized that nothing was transpiring in this room filled with nothing but the endless void. Hesitantly, he brought his hand forward to touch the mirror before him.

Whoosh!

The moment his hand touched the mirror a ripple started spreading across the smooth surface, mirroring something akin to a stone being thrown into a calm lake. This effect did not last long as numerical values started appearing one after another in front of his eyes.

『 Name: Noah

Estimated Age: 0

Difficulty: Highest

Result: Perfect 』

[Congratulations dear citizen! You have made the Empire proud. Your name will be shared through the Galaxy and far beyond.]

The sound of fanfare filled his ears as he received the congratulatory message from the system. It was weird, genuinely weird for him to encounter this situation. However, it did prove that this whole Star Gate shit was just a testing ground for the Gaia Empire.

However, there was one piece of information that intrigued Noah more than the realization of this place.

“Zero?”

He looked at his age with bewilderment before quite literally, facepalming himself. It seemed like whatever had happened back there, it quite literally recreated his whole body from scratch… giving off the impression that he was a mere newborn.

This is so fucking stupid.

He chuckled, before focusing on the mirror once more. The string of messages were still ongoing even as he went through a minor internal monologue.

[Dear citizen… In this time of need, the Empire requires all the able and talented hands it can muster. Move immediately to the next entry point and receive the Blessing of the Almighty Constellation to fight against the wicked enemies who wish to trample on our rule.]

The mirror dimmed after delivering those words and Noah was left alone in this infinite white void, perplexed as to what to do now. “Is that all there is?” He had expected and simulated a lot of scenarios in his head, however, he could have never imagined something like this. He had not learned anything new and in fact, was left with even more questions that needed answering.

What was even this Blessing of the Almighty Constellations that the system mechanism spoke of? Who were these wicked enemies? Where the hell was he supposed to go next?

Noah pinched his brows and let out a groan filled with frustration at the current situation. “Fuck!” He punched the mirror, even knowing how useless it would be. The mirror did not shake, much less crack under the power of his fist. But Noah was not disappointed but in fact, was glad that this was the case. Because a new message appeared before him soon after.

[As you have cleared the Noah Difficulty, you are given a special opportunity.]

[Do you accept having your memories read?]

[Y/N?]

— Noah…

“This is…”

Noah’s eyes opened wide at this new message but at the same time, he was extremely hesitant to follow through. If the empire really was Earth, which at this point was all but confirmed, then they would definitely have some form of animosity with the Parasites. Unless they somehow managed to control the Parasites in the meantime, then there was no other way around it.

The problem was would the scan only read through his memory or would it read his and the Parasite Queen’s memories as well? What about the memories absorbed by the Queen?

There were many risks in that case but Noah did not wish to refuse such an offer. Not when he reached this point. This was why he immediately clicked on the Yes button.

A blue light covered his face before slowly going down and new words appeared before his eyes,

[Two streams of Consciousness detected inside the host. Diving into the main one.]

[Begin…]

Noah immediately blacked out.

***

The world, as Noah opened his eyes, was one he was more than a little familiar with. It was the place where everything started for him. Even after surviving for years alone on that planet, those memories had never vanished from his memories.

A white room, white walls, and white ceiling… all of them came together to create a feeling of infinite void, not dissimilar to the space he just came from. A place that would have been enough to drive anyone crazy and in this place, a row of white chairs with children of different colors and ethnicities gathered. Their bodies draped in pristine white, the children could be seen working mindlessly on the hologram floating a few centimeters above the table they were seated.

The White Room.

As one would expect, this was not exactly the most original name for this place. However, it was still the most accurate way to describe this space and it was also the name he used to associate this place with. However, due to all the bloodshed that happened here, his comrades liked to call this place the Red Room instead.

This was the facility that once held all the hopes and dreams of mankind. The largest and most developed central research in the world as well as the most gruesome one as no law or ethics could be considered inside this room.

How is this even possible?

He looked down at himself and noticed that he had a ghostly appearance, making it clear to him that what was happening was nothing but a memory and he was but a spectator observing them passively.

If there was one thing to note, it was that in the current space, he did not look like a young kid. He held the same height as his adult form. Most probably, this appearance was created based on the projection of his own mind.

What am I even supposed to do here?

His gaze landed on the children. Outside of the obvious color of the clothes, the one thing that all those children had in common was a series of numbers at the base of their necks.

Noah’s eyes slowly glided over each of the children before settling on one in particular.

01E01210

This number could be found on the neck of a black-haired young boy. Like the others, his eyes were hollow as he worked on the equations that were given to them for solving. For the children at this stage of their education, this equation, while complicated, was nothing particularly hard. What mattered was simply how fast they could solve all the problems given to them.

Approaching the black-haired boy, Noah crouched down in front of the desk and peered more closely at his neat features. Beautiful blue eyes, short black hair, and a cute face that showed just how much potential there was in this little chubby boy and the unmistakable look of intelligence in his young eyes.

“Yep. There is no mistake. I was born handsome. Heh.”

He brought his hand forward to caress the head of the young boy but ultimately failed as his hand phased through the boy like a ghost phasing through a wall. It was a stark reminder that he was nothing but an image, a projection, in this world of memories.

Standing up, he started looking at each of the other young children in this room. In this room alone, there had been more than thirty such children and there had been many, many such rooms deep within the facility.

For most of them, Noah was ashamed to admit that he could not even remember their features. Most likely they had died during the experiments or simply dropped out.

A disheartening thought, but this was also the only way to push the young kids far beyond what was considered the norm— beyond the limits of a human. At least this was how Noah had always tried to rationalize this facility and their doings in his mind.

“Heh…”

Now that he was watching it once again, he realized that that was a bunch of horseshit. In order to save themselves, a group of adults organized and created children and made their lives a living hell of the worst possible kind.

Those children never asked to be born much less to be raised as heroes but this simple and basic choice was denied from them.

“For the glory of mankind, my stinky ass.”

Noah spat on the ground, his face filled with disgust and his stomach churning in a fit. He knew of course, that things were not really as black and white as they made it seem to them.

By making a few hundred or thousand of children suffer and die, mankind brought forth a new wind of change and hope… thus creating the constellations. They had saved humanity, sacrificing thousands to be able to save billions.

This was the kind of number that would make all war veterans nod and accept it as the best possible result. No matter how macabre or evil it may seem, the fact of the matter was that they had ultimately succeeded.

Did the results justify the means? Did morals matter when humanity was on the brink of extinction?

“So, I am going to continue watching this or something?”

Noah could feel his irritation steadily rising. He did not want to see more of this bullshit any longer. He had no desire to remember the evil committed in the name of survival. He simply wanted to be done with this past and move on.

But at that moment,

“Truly… You have not changed a single bit. As impatient as always, I see.”

Noah stopped in his tracks, even his breath following suit. Every thought he had came to an absolute and sudden halt as the voice of a woman sounded behind him.

It was a voice he recognized. A voice he would never forget even if hundreds of thousands of years passed.

Turning around, his eyes widened as he took in the woman standing in front of him. It was an average-sized woman with hair of a beautiful but strange pink, giving her a youthful and amicable aura.

She was wearing a ruffled and slightly dirty white lab coat. Her hair was unkempt and her skin was so pale one might mistake her for an undead but none of this was able to hide the natural beauty she emanated. As for her expression, it was one filled with laughter and mischievousness.

Thousands of memories filled Noah’s mind and one name reached his lips as he muttered with a hoarse voice,

“Venus.”

Venus, the 9th constellation— Sagittarius.


CH 35: Be not afraid


Myriads of emotions of unknown origins lay in that voice. Wondering if it was an illusion or a dream conjured by his mind, he stared at her beautiful visage in doubt and apprehension. How could this dream-like scenario be explained otherwise?

“So… You were really alive in the end, huh? I guess Apollo was right once again. Well, not like it’s anything new honestly. That fucker is always right one way or another.”

This snarky and foul manner of speech was a stark contrast to the stupidly beautiful face she wielded.

“So it really is you…”

“Hum? I get the feeling you came to such a conclusion using a slightly rude manner.” Venus eyed him with clear suspicion in her eyes, but all it did was make him even happier than before.

Now he was sure that it was no one else but Venus, the one he knew from his distant memories. He approached her, slowly at first, but soon his legs moved in a blur, faster than he had hoped they would, and immediately rushed into her frame as he hugged the woman within his arms.

“Venus!”

Eyes opened wide, Venus couldn’t help but chuckle as a gentle and fond smile stretched her face as she hugged him back. She ignored the trembling shoulders that quivered against her embrace, simply choosing to pat Noah on the back as she spoke, “There, there. I never thought I would see the tough, go-lucky Noah to shed a tear like this. Ain’t this a sight for sore eyes?”

“I ain’t crying, it’s just some sweat,” a choked voice came out in return but all it did was make Venus snicker harder. “Heh. If you say so. It would have been fun if Capricornus could see you in this state. You always called him a nerd and a crybaby after all.” Noah did not answer back. Whether that was out of sheer embarrassment or not was something that only he knew in his heart.

The two stayed in that peaceful state for very a short moment before Venus taped Noah gently in the back and separated herself,

“Sorry. While I would love nothing more than to prolong this beautiful reunion, I really can’t. You are in grave danger Noah, and the longer I stay in this awakened state the more dangerous it will become for you.” She pushed Noah back and placed her hands on the corners of his lips, stretching them into a smile.

“What did I teach you, Noah?”

“Always smile. No matter the situation.” Noah shook his head, gathering himself, and wiped his eyes as he took a step back from her as well.

“Indeed…”

“Indeed. Still my best student to this date.” She smiled compassionately at the recollection of their past. “A smile is a weapon. A tool, my dear. It inspires your friends, keeps your enemies guessing, and ensures that no matter what you are always the one in complete control of the situation. Just because you see a smile, don't think you know what is underneath it.”

Noah was confused. He didn’t know just where she was trying to go with this bizarre conversation. There were just so many things he wanted, needed to ask from her… so much he wished to know… so many mysteries he wanted her to solve for him. It was honestly unbearable for him to keep his silence.

“I want you to smile my dear. Smile and keep your ears open as I give you all the information I am able to. My access and permission in this space are limited as you might or might not be Noah even though you have the memories of the Noah we know and cherish. Or, you might have changed too much even though you are Noah at the core of your being.”

“What…”

“Smile, shut up, and listen attentively when I speak.” A hurried voice leaked out of Venus, perhaps signifying the short time they had between them. She did not let Noah have the time to respond back to her words.

She was indeed the Venus he remembered. The one with the most queen-like majestic aura and the highest authority in their group. She was akin to a big sister who took care of the members and guided them with her authority.

“Look. Do you remember Project Ark? Well, the project was aborted. We all saw it. Your last stand, the way you guys sacrificed yourself, and most importantly— the wormhole you created when you exploded with the Parasite Queen.”

She shook her head with a sigh, “Until then, Wormholes had been a myth. Even though Einstein’s theories all pointed towards their existence and everything was basically proved in the realm of theories… we had no means of finding a wormhole out there. But you… you did it. You created a wormhole and… it changed everything.” “Humanity decided to forsake the idea of fleeing and chose to fight instead. And this discovery, coupled with the energy that resulted from the creation of the wormhole started affecting Earth in ways that were far beyond our imagination. People with special powers started popping up throughout the globe and society started to change into something more. A structure that was never seen or imagined before.

“As with all change, it was followed by a long period of chaos as those who had been left to die on the planet were not keen on accepting the ones that came back after basically abandoning them. As funny as it was, a new internal war began once more. It spanned the entire globe and we humans, as stupid as we are, nearly wiped ourselves out. However, the new discoveries helped us focus and redirect our minds elsewhere. We called that special energy that leaked out of the wormhole— Aether. We did not know how to harness or control it but it helped boost humanity forward by eons. Type-I and Type-II levels of civilization were reached in mere decades!” She hissed, still awed by the rate of their own evolution, so different from anything they had ever witnessed, imagined, or even hoped to imagine. However, it didn’t take long for her expression to darken.

“Even so, we were still not satisfied by our rapid advance. The evolution of humanity as a whole was fast but it was not nearly enough. The Parasites were an ever-looming threat on the horizon that could come back at any moment. Furthermore, the schism between humanity only continued to grow with time and soon it became evident that it was impossible for peace to truly come back. The hatred was just too great for us to unite under one banner, and so… two groups emerged from this chasm.”

“The first one wanted to focus internally. Determining that the human potential had been opened and that by studying the smallest particles, one could once again open a wormhole and harness more of its energy in oneself to promote further growth. The others became more interested in the vast Sea of Stars that were out there, waiting for us to pursue. Wishing to expand and explore, to colonize the planets situated in the vast galaxy, they used their understanding of wormholes that you pioneered for us as a means to explore further and farther in the universe. But they soon reached a clear impasse.”

Noah could not help but mutter under his breath, “Time.”

“Ding~ Ding~ Ding~ We have a clear winner. That’s right, even with light speed it was inherently impossible for us to explore even our own galaxy, much less the universe in any reasonable amount of time. Even if we took into account generational ships, it was far different from the initial goal of wandering the vast space with the Arks. We needed a faster means of transport or a way for us to prolong our lives. Thankfully, we managed to find a solution. Something that, admittedly, was only possible thanks to the efforts of Vulcan and Minerva.”

Vulcan was Capricornus and Minerva was Virgo. Even though Vulcan was repeatedly called a nerd by Noah, it was in no way an insult. Vulcan had helped him in repairing Ouroboros many times over and he had a level of understanding that far surpassed Noah.

Venus laughed fondly, “Even in death, we are truly the best. We realized that those two had been working on a daring project and had made a long headway. It was ########”

Noah waited for her to continue but all he could see was Venus moving her mouth in weird shapes yet no sound came out of her mouth no matter how her lips moved. She stopped when she realized that her words were not reaching him. A look of bewilderment colored her face, but soon, it made way for an ashen wrath that contorted her face in fury.

“Fuck! Seriously!? Even that!? Who the fucking hell inserted the ### in the ###.”

Her words seemed to be censored whenever she spoke but Noah was able to understand that this was not the type of family-friendly censoring he used to see in videos.

“You are unable to share the information.”

“I…” Endless emotions surged in her face— frustration, anger, a look of apology and so much more… too many for anyone to decipher. In the end, she simply sighed and arranged her coat. Her expression settled down as a dazzling, albeit strained, smile once again appeared on her face, “Well. It seems like I won’t be able to share any more regarding this part of our long history. So let me tell you what needs to be known. Simple and concise. Are you ready?”

“I was born ready.” Noah joked around as he tried to ease the nervousness he felt within.

Venus chuckled and her smile became more relaxed as she spoke, “In Quantum physics, there was one theory that was regarded more as a joke than anything else by many in the past. That theory is often called the Theory of Many Worlds.”

“Venus…”

“Well. Like wormholes, that theory was not just a joke in the end, you see. Thanks to those who decided to focus on the internal world, we were able to make this discovery.”

“Don’t tell me…” Noah’s voice was subdued as he realized what she was trying to convey to him.

“Well. You are quite smart Noah. So you should have already managed to guess by now.” Venus took a deep breath and finally confirmed the one truth Noah had been dreading to have reached.

“This. Is. Not our universe. Noah. This. Is. Not our home. This is— a parallel universe.”

Venus's words had seemingly sent a shockwave through Noah’s mind by the sheer incredulity they posed.

Throughout his journey inside the Star Gate, there had been numerous instances when he had noticed bizarre things, things he felt to be extremely weird and incredulous. However, every single time, he had dismissed them as mere coincidences because otherwise, it would have made no sense.

Noah may have never have been as much of a scientific nerd as Vulcan or even Minerva, but he was still one of the penultimate creations of the White Room, the height of what a human could be. And due to that, he also had his own share of knowledge regarding some theories of Quantum Physics thanks to all the lessons they were forced to learn.

The many-worlds theory proposed that every time one state, or outcome, was observed and thus made real, there was another world, eerily similar in nature, in which a different quantum outcome became reality.

This was collectively known as a branching arrangement, in which instant by instant, our perceived universe branched into near-infinite alternatives. Those alternate universes were completely separate and unable to intersect, so while there may be uncountable versions of a single person living a life that's slightly — or wildly — different from the life they lead in this world, you'd never be able to know or perceive them.

It was a theory that had been used and reused, countless times, by all manner of science fiction.

“So you mean to say… when I entered through that wormhole, I was sent to another universe?”

“Indeed. Well, it wasn’t instantaneous, or technically it was I think? Relatively speaking, the time you spent inside the Sea was probably extremely long but for those outside of the wormhole, it may as well have been instantaneous.” Venus scratched her hair, “The channel that connects the different realities was named Sea of Quanta by us. Some people learned how to observe the Quantum realm at a certain level and could thus perceive the different outcomes and reality in a relatively flimsy and shoddy manner. Thus, they became the first seers of humanity. Some other people learned how to enter this sea and well… they died. All of them.”

She shook her head with a sigh, “The Sea of Quanta is extremely corrosive to any invaders of the realm. It’s nearly impossible for one to survive inside the sea as their body would be destroyed, annihilated while they try to find their direction in a place where neither space nor time really mattered in the end.”

“... But, I survived.”

“You did indeed.” Venus fidgeted on her feet as she spoke. Clearly, she had been uncomfortable about what she was about to say next, however, after a small cough she was able to gather her bearings once more.

Taking a deep breath, she finally laid out her thoughts, “You remember each of us has certain special abilities, right?”

Noah nodded in acknowledgment. The thirteen constellations were a marvel of genetic engineering.

All of them were incredible warriors in their own right and exceptional Mecha pilots unlike any other before them or after… However, that was not the only reason they were deemed special. The world government wouldn’t have invested so many resources just to give birth to thirteen relatively stronger soldiers and bet their entire future on them.

Project Eden had been done with the sole purpose of creating mutants, humans higher up on the evolutionary hierarchy. The project was deemed as the precursor that would allow humanity to reach a greater point of existence, a higher pedestal that would usher in a better future. In short, they had been trying to emulate the evolutionary superiority and rapid evolutions of the Parasites. In a way they succeeded but at the same time, they had failed to achieve what they really wished to create.

None of the thirteen were the superhumans they had been expecting but at the same time, they were much more than anything they could have ever hoped to create. Each of them was born with rather special talents that, while not extremely noticeable from the start, had continued to grow as they fought and grew themselves.

Noah – one of the greatest successes of the whole project, perhaps the greatest creation even – was born with the most unnoticeable ability among them all. After all, adaptability was not something that could be seen and understood easily or even in an instantaneous process. It was reinforced by the fact that Noah’s ability had not really been as strong as it was at present.

Taurus undoubtedly had the greatest strength in their group, easily breaking records even strongmen were unable to approach, in his infancy alone. While this might seem useless when taken in the context of space battles that were mostly done inside Mechas, his innate strength and resilience allowed him to have the highest Dive level out of all of them at first. Even after Noah went on to surpass him and become the strongest, he was still a high second in their group till the very moment of his death in the final battle.

Virgo had been the tactician and generally, the on-field leader who directed all of them to victory many times with her precise leadership. Her ability allowed her to accept and analyze insurmountable amounts of information that was humanly impossible normally to accept. If her body had been stronger, she would have had the highest Dive level out of all of them without the slightest doubt. Even Noah at the time thought that he would be unable to catch up to her level if she had a body capable of withstanding the strain.

Leo had been in a way very similar yet different from Virgo. She was not a thinker. She was a doer, a born predator ready to hunt from her very birth. She had the highest reflex out of every single one of them. She did not analyze, she simply acted on the tunes that her body showed her in real-time. Because of that trait of hers, her movements had always been erratic but useful. She had ways of winning that others were never able to emulate due to the lack of the senses she possessed.

Technically speaking, each of the constellations was better than Noah in one special domain. The reason Noah was the strongest was very simple at the end of the day. If everyone had an average of 5 and one stat at 10, the maximum one was able to reach, Noah's basic average was all at 8 or 9.

Then, what was Sagitarrius’s ability?

Well… For one, she was the only one Noah accepted was more beautiful or handsome than him. Her name, Venus, had not been for show after all. She really emphasized the title of Goddess of Beauty. However, she was also proof that the more beautiful something was, the more deadly it could be.

Sagitarrius’s ability was simple in reality. She had the highest coordination and dexterity among all of them thanks to her talent. She had been the combat instructor of the constellations and Noah had no shame in admitting that in terms of pure combat ability, she had bested him far too many times for his liking.

“Apollo was always very smart and his intuition was extremely developed. In a way, his ability was similar to that of Minerva and Diana. He could receive information and intuit things on a metaphysical level at times. Analysis, reflex and intuition, heh~ They were really the golden trio, weren’t they?” She chuckled to herself, “Either way, Apollo’s ability evolved and became far more than just simple intuition, even though it showed metaphysical potential many times.”

Closing her eyes for a second, she soon opened her mouth to deliver her next words, “He… became a seer, a true seer. The very first and obviously, the best seer to ever exist. Capable of both seeing and observing realities simultaneously but his ability was limited. There was a lot of untapped potential that he wasn’t able to unearth due to his physical limitations. It was only after reaching a level equivalent to that of a Type-III civilization that we were able to build the first true Focus— a gigantic tower in space that was specially developed to allow a true seer to gain astronomical insight into the Quantum world.

“There, Apollo, aided by thousands of lesser seers, managed to peer through the simple future of a single universe and was able to see farther than anyone had ever before him. He then declared that you were surely and undoubtedly alive. Out there, somewhere. In a plane, that was not the same as ours.”

“I guess that bastard was still useful for something.”

“He died soon thereafter. The load that came with that action quite literally fried his brain.”

Noah clamped his mouth shut at those words. All the constellations saw each other as a family beyond the simple notions of family. They were closer, their bonds ran thicker than blood. The death of one of them was always impactful enough for all of them to be unable to function properly for a significant amount of time.

Noah did not know how long it took for Earth to even reach the level of a Type-III civilization but by now, the time the surviving constellations would have spent together should be far longer than they had during the Parasite war era.

“I…”

“Don’t worry. Only his body died we ####.” She stopped and frowned at the limitation that had been put over her voice, “Fuck. Anyway, Apollo’s body died. We found you survived yada, yada, yo. However, the question was… How the hell did you even survive? After many simulations and hundreds of theories, we were finally able to reach an established consensus. Your ability— your Adaptability allowed you to survive the journey through the Sea of Quanta. So imagine what happened next.”

Noah didn't have to imagine, it was already obvious what the next logical step would be. “New experiments.”

“Yep. They tried. Failed and when we found out about their heinous deeds, we simply annihilated them. Thousands of innocent children sacrificed for absolutely nothing or rather…nearly nothing. As sad as it was, thanks to those wretched experiments we were able to learn something new. Adaptability hadn’t been the only reason you had survived. Something else intervened in the process that gave you the means of survival.”

“I fused with the Parasite Queen.”

“...”

The silence that followed was heavy and though the two of them were donning calm smiles, there was an unmistakable tension in the air.

Venus opened and closed her mouth many times, trying her best to formulate her words. However, she finally chose to shrug and responded in a light tone instead, “Indeed. We came to the same conclusion you…”

She was about to continue but the facility started vibrating violently. Her form and the whole white room seemed to have become fuzzy as if there was an interference in the signal that connected them.

This was followed by earth shaking intense rumblings which caused Venus to curse under her breath.

“Fuck! I made a mistake. Sorry! I wasted too much of our time. I wanted to tell you so much more but we can't. I am also unable to send information to you because of those fucking protocols.”

She started rattling, rapidly firing the words she wished to convey, “Noah! I don't know if you are still the Noah we know and cherish, but I don't care. The Noah I know would never let himself be swallowed by some fucking alien insect. So you are him, that’s established. Thank you for surviving through your lonely and grueling ordeal. This facility will self-destruct and with it, the entire planet will be swallowed. You need to run! As fast as possible!”

Her expression was frantic, the smile stretching her face now vanished completely. She rushed towards him, hugging him in her tight embrace as she looked at him with sincere emotions in her eyes.

“Thank you for everything you did for us. But this isn't the end. If you wish to come back home, then you need to master the power you have received from your fusion, and to do that… you will have to find…”

Bzzz~! Bzz~! Hints of red started manifesting everywhere in the surroundings, slowly corroding the realm of memories and projection. And in that corrosive red, he was able to see the manifestation of an eerie and vague symbol— an inverted tree with uncountable branches all swaying upside down.

“What’s happening here? Wha…”

Noah could feel his mind wavering, wriggling inside him so much that he thought he was having the world’s greatest migraine. All this started occurring the moment his mind landed on that accursed symbol.

“Don't look! You will be contaminated!”

She placed her hand on his chest and, after giving him one last kiss on his forehead — pushed him away with all the strength in her body.

Noah broke through the white room and the distance between him and Venus continued to increase as he sailed through the endless infinity of the white void.

“Venus!”

He wanted to go back to her. To understand just what the hell was going on here for her to become so desperate. He wanted to help her fend off this threat that was surely the cause of their destruction in this realm. However, he was utterly helpless and could only watch as the distance between them continued to widen despite his best efforts.

The last thing he heard as his consciousness started to slip was—

“Noah! There are more of those white realm gates, they are ###! Find ###, the Queen of the Shadow Fortress, train under her and you will have more answers! Lastly, and this is the most important part… be wary of Apollo and his ilk! They will not hurt you but you never know what they will do!”

The last thing he saw was— Venus smiling gently at him as she waved her hand as everything was swallowed in the corrosive red apocalypse.

***

Looking at the sight of Noah vanishing completely from cyberspace, the smile on Venus' face slowly vanished as well. In a flash, it was replaced by a cold expression while her body was covered in full armor, and an illusive bow manifested in her hands.

The scarlet light continued engulfing the space, corroding the white void till there was nothing, but there was no fear on Venus’ face. The corrosive red apocalypse soon coalesced into a singular entity… an entity beyond the classification of words.

It was such a form that nothing could describe what it truly looked like. All that could be said was that those who saw this form would be bathed in a feeling of facing the most beautiful being in existence and would also feel as if they were enveloped in compassion and benevolence.

“I guess Apollo was right once again. The Tree of Life never gave up on reaching and apprehending this universe.”

A sad smile surfaced on her face at the thought. She wished she could have spent more time with Noah inside this realm. Talk with him like she used to, tell him everything that happened over the countless years of his absence.

It must have been hard spending all that time by his lonesome.

She wished she could have given him a shoulder to cry on… wished that she could share every single one of his hardships.

“You might deny it… but you were always the greatest crybaby out of us all.”

Venus knew, more than anyone else, how much weight Noah had on his shoulders. For every smile he showed to the world, he would cry hidden in his room. His cheerfulness was nothing but a mask to hide his anxiety.

She wished she could have hugged him and told him that everything would be alright. Sadly, things might only become worse from now on.

As if I will let things happen like this!

A fierce smile formed on her face. There was not much she could do at the moment. Clearly, they were trying to use the entity she had imprisoned in this region as a relay point to find the exact coordinates of this bubble universe.

All she could do now was destroy it, preventing them from ever reaching this realm.

“Well, Tiferet, I guess it's time for you to die for real.”

She grinned and adjusted her stance. Her bow was drawn in a beautiful and taut arc, the maximum it was able to be pulled without breaking in half. Her eyes turned a dazzling gold and her voice lost all semblance of humanity that she had willingly bestowed in this vessel.

“Activate the Protocol of self-destruction. Erase the information link. Cut the connection to the Sea of Quanta.”

[Password: ...]

“May the Fruits of Knowledge Thrive.”

[Code Name: Sagittarius]

[Protocol Apocalypse activated. Glory to humanity and the Tree of Knowledge. Awaiting full activation.]

Sagitarrius nodded her head as the form of the ethereal abomination of beauty and benevolence became clearer with time. The entity sealed inside the gate had started to awaken due to the disturbance of Noah’s arrival. The very first thing of such an entity that reached her was the string of information that coalesced into a simple sentence.

{Be not afraid}

For one moment, she felt as if she was an insignificant being facing something of a skill that she would never be able to define or understand. And in front of such an insurmountable entity, all she had to do to avoid being squashed was lay down her weapon and surrender.

However—

“Afraid my ass!! This isn't Eden!”

She released her bow and immediately a blinding trail of all-devouring light followed its wake as it destroyed a quarter of the gigantic being of beauty and abomination. It still had yet to complete its awakening, but it was still powerful enough to withstand her blow.

It was quite sad that Noah couldn't see this battle. A smile befitting the goddess of beauty bloomed on her immaculate and ethereal face as she had that thought.

She would have shown him that he definitely was not the strongest of the Constellations any longer.

His expression would have been quite interesting to witness. Sadly her victory was short-lived as the destroyed remnants of the abominable being started reconstructing at a swift pace, swift enough for the eyes to observe in real-time.

Immediately, she became solemn. It was clear that this unholy bastard wasn’t the only one limited in the power they could bring to this realm.

“You gotta flee fast my friend. I don't think I will be able to hold on for long.”

Things were about to get more complicated than she had thought.


CH 36: Gotta run


When Noah came to himself after suddenly being thrown out of the realm of memories, he found that he was back in that space of white void with the large mirror in front of him. However, if there was something different this time around, then it would be that the mirror was completely opaque, showing no reflections.

“Venus!” Noah shouted at the top of his voice, banging the unresponsive mirror with all his might. It was all in vain as nothing happened to the mirror, nor did it show any reaction. Only after hitting it more than ten times did he finally give up.

“Fuck!” He cursed out loud, anger lacing his tone. This whole situation was so confusing and there was just so much more he wished to learn from Venus… No; more than anything else, he just wanted to see her again. Hold her in his arms and joke and play around like they used to do in the past. He wanted to be with his family.

How long had it been since he hoped to see any of his old friends and how many times did he lose hope as he realized that things would never be the same as they once were? Now he had found one of his loved ones— he had found his family. A dear friend he never thought he would see again and he was about to lose her again? So soon? Just what the hell was this shit?

Fuck! Fuck! Fucking, damn it all…!

— Noah what happened inside?

Shut it! I am trying to think here!

Noah couldn't help but curse out loud due to his agitated state, but he soon took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down. Anger was not a bad emotion but there was no place for such emotions at the moment. He needed an ice-cold mind to analyze every single detail of the situation.

“Sorry. That was uncalled for.” Lashing out at others in moments of anger was childish behavior. Throwing tantrums was even worse. He had no qualms with being childish but now was really not the time for him to entertain such thoughts.

[Warning! Protocol Apocalypse activated. All surviving participants will be teleported out of the gate in twenty seconds. It is strongly advised to leave the atmosphere of the planet and distance yourself as far as possible to avoid any form of damage. Move with extreme haste!]

[Glory to the unending Empire. Glory to humanity.]

[00:00:19]

Noah couldn't help but sigh at the scene. He didn’t know exactly what this protocol represented but he did remember the warning about the self-destruction process that Venus had given him in his last moments with her. He also remembered the scarlet light that seemed to corrode everything inside the memory realm. Venus was trying to take that thing down with her while self-destructing the entire construct.

He gritted his teeth. He felt so utterly powerless at this moment. This was a feeling he had not felt in a long, long time. Even when he nearly died at Omid’s hands, he had no such feeling of despair and uselessness.

[00:00:07]

“The Queen of the Shadow realm, was it?” He did not know what the shadow realm was nor what it even represented. He did not know if it was even in this galaxy, this universe, or if this person was even alive at this point. The chances of him finding her with so little information were very difficult and in fact nearly impossible.

But—

“Making the impossible possible has always been my expertise after all.”

It wasn't like he had no clues whatsoever. At the very least, he knew that there were other White Star gates out there in the Sea of Stars. Perhaps his friends were also guarding those gates? It was something he would have to find out. He didn’t care how long it would take. He didn’t care what kind of things he would have to do.

He would find that person and then he would be able to come to a better understanding of what was transpiring in this universe.

[00:00:00]

[Forced transfer initiated]

Noah gave one last look at the facility as his body started to blur out before completely leaving this space. He had gained many things in this expedition but he had also lost a few.

What he needed to do now was simple. Leave this planet and then find a way to enter the wider civilizations of the Galaxy. He needed to find his way back to his family.

***

On the other side of the Gate, Dorothy stood silently, clad in her silvery armor. She had been in this position for the last few minutes, seemingly unbothered by the elapsed time and the scorching temperature.

Dorothy wasn’t alone though. Next to her, clad in a form-fitting black suit that hugged her body tightly, showing off all the contours of her lithe figure, was none other than Morgiana. Dorothy had managed to wake her up and make her presentable and while Morgiana was thankful, she still felt a little confused as to why they were waiting here without moving an inch.

“Are you sure it’s wise to wait in this place? If Omid comes out we could have some serious trouble in our hands. Neither of us has our Frames with us to fight him.”

“First… I do not need a Frame to beat a pirate that isn’t even an Overlord. Even if said pirate was once a Knight. Second, you don't even have to worry about such a possibility. Omid will certainly not come out of this place alive.”

Dorothy felt no fear. Omid was certainly formidable but this was only when taking into account the very outskirts of the Galaxy. The Forty Thieves were mostly deemed to be dangerous because of their staggering numbers and most importantly— their leader.

“You do not have to wait with me, you know? Alibaba is worried sick. Beam up and talk to him. I am sure you have many things to say to each other.”

Morgiana shrugged, “I do have many things to say. Our entire operation was completely changed after all. But more importantly… I want to see if that bastard is still alive and if yes, I want to punch him. Hard.”

Morgiana had gone through many moments throughout her life. Some she was not too proud of. But the way she was absolutely destroyed by that young boy had been a new low even for her. Furthermore, he betrayed her when she thought they were going to work as a team.

Well— from what Dorothy was saying, it wasn’t exactly a betrayal he was aiming for and the seemingly insignificant boy turned out to be even more dangerous than her wildest imagination. But still, this was just too much. Couldn’t he just have warned her and proposed the plan? She could have simulated a deep sleep.

Rumble Morgiana’s thoughts were interrupted as the ground started to tremble once more. It only lasted for an instant but this was definitely not just a small earthquake but the precursor of something much bigger.

“What is happening?” There was no one to answer Morgiana’s question. Dorothy was too focused on the gate and her wait was finally rewarded. The gate started to shine and soon, they were able to see a silhouette come out.

Morgiana had placed herself in a combat position, ready for anything, but all Dorothy did was wait. Her breath hitching in anticipation, she wondered how the star she was waiting for would look.

But soon, be it her, or even Morgiana for that matter, they couldn’t help but show a confused expression as they saw the silhouette more clearly as it rushed toward them.

After all, it was—

“A child?”

What in the seven seas was happening here?

***

Dorothy didn’t get much time to ponder on the appearance of her Star of Destiny. The moment Noah escaped the Star Gate her danger senses immediately kicked in, blaring ominous alarms right into her brain, warning her of the impending danger that was about to swallow them all.

“Noah?”

“You recognize him?” Dorothy asked in wonder while trying to hastily locate the source of danger. It was not the young child before her; that she was sure of.

Even though the amount of Dark Matter inside his body was extremely vast for his small frame and enough to impress her, it was definitely not enough to give her this feeling of impending dread and despair that were ringing her senses in alarm.

“Yeah. It’s the guy who punched me unconscious. Though… he definitely looked older than he is now.”

“Oh… A race that can change their age at their command? Interesting…”

Anyway, I have now confirmed that he’s the Star of Destiny I have been seeking, We finally meet…

“Ahem” Dorothy cleared her throat slightly. She may have been caught off guard by his child-like appearance at first but she knew that it was not a behavior worthy of her stature as the Emerald Queen. Now, she had to salvage her image and project a proper aura of majesty that befitted her title.

It didn’t take long for Noah to reach them both, considering he was running at a fast pace from the very moment he shot out from the Star Gate. Dorothy was already aware that something was seriously wrong but she needed to display the proper proceedings…

“Hello—”

“Hi! Hello! Greetings and salutations can wait for a little later, okay!? We are on a time limit here!! Also hi, Morgiana! Good to see that you are awake and well. Now ladies, we need to leave this planet ASAP. We don’t have much time… I think?”

Dorothy was utterly confused by his demeanor but her head throbbed in alarm once more and this time the alarms that had been ringing inside her rose several octaves, almost threatening to split her head from the inside out. The risk of death before them was simply that overwhelming.

“Just what the heck are you…” Morgiana began but Dorothy stopped her mid-sentence, her expression utterly serious and grave. The silvery-white mask shrouding her face once again manifested into existence and she immediately contacted the Legion of Pride using her interface.

“Beam us up right now. This is urgent. I repeat, this is extremely urgent!” She wasn’t trusting Noah blindly, that would be a rookie mistake.

No, it was her instincts that were constantly screaming at her of immediate danger that made her decide to ask to be transported. She didn’t wish to stay in this accursed place any longer.

It would generally take around ten to twenty minutes to leave the orbit of this planet with the small ship she had used to enter the atmosphere. In the first place, it wasn’t created for space exploration, so it lacked quite a bit of power to escape the gravity well. Furthermore, … she had this nagging feeling that she didn’t have the time or leisure to give the small ship a chance.

A message immediately reached her after her report,

｢Very well. But you know our beam isn’t as precise as the Empire’s. You need to be close to your spaceship for us to have more exact coordinates.｣

“Roger. Prepare a beam for three people.”

｢Understood.｣

She nodded and looked down at the child before them, the boy referred to as Noah by her friend. Well, he was not really a child per se, but he did look like a child in his current form.

It wasn’t as if she was particularly tall herself so it was quite refreshing to not have to look up at someone when she was trying to talk to them.

His short silver hair was a mesmerizing feature and while he did look like a small brat, the expression on his face was mature and cold. He was wearing a blue suit that was a little tight but there wasn’t much to cover anyway on his skinny body.

“My crewmate says we need to move. Do you think we have enough time?”

Noah gave her an appreciative look, “I honestly don’t know if we do. All I know is that this planet will self-destruct and I do not want to swim in the vacuum of space.”

Dorothy nodded her head; her expression betraying nothing. She definitely didn’t miss the implication behind his words.

He was not worried about dying even though a planetary explosion was imminent if his words were to be trusted. No, he was only worried about swimming in the vacuum of space? Either this was just an extrapolation or this boy… no, this man clearly had many tricks hidden in his bag.

As expected of the Golden Constellation, I guess.

She grinned while adjusting her helmet, “Shall we run now? We can exchange names on the way. What do you think, Morgiana?”

Morgiana was very conflicted but she knew that Dorothy was always a reliable ally. Far more reliable than Alibaba at the very least. It was better to listen to her now than to regret later. The earlier shock had been worrying enough so she didn’t wish to test things out.

My Frame though…

Her heart ached when she thought of her ship. It was a relatively rare ship that could double as a fully functional Frame. Building it had been expensive, to say the least, and they were still in debt because of her extravagance.

Catching the Forty Thieves would have made the debt go away in a flash but now… “Ugh…” just thinking about all the money she was losing and was about to lose made her physically retch and gag. However, it was water under the bridge now. There was nothing she would be able to do about it.

“Let’s go.” She completely ignored Noah and started her run. She still didn’t forget the sucker punch he had inflicted on her, but now wasn’t the time to confront him about it.

It didn’t take long for them to start running and no sooner had they made the decision, the ground started experiencing earth-shaking vibrations. The vibrations were of such magnitude that it made the previous earthquake feel like a child’s play. Things were not looking good for them.

“Damn!” Morgiana cursed out loud as she started putting more power in her legs. She felt like running had been the norm on this planet for her; definitely not something she would be remembering fondly, that’s for sure.

Behind them, the previously white gate was also showing signs of changes. The white light started flickering and crimson darkness started encroaching over it and swallowing the light.

This time it was definitely clear that something was seriously wrong with this place and they weren’t the only ones feeling the disturbance.

The rumbling of the earth and the change in the gate were accompanied by the roars of the beasts who were also feeling their impending doom.

“This… will be a little more complicated than I thought it would.” Dorothy sighed as they approached her ship. It was still hovering above. They would not be able to enter it immediately due to its altitude. The teleportation beam of the Legion of Pride wasn’t powerful enough to beam up an entire ship, no matter how small it was.

“Well, I have good news and bad news..” Dorothy started, “The good news is… it will only take anywhere between one to two minutes for my crew to calibrate the teleportation beam to our coordinates. As for the bad news… well, we will have to make sure no beast gets caught in the beam otherwise it will most likely kill us all.”

“Fuck…” Morgiana sighed as she looked in the distance. “I am going to kill Alibaba if I survive this shit!”

It seemed like it was time to fight for their life once again.


CH 37: Vanishing


Morgiana was angry.

This whole situation was a ginormous pain in the ass for her. This entire mission was a fiasco as it ended in a complete net loss. Actually, there was no noticeable profit from the endeavor anyway, so the word net didn’t need to be mentioned at all. It was just a loss through and through. After this farce was over, their credibility would definitely fall to the ground, burrow holes, and reach hell.

I guess I can worry about this after I survive.

Those thoughts whirred in her brain as the intricate red lines on her body vibrated to life, shining like a river of molten lava— bright and infinitely radiant. The stampede of veritable monsters rushing toward them was clearly induced by fear and a last-ditch effort at survival, only the thoughts of escape were coursing through their brain.

A red flame she may be but she definitely was not some helpless lady. Armor covered her body and her trusty helmet fell perfectly over her face, completely changing the world she had been observing till now.

I am full of energy now! Combat Mode!

[Understood]

The makeup of her armor completely changed from the ground up, going from a sleek casual design to an extremely bulky and full-plated behemoth that was clearly geared towards the term absolute defense. Furthermore, two miniature cannons appeared on the handles of her arms, complementing the design of the armor that made her a walking miniature fortress.

“Morgiana, you are covering the back. I am counting on you in case I miss anything.”

Morgiana nodded wordlessly at Dorothy's order, walking some distance as the Witch of Stars adjusted herself for attacking the hordes.

“Sir Noah. I would like to ask you to stay perfectly still. We will take care of everything.” Dorothy gave a smile filled with confidence as she strode forward causing Noah’s childish face to contort into a cute frown. Nobody was going to take him seriously with this appearance of his.

“Hey…”

“Let her do as she wishes.” Morgiana intoned, “You clearly seem weakened due to… whatever happened inside that ominous gate, and honestly, she doesn’t even need our help.”

“What do you mean… Oh…”

Noah closed his mouth when he suddenly felt a huge pressure emanating near him. One so gigantic that even the power Omid had shown to him previously seemed to be nothing more than that of a paltry firefly in front of a radiant sun.

STOP!

All she did was take one step, a single step forward, and utter one word… that was all it took for the whole world to be enveloped in utter silence in front of her pure majesty, obeying her iron-clad command.

Everything froze in a two-hundred-meter radius, causing even the makeup of the light enveloping them to change as a monochrome black-and-white haze covered their beings.

“Morgiana.”

“Understood.”

Thrusters appeared on the back of her armor, propelling her into the air. It was only a small jump, all things considered, but she was still able to reach an impressive five meter height with the skillful maneuvering of the thrusters. The height was more than enough to enable her, letting her take the most optimal action in this situation.

As a member of the Red Flame Qabila, Morgiana never had overwhelming firepower, at least not compared to the others of her race. Something on the level of Omid was pure fantasy for her. Her flames severely limited the destruction and power output she could bring forth. And the heat of her flames could not even be comparable to the other Qabilas.

But that only applied to her when she was on her own.

Targets after targets were marked by the AI of her armor, reaching more than a few hundred. Fighting them in normal times would have been hard but now, they were nothing more than sitting ducks.

Pushing her hands forward, Morgiana focused all of her energy and heat inside the enlarged canons.

[Boost X5]

The air distorted for a short second and two beams of pure light and flame flew at incredible speed toward her targets. This was followed by a powerful explosion that completely engulfed all the monsters that were running toward them, currently frozen in time by Dorothy.

[Calculating result: All targets dead. Perfect sweep.]

Morgiana chuckled as she landed gracefully. Inwardly, she was sweating quite a bit within the armor. The attack she had just delivered to annihilate the beasts was extremely taxing on her body. A one-time skill of sorts. But still, it had been some time since she could properly release some steam and after this whole scam of a fiasco, killing monsters like this was definitely therapeutic.

“This should have done the job.”

“Well done.”

Dorothy’s voice was terse and slightly cold even as she praised Morgiana but she did not mind. She knew Dorothy enough and understood very well that using her powers on such a grand scale definitely affected her psyche more than she would be willing to admit. Stopping time, even in a very small zone, was definitely no small feat even for someone as powerful as Dorothy.

Is it my imagination or… is she trying to impress someone?

Obviously, she was not the target… and that only left a single person.

Noah…

Uh… I didn’t think she had such weird taste in men.

There was no other way to explain why Dorothy would strain herself like this when she didn’t need to. She certainly had other skills in her arsenal that could have done the trick in a more efficient way while taxing her a lot less.

Thinking about this, Morgiana's gaze moved toward Noah and she couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly. Noah’s expression was cold and scrutinizing. This was definitely not the appearance and expression a small child should have.

Even so, the shock swimming in his eyes was impossible to miss. Morgiana was extremely delighted to see him in such a state. This should take him down a peg.

“What do we do now?” Morgiana asked in a subdued tone. Having fun was great and all but she did not forget the perilous situation that they currently found themselves in. This planet also had the Abyss Beasts on it and those were generally more resistant to Dark Matter related skills.

It would have been one thing if Dorothy had her Frame with her, but as she was now… things could get quite a bit problematic if a horde of Abyss Beasts were to come after them.

“Now we wait. I can maintain this zone for a short time. But after this display, the beasts should understand that rushing toward us is not really the best approach they can take.”

And just like that… an unexpectedly dangerous situation was changed in nothing more than a small cruise.

The quaking and rumbling slowly grew fiercer, more and more cracks appearing all around them. Meanwhile, the beasts were running for their lives in practically all directions, anything to survive this situation. But the charred remains and the gigantic and powerful presence was enough for them to ignore their little group.

One minute went by in perfect peace and no unexpected situation arose.

[The beam is ready.]

“Gather up.”

No sooner was the warning given that one gigantic beam pierced the clouds from high above and reached down, flooding them with a continuous barrage of multicolored lights.

Noah, who had stayed silent all this while even after witnessing something as nonsensical as time being stopped, gave one last look at the surroundings.

This was a place he had lived in for so long that he didn’t even understand the breadth of time anymore. Those years were full of suffering but they were also simpler times.

Now though… It was time to leave this place and head toward the greater cosmos— the Sea of Stars was awaiting his arrival. He did not know what awaited him and what kind of people he would meet though. The most likely case was even more monsters that would be capable of doing illogical things on the same breadth as stopping time.

But it was alright. His fight with Omid had already made him understand that he was the strongest no more.

He simply needed to climb back to the top once again.

Goodbye Venus. If the true you is still alive somewhere— I will make sure to find you.

Those were his last thoughts as they were finally teleported and nearly instantly appeared in Dorothy’s primary spaceship.

“My Queen, what do we do?”

With Outsiders present, the Prideful Lion did not address Dorothy as he usually would. It was important to keep decorum after all.

“We need to leave, get as much distance as possible.”

***

Meanwhile, in the virtual world, Venus gave a bloody smile even though half of her body had already been destroyed.

She did not know who bothered to program blood in such a place as it was completely unnecessary but it was what it was.

“Hehe. This was quite fun…”

Her opponent was as wounded as she was. But she knew that if this fight continued, she would be the one to lose. War of attrition was not her strong suit.

[Priority Target — Code Name: Noah, has left the planet.]

“I guess my job is finally done.”

As if realizing that something was amiss, the being she was fighting started roaring a malefic scream, clearly intent on destroying her and escaping from its restraint.

Sadly for it though—

“Initiate Protocol Apocalypse.”

[Confirmed.]

A white light started bathing the world and as Venus’s body broke down, a radiant smile stayed on her face.

Was she Venus or nothing but a digital copy used as a sacrificial pawn? Such things did not matter in her opinion.

Noah would always be Noah and she… would always be Venus. The most beautiful being out of all the thirteen constellations.

***

From the perspective of the outside world, those who were sitting in the spaceship witnessed a sight they would most likely never forget.

The destruction of a planet was something all too common in space. Such things would never surprise them. What happened here though was anything but common.

The planet did not explode. The planet was not destroyed.

One moment they were looking at an entire planet bathed in a white soothing light and the next moment, the planet was entirely erased from existence as if it had never even been there in the first place.

It just— ceased to exist.


CH 38: I am hungry


Dorothy observed the plane in space where the planet had been initially coursing through in its orbit. When Noah had informed her that the planet was dangerous she had anticipated the full destruction of the planet, leading to a Supernova event.

Destroying a whole planet was nothing new in the Sea of Stars. Some of the high-ranked Gates did have that system implemented in them once they were accessed and lost their purpose. Hell, if she so wished she could also destroy entire planets if she used her Frame at its full power or brought her fleet and bombarded it with her legion’s full might.

But this… what she was witnessing… was on a completely different level altogether.

There was no sudden increase in energy that she was able to perceive, a trademark of planetary devastation. No power nor heat fluctuation could be observed, another sign of a planet in its last legs. Hell, there was not even an explosion. There was nothing. The planet was simply deleted from the map altogether as though it had been erased from existence. “Lion, run the checks. All the checks! I need to know what happened. Now!”

“Understood, Ma’am. Should I call the Witches too?”

“Yes. Give them the coordinates of this location and tell Tin Can they are allowed to use the Tower to make the divination more accurate.”

Lion nodded his head and simply chose to ignore the two new arrivals alongside Dorothy. This situation was already shocking enough for him to be at his wit's end… a feeling he had thought to have already overcome long ago was washing over him once more.

Fear. After all, in this world, the fear of the unknown was greatest.

Once Dorothy gave her orders she took another deep breath and closed her eyes in contemplation. Using her ability, earlier had been slightly taxing on her body as she did not have her catalyst or her Knight Frame along with her. However, the phenomenon before her was making her situation worse— a massive headache was overcoming her mind.

“Well… It seems like we have witnessed something incredible.” She spoke in a subdued tone, a faint trace of nervousness hidden within.

“You don’t say…” Morgiana chortled before bringing up a display before her and started typing swiftly, “Do you know just how much money we just lost there?”

Her hand was trembling even as she crunched in the data for calculation, “Ugh…” It seemed like she was on the verge of tears even as she imagined the money she could have earned from plundering the planet of treasures. Losing her Knight Frame forever, along with the planet didn’t help in the slightest to alleviate this situation.

“You are… quite composed.” Dorothy was utterly speechless as she looked at her friend. Morgiana simply shrugged her shoulders in response, “What can I even say?” She sighed heavily… Her face gradually turned more and more solemn as she finally donned a grave look as she gazed at the orbit where the planet should have been originally.

“Dorothy. Look, this kind of shit is way above my pay grade. I can barely deal with my own problems. Wasting brain cells on something of this caliber is just wasting my time and giving me useless stress. If a storm is coming, it will be the job of the Empire to tackle and the Federation to take care of it. Little guys like us can only watch and be swung around.”

Morgiana was sure that if Alibaba was in this spot, he would have been full of curiosity but in her case, she had zero interest in such matters. Whatever power could erase a planet like this, quite literally out of existence like it was nothing, was not something someone like her could even dream of taking care of.

“Small people should learn to deal with small problems.” She grinned and Dorothy could only muster a sad expression as she looked at her friend.

“But you are…”

“Stop.” Morgiana raised her hand and shook her head before looking toward Noah. She could see that the small boy still had a serious expression on his face but behind the calm look… she was able to sense a sliver of sadness and melancholy in the boy’s eyes. The reason was quite obvious to her. And it also made her remember something she had forgotten along the way, “I am sorry. I have forgotten that you had your family there.”

“Family?” Dorothy tilted her head, but then… realization dawned upon her and she silently nodded her head with a hint of sadness as well, “Ah…”

Noah gave a small glance toward Dorothy before showing a bitter smile. It did not match with his childish frame in the least. “There is no need to worry. Everyone already died a long time ago. I am the last survivor.”

His childish voice was calm and indifferent but a somber mood befell the room after hearing his words. Dorothy and Morgiana both felt slightly awkward as they did not quite know how to address this situation. Comforting someone mourning was never an easy task for anyone.

In the end, Dorothy clapped her hands, “Well, everyone must be tired after that hectic string of events and there are many things I need to know and ask. Why don’t you all go rest? They will guide you. Though Morgiana, your usual room is available.”

She pointed toward one of the soldiers in the room. Morgiana nodded her head and said, “I need to call Alibaba and explain what happened.”

“You should wait until you see him face to face.” Morgiana stopped for a moment before nodding at Dorothy's suggestion, “Very well.” She waved away the guide assigned to her and went further down into the ship.

Once Morgiana left for her room, only Dororthy and Noah were present alongside a few soldiers that were making sure not to disturb their queen. They knew she could be quite moody at times and disturbing her never led to a good outcome.

“Sir Noah, could you follow the guide? I am sure you must be tired more than anyone else,”

“No questions?”

“Questions can wait and you do not have to answer any question if you wish to stay silent. I would never force you to talk against your will.”

“Hmm… You are very kind.” Noah gave one last look through the window. Only the immensity of the endless void and the light of the three suns greeted his vision, the once orbiting planet lost to all existence.

For a moment, his expression became vacant as he remembered all the things he went through on this now non-existent planet.

The bad things, the good… Well… There weren’t many good things now that he thought about it. But he had gotten used to it along the way. In fact, in a way, one could even say that this was his second home and now that home was also gone.

He was all alone in the vast universe and had no one to rely on. At least on the desolate planet, he knew he simply needed to survive. But now, his goal had become abstruse and blurry. He knew what he needed to accomplish but not how he would be able to accomplish such a hefty task. Moreover, he was still in the dark about so many things it was infuriating.

— Seems like you forgot about me once again.

You have been strangely silent so I had to provoke you one way or another.

Noah grinned inwardly. His slowly worsening mood vanished like a lie. He was indeed lost and he truly did not know what he should do to find the truth outside of searching for more ruins.

But all those worries were for the future. Here and now, he knew exactly what he wanted.

“So, Miss Dorothy…Do you have anything to eat?”

One should always ask the important questions first.

***

Someone else in her position might have missed the small shift in Noah’s aura but Dorothy was definitely not so careless that she would not be able to pick up on it. Even though the shift lasted but an instant, she had the feeling of being stared at by a small starved beast who wanted nothing more than to pounce at her at any moment.

How interesting.

Dorothy had to fight the smile that was trying to stretch her lips wide. The more dangerous Noah was, the more depth of potential he showed off and the more she became sure of her conjecture. Noah was indeed the Golden Constellation, the sole star she had been searching for so desperately.

“If you are hungry then you should visit the kitchen. I will have someone send you there.”

Noah nodded his head eagerly, “Thanks. Though I gotta ask. Is the food some kind of nutritional ration or something?”

“No. Do not worry. Though we do have such rations, this ship was loaded with the best food and ingredients from our planet and the chefs are also top-notch.” She gave him a thumbs up and was happy to see a large smile fill his childish face giving him a hint of innocence. It made him look like a proper child which was a heartwarming display.

“Then excuse me. I just hope your reserves are big enough.” Noah said,to which Dorothy shrugged nonchalantly.

“You wouldn’t be able to eat everything even if you tried. We have enough for years of travel stored in the ship. Eat as much as you want.”

“Hah… Haha. I like your confidence. Then, thanks, I won’t hold back.” Noah waved at her as he left alongside a robot guide, leaving a confused Dorothy who started to wonder if she had really made a mistake there by giving him free reign.

In the end, she simply shrugged her shoulders. It didn’t matter even if he truly emptied out all the food reserves today. The Lion Pride was not a fleet designed for long space exploration in the first place and they could replenish the food once they reached Oz.

Now I guess I should take care of the important matters.

After sending out Noah so that he could eat to his heart’s content, Dorothy showed a grim countenance,

“Lion.”

“Dorothy.”

The shadow around Dorothy moved and Lion appeared behind her in all his majesty. It was impressive how a man of his stature could advance so silently. His ability to walk through shadows was even more impressive and one of the reasons that made him so deadly.

After all, who could ever expect that the giant armored warrior they were facing fought more like an assassin in reality?

“Your ability always impresses me.”

“I am an Apex predator, you know? I don’t fight. I hunt.” He grinned at her with his jagged maw, showing his impressive row of sharp teeth.

The atmosphere between them was warm but Lion knew that Dorothy would not have called for him if she hadn’t been worried about something in her heart.

“What did you find?”

Lion sighed, his flaming manes wavered and twitched, showing his unease, “No report yet from the witches but from the receptors, there was no fluctuation in space-time. No disturbance in gravity flow. For all intents and purposes, this planet has never existed and no machines could prove the opposite.”

Dorothy started biting her lips hard. She was not surprised by those results even though she hoped desperately that they would have been different.

Dorothy had always been worried about one thing all her life… ever since she had obtained her Silver Boots and changed the course of her destiny forever.

For most historians, the previous Galactic Empire had most likely destroyed themselves through a Civil War.

This was nothing new as the more advanced a civilization was the higher the chances they had of simply destroying themselves in their search for further progress and prosperity.

But Dorothy had another theory in her mind. They did not self-destruct— they were destroyed by an outside force, far more terrible and beyond anyone’s imagination.

She knew this sounded crazy and she knew that her theory held no grounds outside of her suspicions. To drive it home, the few beings who thought remotely like her were considered crazy conspiracy theorists and were even deemed lunatics.

If she was right, then those outsiders might have been greatly wounded when fighting against the Ancient Empire and were recuperating or were destroyed alongside them.

In the end, Noah was definitely a key to the truth of that time and a very important one at that. She could not let anything happen to him but he was too weak at the moment. If the Empire or the Federation caught wind of his existence as he was now, things would be more than just a bit problematic.

In a way…

Should I say that the destruction of this planet is a boon?

Dorothy contemplated quietly and once her thought reached there she couldn’t help but stop and wonder about an important point.

The destruction of the planet had been extremely frightening, but when one stopped and thought about it, such clean erasure seemed a bit too much of an overkill. Why bother erasing something from existence when you could simply blow up the planet normally?

Unless the main goal wasn’t just to destroy the planet itself but to make sure absolutely no trace remained. If so then… perhaps…

“Dorothy?”

Dorothy stopped herself. Her thoughts were indeed going a little too deep. Even for her, it was hard to fathom what kind of link Noah could have with such powerful and old Civilizations. But, just in case—

“Destroy the pirate ships.” Her expression became cold and resolute. Dorothy had never been a kind woman and she had always been very decisive. If she gathered her resolve then there was nothing she was not willing to do, “Kill all the pirates and make sure all the records about our fight are erased altogether. If the Empire knows we entered in contact with one of the theorized Supreme Gates, they will keep bothering us.”

“What about our crew?” Lion was quite surprised by her words. After all, even for Dorothy, this was a radical decision.

But he knew that when she was in such a mood, it was easier to simply shut up and do as she ordered. Everything would work itself out if they didn’t deviate from the course she set.

“Erase their memory. Their minds are too weak and a telepath will be able to glean information from them quite easily. Make sure Tin Can erases all records from our ships as well. I want everything to be clean as though it never existed. No mistake is allowed.”

She sighed and started walking with a clear purpose in her steps.

“Does it mean the boy’s mind is strong? To be honest he seemed quite weak.” This was not him looking down on Noah because of his appearance.

Lion was someone who prided himself in his carefulness and while the boy definitely had a dangerous scent on him, it did not seem like he could cause any mischief.

“Oh…” Dorothy snickered, “You have no idea.”

She laughed. She herself did not know how weak or strong Noah was but sometimes, a leader had to act mysterious and smart. Sadly for Dorothy—

“You don’t know anything either it seems.” Lion knew her too well and could see past her pretense.

Dorothy simply coughed and walked away, hiding her reddening cheeks. “Forget about it. Let’s move the ship after we destroy the pirates.”

Lion fell back exactly one step behind her and asked, “What is the destination? Home?”

“No. Not home. Our destination will be— Sol III.”

With the way the current planet vanished, some information she had obtained in the past became extremely clear.


CH 39: Her name is…


When Dorothy was finished giving all the instructions she thought to be necessary, she made her way toward one of the kitchens of the spaceship. The Lion Pride Legion was composed of war vessels for short-term travel so the kitchens were not exactly decorated to a detailed degree, nor were they equipped with any of the modern equipment necessary to prepare any advance meals. However, she thought that it was fine as is.

Furthermore, according to her knowledge of the galactic races, most humanoid and carbon-based beings of this Milky Way galaxy had very similar metabolism structures.

Finally, people who had managed to acquire control over Dark Matter had a certain resistance to most basic poison, so there should be no worries catering to Noah’s needs. At most, he would simply have an indigestion problem if the food was not compatible with his body type and nothing else. There was next to no chance of a life-threatening event happening to the kid.

Thinking about this, she could only chuckle to herself. The chances were slim but it would be an interesting prank nonetheless if Noah was a rarity among races. Still, she hoped that he would be alright eating their food. The best would always be the scenario where he had no reaction to the food they consumed.

When she finally reached the kitchen area though, Dorothy realized that all her worries had been for nought or perhaps… they were not nearly enough and perhaps not in the right direction.

“Sir Noah?” She asked tentatively as she saw him gobbling the food while crying to himself, leaving her wondering if there was something really wrong with the food. Wrong enough to make her guest don such a miserable expression.

“Oh. Dorothy. No worries. Everything is alright. These are just manly tears of joy.”

Noah sniffled while slurping on a special dish seemingly made out of foam and meat. He had an expression of utter bliss and irreplaceable joy on his face as he devoured dish after dish as if his life depended on it. It almost felt like he was tasting the food of the gods, as if this was the most wonderful food in existence to the little boy.

“This is the stuff.” Once he was finished with a dish, Noah nearly burped out loud in satisfaction. However, he still knew to keep his manners so he opted to cough a little before asking… perhaps the most important question of his life, “What kind of meat is this?”

“It is…”

“Wait. Nevermind. Forget it. Let me finish eating first, then we can talk about the origin of this meat. Don’t wanna destroy my appetite for no reason with the answer by any chance.”

Dorothy was simply flabbergasted by his words. In the next few minutes, she could only watch with both horror and curiosity as Noah continued to inhale – yep, not eat – a monstrous quantity of food. It was a scene that left much to be questioned, and the act itself certainly did not match his small and childish body.

She had the feeling that she was watching a small cosmic beast in action or some living black hole devouring the food with no end in sight. She was probably right.

This situation continued for some time. Now Dorothy was looking at the whole spectacle with eyes shining with a hint of analytical insight. The capacity to eat large quantities of food was quite a prized trait in the whole universe. As far as racial traits went, it was actually top-tier.

More food almost always meant more energy to store and preserve within one’s body. It also meant that the individual showing the trait had a larger capacity to stock other forms of energy. However, it could also mean that one was very inefficient in managing their own energy which led to the large consumption of food to make up for the deficiency. There was a flip side to everything, after all.

She did not know how long she had been watching the stupendous phenomenon but soon Noah stopped his act, placed his hands together, and bowed his head, “Thanks for the food. I am half full now.”

Dorothy looked with a bemused expression at all the dishes that were perfectly cleaned by the little black hole. Noah alone had eaten enough to fill an entire army for a few days and he was only half-full?

He would be a very dangerous opponent to fight.

She smiled, “I am happy you enjoyed the food. Though I must say, I am quite curious about the last gesture. Is it a prayer? Do you believe in a particular god or a cosmic deity of some sort?”

Praying to gods and other cosmic deities was not something particularly rare in this universe. However, it was more common in backward planets that did not understand that the so-called gods they prayed to were nothing more than extremely powerful entities that roamed the universe as if it were their playground.

Dorothy herself was acclaimed and recognized as a god in some of the solar systems, which were under the control of Oz of course, and while she had tried to change this illogical practice she knew that it was utterly useless.

“I do not believe in God.”

Noah smiled reservedly as he spoke those words. He did not believe in God. Whether some form of a being called God existed or not did not matter to him in the least. At the end of the day, no amount of prayer could change the reality in which a person lived.

If praying was useless at the end of the day… Why even bother wasting time doing so?

“I only believe in…” Noah stopped himself and soon a bitter smile formed on his face, “I guess I can only believe in myself and one other being at the moment.”

Dorothy was curious about this being but she could guess that the whole topic was quite heavy for the little boy. Moreover, she knew for a fact that she was not close enough with Noah to broach this. However, it was easy to see that the man, in the form of a little boy, was someone who had lost his loved ones over the course of his existence.

This knowledge made her feel a little closer to him. Dorothy knew a life where one could only walk even while suffering the pain of losing those they loved.

It was a pain she wished no one would experience in their life. Not even her worst enemies.

“It seems like you are a man with quite the story to tell.”

“Oh. You wouldn’t believe it.” He gave her a wolfish grin, quite comical to look at with his childish face, “Perhaps one day if we become closer I will share my woes with you.”

“I will await the day with impatience.”

The two shared a small smile. It was hard for Dorothy to ignore the way he looked now but her race was the perfect example of never judging a book by its cover. Now that she was closer to him, she could feel that the weight of time on his body seemed akin to a complex maze with no way out.

Her senses were telling her that he was beyond a few hundred years old but her scanners were telling her that his body was that of a newborn. This was quite the contradictory result and there was not much she could do to unearth this paradox.

“So. Since we finished with the niceties away. Why don’t you tell me what you want from me?”

Noah wiped his mouth and observed Dorothy but she showed an ever calm facade, “I do not know.”

“Oh? Are you playing games with me?”

“No. I truly do not know what I want from you.” She shook her head, “We are tied by a faint karmic thread and the stars murmur to me that you are my destiny. But I do not fully understand what it entails. What I do know though, is that forming a positive relationship with you now will be very useful for me.”

“I like how you aren’t trying to portray yourself as some good samaritan.”

“I believe a good relationship can only be built on being straightforward and true to the other party. I have many friends I would fight for without hesitation. But you are not yet one of them. You are… an investment.”

Dorothy initially planned to go through a more mellow way at things but when she heard his choices of words about belief, she was able to gain a small insight into what kind of person Noah was. She knew that in such a situation trying to cajole him would only make him wary of her.

“So… You are a seer?”

Dorothy stopped and looked down at Noah. His expression was still full of smiles but her intuition was telling her that something was wrong with the kid in front of her.

“You could say that. I was gifted with the power to read the stars. Though what I see is but one of the innumerable existing possibilities of Fate.”

Noah nodded nonchalantly and asked, “Then— Do you know someone named Apollo or Libra?”

A tense atmosphere formed between them as Noah observed Dorothy silently, ready to catch any expression change from her.

In the end, though all he could see was confusion in her eyes as she asked, “From your tone, it seems like the person you are talking about is an enemy?” She shook her head, “Either way, I am in no way or shape related to that person nor do I even know them.”

Noah liked to think that he was a good judge of character and he could see no falsehood from her words. He could be completely wrong and Dorothy could have been the best actress in the world.

“I see. Then I apologize for asking such a weird question.”

“I will accept your apology but only if you tell me what your relationship is with them. Oz has great resources and I might be able to find them.”

Noah gave a bitter smile, “He is not an enemy. But I do not know if I could call him a friend either.”

The Apollo Noah knew was a true arrogant know-it- all prick and someone he wished to punch more than once when they crossed paths in the past. The two of them had never been able to see eye to eye and they were often prone to fighting.

But that was only in their personal life.

When it came to fighting, Apollo was one of the most reliable companions Noah had. The two of them fought back to back many times in seemingly desperate situations.

He might not like Apollo the most but he would definitely be ready to die for him and he knew that Apollo would do the same. Be it for him or any of the other constellations.

This was the bond that tied them but…

‘All of this was in the past.’

As much as it pained Noah to think about it, the constellations he knew were not the same as the ones who grew and developed with the civilization after his disappearance.

People changed. The current Noah was different from the one he once was and it would be foolish to think that his friends did not change either.

For all he knew even Venus had changed, or the Venus he talked to wasn’t the true Venus and just a program that could induce him in error. Even so he decided to believe in them.

Even though it was foolish, even though it was stupid and naive, he wished to believe that his friends were still his friends. That even if they changed, their cores would still be the same.

“It’s hard to explain is all I can say.”

“Things are always hard to put in words sometimes.” Dorothy smiled. She was starting to realize something. A wild theory was growing in her mind and if she was right, it would be huge. But for now, she didn’t have to push him.

She could feel that Noah was wary of her and it was understandable.

“Any other questions? I am happy to help.”

Noah nodded, “I do have one other question. I am searching for two things. The first one would be someone who can create a Mecha for me and secondly, I am searching for someone. I do not know her name but that person is called Queen of the Shadow Fortress.”

“Oh my…” Dorothy started coughing once she heard this and it took her some time to gather her bearings.

—Was that a wise decision?

We don’t have much choice.

Noah didn’t particularly trust Dorothy. After all, they had just met. But he knew that whatever information he might search for would be extremely sensitive and difficult to obtain from people without enough influence.

Information brokers might exist but he was a nobody. Any information broker he managed to get hold of would most likely sell his information.

In such a case, it was better to take the risk now with someone who at least seemed friendly enough rather than entering a trap.

It was undoubtedly risky but it was a far more calculated and measured risk. Another problem he would face was finding a competent Mecha builder who wouldn’t just steal and release his blueprints into the wild.

Should I try selling them to her?

It was a little too soon for that. Underestimating greed was the way to get blindsided and backstabbed in the worst way possible. This was a lesson he had learned the hard way even back when he was on Earth.

One thing that he wished to sell her was the Mecha he obtained from the pirates. But doing so would reveal his ability to open a breach in space all by himself. This power might be his trump card in the future, as it was undoubtedly the best way of escaping he had. There was no way he would reveal it now for some money.

Once Dorothy finally managed to calm down, she took a deep breath, “I must say. Your first demand is not anything complicated for me. Oz is not specialized in Mecha development and creation, as we focus more on Magic and Standard Mechas that we import. If you want a Standard Knightframe, I believe you can buy one from us at a very good price, and with the bounty of the pirates you will receive money. It shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

She smiled, “Seeing your expression, I guess a standard Mecha is not to your taste. In this case, I believe that I have a solution that will please you but we can talk about this later during our travels. As for your second demand.”

She cleared her throat, “The Queen of the Shadow Fortress or just the Shadow Queen is…Well, she is a very famous and also very dangerous person. She is not easy to meet.”

A serious glint appeared in her eyes, “I will be honest, I do not think it’s someone you should even try to meet. At the very least unless you are ready to die for it.” She paused before asking. “Do you still want to meet her despite knowing this?”

“I do.” There was no hesitation in his voice as he answered her. This so-called Queen was supposed to be the key to understanding more about everything that was happening. There was no way he would let this chance go.

“Very well. Once again I will tell you that the route toward the Shadow Fortress is treacherous. Death will be at every corner and many call this road the Graveyard of Heroes. Many talented people fought to meet her but to date, only very few were graced with her presence.

“Those who succeeded became renowned warriors. Those who failed were forgotten in the river of time. Elusive, unpredictable and extremely powerful. She is the Queen of the Shadow Realm, the Immortal Witch, the Slayer of Gods and the Teacher of Heroes. Her name is — Scáthach Uanaind.”

Scáthach Uanaind?

—From the information I have, she was a relatively major figure in Celtic mythology and was mainly known for her skill as a teacher in the art of combat and for having taught Cu Chulainn.

I do remember that one. This is truly fascinating.

He was reminded once again that he was not in his universe but in a universe where fairy tales and mythologies seemed to be real. This made him wonder just how much had become reality and what were the differences.

At the same time this knowledge was undoubtedly an edge for him. Something that, while he could not entirely lean on, could help him understand those he was facing better.

However, he needed to be careful about relying on that knowledge too much.

The best example stood in front of him. Dorothy was supposed to be some random American girl who got thrown into Oz and had a sort of psychedelic adventure with a cowardly lion, a heartless tin man, and a stupid scarecrow.

Meanwhile, the Dorothy in front of him was someone who could teleport as well as stop time and was ruling some kind of empire while the Cowardly Lion was the general of an entire space Legion and had some kind of flaming mane.

Sighing about the wild difference, he asked, “So, how do I meet the Shadow Queen?”

“You cannot meet her. At least not now. The Shadow Queen is elusive and she obtained her name from her ability to open a gate in a strange and complex dimension where time and space stop mattering. This is one of the primary reasons she is hard to reach. When the road is open, the majority of those who wish to meet her will die instantly when they enter that space.”

“Oh?” Noah raised an eyebrow, careful to control his reaction. This seemed very similar to what he could do and his ability to open a gate to the Sea of Quanta. If this so-called Queen had the same ability then, he could understand why Venus told him he had to meet that woman.

She would definitely be an important key for his mastery of the dimension. Furthermore, Noah himself was a spear user so it wouldn’t hurt to obtain her tutelage.

“Is it different from the space you guys enter in hyperdrive?”

Dorothy gave him a funny look but soon she nodded. He had the feeling he asked a very dumb question and perhaps it was common knowledge for them. But Noah knew he could lean on his identity as a “barbarian” from a small planet to ask these kinds of questions.

“If you are interested I can put you in a learning pod. They are very handy machines used for children to give them relatively common knowledge. This helps eliminate years of useless studying.”

Noah hesitated. This seemed very tempting but this also seemed like the kind of stuff that would end in unwanted information being fed to his mind. He also did not relish the idea of being brainwashed.

Even back on earth, such technology was not unheard of and the only reason it wasn’t directly used on the Constellations when they were children was because of the risk of brain damage this kind of thing posed. Didn’t stop them from doing slow and careful indoctrination, but this was another matter.

Noah was pretty sure that Dorothy would not try to hurt him but it was better to be safe than sorry. The common knowledge of this world would be obtained once he deciphered the memories of all those he devoured. It would take some time but it would happen.

“I will pass for now. Though, I would be thankful if I could get some kind of…hum. Some kind of teaching material that I can read?”

Dorothy nodded. Noah refusing this proposal helped her get a better insight into his personality and what she found was someone who was extremely distrustful of people that he could not call his own.

This kind of individual was always interesting to observe because of the way they behaved with those they considered as friends.

In a way because of how distrustful and wary they usually were, once they decided to trust someone they would give their all and even ignore logic.

Getting their trust may be hard but this trust would be extremely tough and difficult to break.

“You seem to have quite the scheming smile.” Dorothy's smile grew even larger as Noah called her out. “I am just thinking about how I can get you to trust me even more.”

She had to say, looking at his expression was truly interesting. He was so cute she had the urge to pinch his chubby cheeks. Though she had the distinct impression that he would bite her finger if she ever tried such a thing.

As a Queen, Dorothy had been used to manipulating people in a way that brought her the greatest advantage. Truthfully it was a tiring life but only by doing so had she been able to fight against the wicked witches and get Ozma to put down their arms.

Compared to this, dealing with Noah was delightful. She did not need to put in any effort. She simply had to be honest, and sooner or later she knew that he would start trusting her.

“Getting back to our main topic. Sometimes the Shadow Queen will distribute tickets through the galaxy and only those who obtain a ticket can access the dimension on a specific date of her choosing. The tickets can be obtained in any way possible and as you can imagine, the distribution of those tickets is always followed by a bloodbath. Finding a ticket and keeping it until the promised date is in a way a form of a test. Only those strong enough, smart enough, lucky enough, or with a powerful background can hope to get a ticket.”

“She seems like a pretty cruel woman.” Noah frowned. Sharing those tickets knowing what would happen was not something one with good intentions would do.

“I would not say so.” Dorothy shook her head, “Her methods are fair all things considered. When one enters her dimension, the background one may have is completely worthless. All that matters is whether you can survive that place.” Dorothy did think that the Shadow Queen was a very dangerous woman. But cruel she was not.

“Her ticket represents a fair chance for everyone to join in and those who succeeded her test all became renowned warriors and leaders of their own sectors. Sometimes owning planets or even entire solar systems.”

“I see.” Noah decided that arguing more was not worth it. He needed to ruminate on the information he had just obtained. He was a hundred percent sure that he could survive the place where that woman resided.

This meant that he only had to worry about two things. One, finding and keeping a ticket when they were out, and two —

“When will the next opening be?”

Dorothy gave a bitter smile as she spread her hands, “No one knows. The last session was 20 years ago and from history, the longest interval between two sessions was 300 years. So…”

“Oh…”

Noah fell silent. This was going to be quite complicated.


CH 40: Sol System


—Noah I believe we should not be in any hurry to visit that woman. Though we have some insurance about our survival in that dimension, going to her in our current situation would be foolish.

Noah mused a little, “I have one question. Did you know Omid?”

“Omid of the Scorched Earth. I did know him but not personally. Truly a pitiful man. Once a knight and now nothing. I can also imagine what you will ask and my answer is simple.” Dorothy grinned, “Even in the unlikely chances that Omid would have been able to survive on the way to the Shadow Fortress, he would have been completely and utterly crushed once the competition started.”

Dorothy continued with a gentle voice, “You need to understand, Noah. Omid was powerful in his own right. There was no doubt about it. But his position as a pirate, having a small army and a backer were what made him truly a force to be wary of. His high bounty also does not correspond to his power and was increased because the Djinn’s Sultan wished for his death.”

Dorothy needed to make this truth clear to Noah, “Omid was weak, and as he is now, even his leader Cassim can only be said to be a mid-level threat. Dangerous enough that fighting him is simply not worth it. But not so dangerous that any of the superpowers need to bring out their full power.”

Cassim and Alibaba were interesting people. She knew very well that they had a very powerful destiny and high potential.

While not equal to the Golden Constellation, they were definitely close enough that she could not look down on them.

But potential and power were two different things. “I hope I am not vexing you. But I do not wish to see you fall soon.”

She did not wish to insult him. In terms of potential, she felt like Noah was akin to a bottomless black hole ready to swallow everything.

She knew without a shadow of a doubt that he had the potential and the luck to reach an incredible height in power and she surmised in a relatively short time frame.

Now that he had entered the wider universe, he was akin to a dragon that was now able to soar in the sky. But this was exactly why she had to remind him of his current place in the universe.

“You have so much to learn. About Dark Matter, the application of power and about Frames. A wide world was opened for you. Be careful to not burn your wings.”

Noah gave a bitter smile. He could feel the genuine concern and worries in Dorothy’s voice and in a way this made it sting even more. It had been quite a long time since someone called him weak and helpless so openly. But he had already come to terms with this reality after nearly dying while fighting Omid.

He needed to become stronger. Far stronger than he was now.

“Speaking of and before I forget. Now that you put down Omid, the news about his possible death should start spreading out. If you claim the bounty it will be confirmed and you might get targeted by the Forty Thieves. So I can give you different options.” Feeling the awkward atmosphere that was settling in, Dorothy decided to subtly change the topic.

“You can choose to claim the bounty yourself on one of the planets owned by the Mercenary Guild. Normally such a procedure is not necessary as bounty hunters and mercenaries just need to call their direct contact and present proof before receiving their money. But as you are not an official Mercenary and more importantly, do not have an identification card things will be more complicated.”

She spoke nonchalantly, “This option is the riskiest one but it might be the most rewarding as you will start with a high record in the mercenary guild, which will help you have more clearance when visiting different planets.”

Interstellar travels meant that keeping borders was extremely difficult. Not many civilizations could afford to pay for a system wide detector and planetary walls.

Because of this, some planets were extremely strict on the kind of individual they accepted. For Mercenaries who had to travel a lot for their missions, having a high clearance rank was necessary. Because of this low-level mercenaries would generally join high-ranked teams, even if only temporarily.

“What is the other option?”

“Another option would be for us to claim the kill and receive the payments to immediately transfer it to you. I personally believe that it’s the best option. As the Queen, creating an identity for you could not be any easier. Same for a universal bank account as well as a local one. The credits will be sent to you in full immediately. This would mean no honor but it would be safe for you.”

Dorothy was serious, “I believe joining Oz would without a doubt be in your best interest. It would give you a new place to call home and you would not have to wander as a mercenary to obtain an identity. Furthermore, while Oz is certainly not specialized in the art of war and we are certainly not comparable to the Shadow Fortress, we have many academies that could give you a basic understanding of the world and your powers. Who knows? Perhaps we would even discover that you have talents in Witchcraft.”

The more she spoke the more excited she became. It was like she was already able to map his future. She knew that those with a high destiny probability needed to face hardship and spread their wings, mostly alone to reach their greatest potential, but being a little coddled at the start would not hurt, right?

Why go through the hard route when you could take the easiest? She thought under her breath before catching herself.

“I…”

“Wait. I am sorry to interrupt you. I got quite excited. In the end, I am only presenting you with a choice. You should always do as you wish. But, I believe that such decisions should be taken carefully after examining all factors. Why not visit Oz first? Take a few days, rest, enjoy yourself, and finally make a choice. Oz also has a branch of the mercenary guild so it will be easy.”

“I…Very well. Thanks for giving me those options. I would be happy to visit Oz.”

The smile Dorothy sent him was shining so much it was almost blinding. The smile vanished pretty fast when a robotic voice reached them.

[Destination Reached, entering the remains of the Sol System.]

***

As he gazed at Dorothy’s eyes, Noah could not help but wonder. Why? Why was she so desperate? Why did she wish to keep him close?

His paranoia made him think of hundreds of negative scenarios. Noah could believe in kindness without reason. He knew that sometimes people simply wished to help others without wishing for anything in return and while he was pretty cynical, he admired such a way of thinking.

But there were limits to such a form of kindness, and what Dorothy was doing broke through those limitations as if they did not even exist in the first place.

He truly wished to ask her all of this but now, his mind was more preoccupied by what he had just heard.

Sol System?

He remembered that Morgiana had called Earth, Sol III. Did this mean that they entered the Solar system?

Noah stood up abruptly, “What does this mean?”

Dorothy sighed as she stood up as well, “I believe in this world one must know their past to walk toward their future. Which is why I have decided to bring you to your home planet for you to see. Follow me.”

Noah did so almost as if he was in a trance. He knew that this was not his Earth and neither was it his home but going back to Earth had been one of his most fervent dreams for years.

Even if it was not his Earth, it was still Earth. A place that shared a history similar to his. A fog slightly covered his mind as he clenched his fists. He wished to stop and ask what happened to this Earth. But the answer was all too evident.

As such, he simply closed his mouth and continued to walk behind Dorothy in the relatively silent hallway.

He could see some humanoid robots on the way and very few crew working but Noah was too troubled to care.

Thankfully, the walk did not take long and Noah was able to gather his wits again.

There was nothing wrong with feeling emotional in the current situation but in no way, shape or form should he allow those feelings to affect his judgment while he was in neutral territory.

“What happened to your staff members?” He asked absentmindedly, not expecting an answer.

“They are getting a part of their memory erased; or should I say blocked? Mainly all information about the destruction of your planet needs to be destroyed and carefully handled. We do not want any leaks.”

“Oh…”

The nonchalant way she spoke about mind-wiping her subordinates was so shocking that Noah was left speechless.

“I can guess what you may be thinking and honestly you might be right. This is very messed up. But I am not a heartless monster. For one this is a very standard and necessary measure. The existence of mind readers and other such psychics made such procedures almost obligatory. It's standard for all soldiers to receive basic training in how to protect their surface thoughts from mind readers. Even so, this is not enough when it comes to sensitive information.” She shrugged, “All those who joined this ship were warned in advance and given the choice to refuse. Those who refuse will simply not have access to high profile missions.”

Dorothy knew that this wasn’t perfect but she had made sure that this would be as fair as possible. Furthermore, she had placed laws and regulations so that all those who ever got their memories erased receive a bonus in salary and rank.

“This seems like the kind of thing people could abuse.”

Noah was sure as hell that if such technology had existed on Earth, the White Room creators would have undoubtedly used it on them.

Being able to modify someone's memory means so much. Even if you couldn't outright change everything it was too easy to manipulate someone if you could mess with their memory.

“You are right. Thankfully, this kind of technology is not something anyone can use.”

This technology was even harder to access than those related to Mecha Constructions. Firstly, the brain was not such an easy thing to manipulate. Memories even more so. In most places the ones who took care of such procedures were psychics themselves. After all, who better than a psychic to block another one?

“In Oz we have Scarecrow. He is one of my three generals and a revolutionary genius. A little immoral but he was one of the main reasons I managed to ascend to the throne and he made sure that this was safe.”

Noah could feel that Dorothy was rambling but he did not try to discuss more of this topic. He could barely deal with his own problems. Trying to discuss the morality of her decisions when he did not even have the full picture of the situation would be foolish and shortsighted.

What he did understand was that Oz was certainly not an idealistic place and that at the end of the day, even an advanced civilization still suffered from internal and external problems.

Instead, he simply filed this information away in his mind…Speaking of mind.

“Why not me, as well?”

“Because there is no need to. Your mind is as opaque as your destiny. I weep for the poor psychic that will try to observe you.”

She laughed but Noah did not miss the innuendo in her words. It was clear that if she deemed that it was necessary she would have had no hesitation in manipulating his memory.

Either that or he was looking too deeply into her words and she meant absolutely nothing negative. He had always been the type to see the cup half full but sometimes it was necessary to realize that it was simply half empty.

At least knowing that he was less susceptible to psychics was a good thing. That or Dorothy was simply lying and planned to have someone read his mind later.

“We are finally here.”

They reached a very large room after taking a few elevators. One that was filled with absolutely nothing outside of a large celestial chart drawn on the ground.

“This is my place for meditation and now, it’s time for you to see Earth.” She seemed almost hesitant but knew it was necessary.

Noah felt his heart accelerate as he watched her clap twice. The roof and all the walls around him slowly started vanishing, allowing them to witness the void of space.

The first thing that caught his eye was unsurprisingly, the sun, though it definitely seemed far larger than he remembered. His attention did not stay long on it as he started to search for Earth.

And all he found was—Nothing.

Noah looked all around but all he could see, outside of the sun was nothing more than the stars shining in the distance.

“Is this a joke?” A modicum of anger started seeping into his voice. Space was large and no matter how high Noah's vision was, it would be impossible for him to see other planets with his naked eyes if they weren’t close enough.

“This is sadly not a joke.” Dorothy placed a hand on his shoulder before snapping her fingers with her other hand, prompting blue screens to appear all around them, “From the current coordinates, we are exactly where the moon of Sol-III, or rather Earth, should have been. From such a distance, Earth should have been visible but as you can see…There is nothing.”

The screen moved and showed different planets. Only five planets to be exact.

“We discovered information about Sol-III on Sol IV. The remains suggest that the Earth vanished or was destroyed approximately 50,000 years ago after a prolonged war against the Parasites. A war that they lost. Earthlings were able to save the seed of their civilization and these were sent into space, they did not have the technology necessary to keep them alive past a certain point. The ships we found were full of nothing but corpses. Mostly intact corpses but still corpses.”

Image after image appeared, showing everything to Noah. All he could do was watch silently. The corpses in particular were quite haunting to see.

This was an Earth. An Earth with a different history. An Earth with different people but truly similar circumstances. There was just one very little thing he needed to know.

“Did they…In the history of Sol III, how did they fight against Parasites?”

Dorothy looked up, “Well, they didn’t. They weren’t able to put up much of a fight. We discovered they had a very limited understanding of Mecha. But those were standard Mecha compared to those we have now. They were not even able to use Dark Matter. As you can imagine this didn’t end well.”

She shook her head, “When the council discovered the incursion of Parasites in this solar system it was already too late. The Parasites had already left the inhabited planets. Which was another mystery for us since this usually doesn’t happen. But we judged that they did so because they erased and assimilated all life. Furthermore, while they control the Triangulum Galaxy, their control on the Milky Way was not enough for them to push too much.”

Parasites were the worst pirates that could exist. Protecting an entire galaxy was hard. It was even more so when all the major forces found ways to oppose each other.

Parasites would slip through the crack, attack reclusive planets, assimilate them, then go on their merry way.

They were like locusts or pests that were nearly impossible to get rid of.

Not all Parasite hives were enemies. Some had very good relationships with the different parliaments. There was even talk of accepting them in the galactic alliance.

This was a rather complicated and sensitive topic.

“Well enough about the Parasites. What matters is Earth. Honestly I am surprised that your colony managed to reach so far. The planet you were stranded on was four light years away from Earth.

Four light years might sound relatively small but this translated into a distance of 25 trillion miles which would need approximately 148,000 years to cover.

Doing so in a third of the time necessary was extraordinary.

Dorothy asked, her voice was filled with solemnity, “Going back to the topic. All this time, what happened to Sol-III had been a mystery. A mystery no one cared about outside of a few enthusiasts.”

The Sol system was just a small system in a very big universe. Every day millions of inexplicable things happened in space and no forces had the resources necessary to care.

Oz was in much the same situation. The only reason she even cared about Sol III in the past was because the Sol system was only a few dozen light years away from Oz.

She had been worried Parasites had discovered some antimatter technology and would go on a killing spree but slowly lost interest when she realized the destruction was just the work of a small hive.

Now though,

“After what we witnessed not long ago. It isn't much of a mystery now is it?”

What happened to Earth might have been the same as what happened to the lone planet. Which would mean that Earth was related to a White Gate.

Noah closed his eyes and thought deeply. It was possible that this Earth was occupied by one of the Constellations and that one also started the destruction protocol.

Honestly, Noah did not know enough to formulate a proper hypothesis.

“I only see five planets. What happened to the others? Only Earth vanished, right?”

New screens appeared, showing two different planets,

“Sol II and Sol IV also known as Venus and Mars respectively by the Earthlings. The two planets were moved by the Imperial Family and placed in their museum.”

“Museum?”

Noah was wondering if he heard things wrong and Dorothy could only give a bitter smile.

“The Imperial Family has many interesting hobbies. One of which is adding planets with particular histories to their collections and placing them in artificial solar systems of their creation. The exhibitions are generally not open to the public, outside of very specific dates or specific occasions.”

“What is the name of the royal family?”

“Imperial Family. Be very careful. They do not play around with this title. As for their name, the current King is—Arthur Pendragon.”

Noah could only let out a dumbfounded laugh. This seemed so fitting he was not even surprised.

After laughing for a while, Noah smiled. He could feel a certain weight off his chest.

He had been wondering what should be his next goal after all this.

How could he find the next gate? Where should he even go?

Now though, the answer was a little clearer.

Planet Mars.

He had a feeling that he would be able to find more answers there.

But before going there, he needed to become stronger. He needed to become better.

After all who knew what would happen.

This was why, “Thank you.”

He took Dorothy’s hand and bowed his head slightly. It was quite awkward with how small he was but Noah did not care.

“Truly thank you.”

He continued to utter. He did not know Dorothy's goal in approaching him. He did not know if she was someone he could really trust and believe in.

But she was a benefactor. She helped him escape the planet before its destruction and decided to help him in finding his bearing in this new world.

Noah was many things. An arrogant idiot, a prideful bastard, and a crazy maverick.

But he was not an ungrateful bastard. This day would be forever carved in his memory and one day, he would pay back everything tenfold.

Thus Noah swore.


CH 41: Negotiating


After giving his thanks to Dorothy, Noah finally decided to go to his assigned room. He briefly considered visiting the five planets, but if they had a white gate and he had to go through those tests again, he might have to fight Dorothy in a death match as he did with Omid.

The fact that she was his benefactor aside, Noah didn’t relish the idea of fighting someone who could stop time. He had no countermeasure for this power at his current level and if she decided to kill him, there was very little he could do to defend himself outside of perhaps blitzing her.

But then she had those silver boots that allowed her to teleport freely. Time and space manipulation were cheats.

—Indeed. I believe getting a usable Mecha until we can create a new one is necessary.

Noah did not answer but he understood what the Queen meant. The skills they had used together could certainly not be maintained for long and she could not yet produce the mass necessary to reproduce an entire Mecha from scratch.

But things would be less dire if he at least had a Mecha to help amplify his power. As for creating his own Mecha, Dorothy had shared with him who the absolute best creator of the current era was.

Geppetto. The Lord and Father of Machinery.

Hearing this name was funny. Noah certainly knew about the story of Pinocchio. This was a story he identified with strongly even as he was living on Earth.

In this world though, Geppetto was not just a gentle old man who wished for his creation to become human

From what Dorothy told him; Geppetto was without a shadow of a doubt the man he needed to hire. Furthermore, Geppetto was trustworthy and nothing but a passionate man who wished to create things. But at the same time, it seemed like he was an overlord who reigned over an entire sector composed of over six solar systems.

All those planets were inhabited by AI. True sapient AI that could learn, grow, and seemingly feel emotions.

It seemed like a few hundred years ago, Geppetto spearheaded an entire AI rebellion and threatened a large part of the Galaxy by himself.

Even though the Rebellion was quelled, one could not say that Geppetto lost. He simply reached a truce with the Empire and the Federation. Making him one of the big forces of the Galaxy.

Noah could only curse softly when hearing about such a feat. One man against an entire galaxy and yet he still managed to come out ahead.

—A very dangerous man.

Dangerous is an understatement. How the hell do I even meet a dude like this?

Noah could only laugh. If this whole situation was a game, then he had three main quests now all connected to the main story.

Finding the Shadow Queen. Visiting Mars. Meeting Geppetto.

The problem was that access to all three quests were blocked, either because he did not have a sufficiently high level or because of a problem in timing.

In the end, before having access to those main quests, he had to complete a few side quests and level up. Get some normal-rank equipment on the way and increase his reputation. Only by doing so could he fulfill the conditions for his main quests and then, the road was clear.

Staying in Oz was impossible. He could stay a short time to have a deeper understanding of the world but he could not stay there long. His path to power was already clear.

Devouring. Adapting. Evolving.

Unless Dorothy was willing to feed him her ships and her soldiers, which he doubted she would, he needed to leave. In fact, while he now believed that Dorothy was someone trustworthy and someone he was indebted to, this didn’t mean that he was willing to tell her about his power.

One day this power might become common knowledge but for now, he would stay silent. At the very least he would do so until he obtained the skills necessary to protect himself or enough power to flee if it was necessary.

In order to grow he needed to leave Oz and find suitable targets to devour. While being able to work solo and the best job for this seemed to be that of a mercenary.

—So this is why we are here now.

Indeed. They were standing in front of a door. From there, Noah knocked thrice and then waited patiently.

“Give me a second!”A feminine if somewhat gruff voice reached him from the other side of the door and it was opened, giving full view to Morgiana wearing nothing but a loose white shirt and a pair of black panties. Her hair was damp and she was holding a small towel.

“I see that you were already resting. Though I must say, your underwear is quite risque.”

Morgiana sighed and moved away the hair covering her eyes, “If you want to watch then watch.”

Her voice was quite sarcastic but Noah simply nodded, acknowledging that he did punch her. While it had been necessary, it was important to notice that things could have gone differently if he had taken the time to simply talk to her first. With her experience, things might have gone very differently.

But all those things were in the past. The past was the past and now he had to focus on the present and future.

This was why, “I am here to apologize.”

Noah smiled as he gave his apology in the most sincere way imaginable. His round face and chubby cheeks made him look even cuter than he should be. Noah knew how to use this to his advantage.

“Fuck off.”

The door closed in his face with a bang, leaving Noah alone in the hallway. His face showed no surprise as he had been expecting such a thing to happen.

—What now?

Well…Now we rest I guess.

It seemed that building up his relationship with Morgiana would be anything but easy. But he just had the way, “I have a way for you to write off a part of whatever debt you might have.”

The silence lasted for a few seconds before the door of Morgiana’s room slowly opened again.

“Come in.”

Noah grinned. Building trust would not be easy after his rocky start with Morgiana but this kind of side quest was definitely easier to accomplish.

***

The room inside was larger than Noah would have guessed. There was one large bed in the middle of the room, big enough to sleep three or four people in it with no problems. A bathroom was close to the bed and finally, a large holographic screen was floating near the wall in front of the bed.

A tv?

Noah idly wondered what kind of entertainment shows people in space would watch. He might have not been as much of a nerd as Capricornus but that didn’t mean he was against watching some good show or animation.

“So what do you have in mind?”

Morgiana sat in front of a mirror as she ruffled her hair quite roughly with her towel before using the hair dryer. Noah meanwhile simply sat on the free chair next to the office table.

“You seem quite at ease here. It seems like this isn’t your first time visiting this place.”

Morgiana gave a look at Noah but sighed and decided that there was no need to be too hostile. She really needed the money now and as a mercenary, she had learned long ago that pride did not feed the stomach. If Noah wished to have some small talk as a strange form of powerplay then so be it.

“Dorothy is a friend. I helped her fight for the throne as a mercenary and saved her life when she had yet to reach adulthood and awaken her power.” Morgiana smiled when she thought about it. Back then Dorothy had been far weaker than she was now. She was just a helpless little girl who was being chased by enemies way too powerful.

No mercenaries had been inclined to help her back then and in the end, the one who decided to go for the mission was Alibaba. Morgiana had been against it at first but as always she got pulled in by his crazy optimism and they went all out protecting Dorothy.

“Oh. This is pretty interesting. Your friend Alibaba seems like…Yeah. Very interesting.”

Morgiana snickered, “You can say it. He is dumb and kind to a fault. He wants to do good even though the world is filled with bad and he does not compromise.”

She might be insulting but there was a gentle smile on her face as she spoke about him. Something Noah noticed quite easily. “Seems like you respect him quite a bit.”

She shrugged, not willing to answer him, “Now that I have answered your questions sShould we talk about the debt? Time is money as they say.”

“Time is indeed money.” Noah nodded, “It’s simple really. How much was Omid’s bounty?”

Morgiana frowned, “If you mean you want to share the money of the bounty then don’t. I did not participate in any way in this hunt and I do not want a hand me down.”

Pride may not feed an empty stomach but this didn’t mean that she was devoid of all pride. There were limits that should not be crossed and getting money for something she didn’t do was one of those limits.

Worse. She had been completely and utterly useless in this entire scenario, “Also I swear if you are going to say I am entitled to a share because you used me as a bait I am going to punch you even if you may be stronger than me.”

Morgiana had suffered many humiliations and defeats since she escaped from her home planet alongside Alibaba and Cassim and all those years ago. Losing was nothing new for her. But she had to say that what happened on this planet was something she would never forget. It was a humiliation to a level few could ever compare.

Noah raised an eyebrow, “You are more stubborn than I gave you credit for. I thought mercenaries were all about money and how you got it didn’t matter?” At the very least this was how mercenaries were generally portrayed.

“Heh. I like money. In fact I love money. Money makes things easy. Money helps one not have to worry about the next meal they would have or worry about having a roof over their heads. Money may not bring happiness but it sure as hell helps.” She shrugged. Morgiana went through many things in her short life. From being high up in the sky to falling in the ground. From being able to eat and waste food to having to scrape for trash to have something to eat.

She had to resort to many illegal activities to survive as a kid. Some of which she was not proud of. But now she realized one thing, “The money I like the most is the one I worked hard to obtain. The one I can hold on to without having to look over my shoulder and the one that does not make my heart heavy.”

She knew that some of Alibaba’s morality might have rubbed off on her but while she might get less money by using legitimate means, this was money she never had to be ashamed of.

Hard work was not always rewarded in this world but when it was, it always felt good. “A mercenary should never get money from a mission they had no hands in. The reward should always be shared based on the merits. If I had to accept money from you for this mission. At most, I would accept a few thousand credits as a token for my participation but that would be all.”

Noah looked at Morgiana and by that, he really looked at her for the first time. Not just focusing on her appearance but who she was as a person and then he smiled.

Initially, he only came here because he wished to make use of Morgiana. She had the knowledge and know-how he needed and he thought she was just a woman greedy for money.

I might have become a poor judge of character.

Be it Morgiana or Dorothy, Noah realized that they were all interesting people that he would be glad to befriend. At the same time, this was a small lesson for him.

There was nothing wrong with being a little paranoid and doubting the people around him. But it was necessary to not let those feelings cloud his judgment and stop him from making meaningful connections.

***

His time on the planet had deeply hurt him mentally, making him lose a great part of his optimism, but he knew or rather he hoped that he was not broken.

“Okay, you know what? I have a slightly different proposal.”

Noah leaned back a little, “See, I know nothing about this universe, and I am sure Dorothy can help me get some nice information. You and I both know that sometimes you need the little guys. No offense.”

“None taken.” Morgiana shrugged. Why be offended by the truth? “So what? You want an informant?”

“Close. I want a mentor. I want someone who is skilled enough and experienced enough to show me the ropes about the job, share some missions, and put me in contact with the right people and obviously, I will pay a high price for that. What do you say?”

Morgiana raised an eyebrow, “This is a better proposal but you know that with the credits you will get you can hire higher-ranked mercenaries right?”

She raised her fingers, “Off the top of my head I can name Sinbad, the Prince of the Seven Seas. He is a pirate but also a Corsair or a Privateer. Whatever you want to call him. He is officially a mercenary and a rather trustworthy one all things considered.”

Sinbad was one of the freest spirits she ever had the chance to witness. He was the kind of man who sailed the sea just for fun and started his career as a pirate for enjoyment.

Nowadays he worked closely with the Federation and was considered a minor outlaw by the Empire.

“Then you have people like The Witch Hunter's siblings. Hansel and Gretel. I have worked with them and Dorothy can vouch for them. Also Robin Hood or Red Riding Hood. or…”

“Wait wait wait. Is this some new kind of tactic? Aren't you supposed to sell me your skills?” Noah gave her a bewildered stare. He had to admit, the names she had been giving were all mind-blowing and cemented once again that he was not in his universe.

Morgiana answered with a shrug and a thin smile, “I don't want you to regret choosing me. I just want you to understand that you have options and you should use your money wisely. We are mid-ranked mercenaries at best and we might even lose our main spaceship. Doing missions will be hard for a while.”

Noah chuckled, “I don't know if it's some sort of new strategy but it worked. I want you to work with me even more. I don't know how much more skillful than those other guys are but I believe trust is more important in this situation. Or do you not want to work with me because of what I have done?”

Morgiana uncrossed her legs, “It would be a lie to say I have totally forgiven you. I will be the first to admit that I crossed a line with the way I spoke to you before you attacked. It was a veiled threat and for that, I apologize. But still, it will take some time for me to forget.”

This wasn’t just about humiliation. It was also about how humbled this situation made her and how risky it had been. If Noah had been someone with a more twisted personality, he could have done unspeakable things to her and she would have had no way to protect herself.

As a mercenary, she had seen some fucked up shit and while all aliens did not share the same biology nor taste for women, many enough did. All this time though, she thought she was a big girl. That she could handle herself now though…She wasn’t so sure.

Noah gave a bitter smile as he could see the lack of confidence showing on her face even if only for a fleeting moment. Clearly, his actions left a long lasting shadow on her psyche.

If Noah could rewind time, perhaps he would have made sure to talk with her and warn her of his intention.

Morgiana did not beat herself down for long. She might have been a little shocked and her confidence might be in the dumpster but she knew she would climb back. This was what she always did. “Look. Give me time to think okay? I also cannot make this decision alone. Alibaba is the leader of our crew and as much of an idiot he is, I cannot take decisions that will override his authority. Even as the second in command. I am sure he will accept. He is a sweetheart and would most likely even do it for free. But I need to keep up formalities.”

Morgiana was 100% sure that if she explained this to Alibaba he would wonder why she was doing something so useless. He was truly the kind of bastard who had no care for formalities and the lackadaisical nature of members of the crew was a proof of how he ran things.

“Crew?”

“Yes. A small crew of mischievous bastards but still a crew.” Her eyes twitched a little when she remembered some of them. A clean freak who specialized in transmutation and transfiguration, or even a girl who only spent her time sleeping. Thankfully, their doctors were skilled at least. She might use her needlessly long hair to heal them but she was serious when doing her job.

“The other members are more independent so you might not meet them even if we decide to work with you. But a crew is essential as a mercenary. You cannot sail the universe alone.”

Even with learning pods, there were limits to what one could learn, and accidents in space were challenging to take care of. Who would repair the ships? Who would take care of the team if they caught some alien diseases? Who would navigate? All those little things made traveling alone a daunting experience.

Then again, anyone who was able to sail and survive alone was either a fool or a dangerous person.

“Very well. I guess we have a deal for now. I will wait until you have an answer from your captain. I also want to make clear that training isn’t only what I want. I have a very lucrative job you see.”

“What kind?” Morgiana asked curiously. Noah was revealing himself to be a very intriguing man.

“Well. A man’s gotta keep some secrets you know.” He gave her a wink and Morgiana simply burst out laughing,

“Sorry, “ She said while wiping away a small tear in the corner of her eyes. She laughed so hard she could barely breathe,” I know you are trying to be suave or whatever but please don’t do it when you look like…Well, like this.”

Noah sighed, defeated. He really needed to do something about this childish appearance.

***

Morgiana laughed for a long time after making fun of Noah. Finally, she started pushing Noah out of her room.

“If you have nothing more to say at the moment, I think you should leave. Unless, of course, you wish to stay and watch me change.” Her eyebrows shot up instantly, observing Noah’s next actions. She wouldn’t mind either way but it would give her an understanding of Noah’s nature— the kind of man the similarly harmless-looking little boy was.

“Don’t worry. I am more akin to a monk at the moment.”

“At the moment, huh?” Morgiana intoned but Noah simply shrugged his shoulders. “I do not plan to end my celibacy any time soon. Though I definitely need to deal with my current appearance.”

Standing up, he stretched his hand and shared a firm handshake with Morgiana, “Apologizing again would never be enough to show how apologetic I feel inside. Even so, I am happy you were able to put this incident behind us. At least when it comes to our professional dealings.”

“Hopefully, you won’t knock all of us out the next time any danger occurs.”

Noah could only eke out a helpless smile in the face of her teasing expression, “I am never going to hear the end of this, huh?”

“Oh, you have no idea.”

The two shared a friendly chuckle and Noah gave a slight, almost imperceptible, look toward the holographic TV before leaving Morgiana’s room fully.

***

After Noah left her room, the smile on Morgiana’s face slowly receded before disappearing altogether.

“What do you think?”

｢I believe this was quite bad taste to not tell him I was present.｣

A male voice emanated out of the holographic TV that Noah had eyed not long ago. The image in the hologram slowly shifted before showing a man in armor sitting on an office chair.

Morgiana merely shrugged after hearing the man’s words, “It seems like he still discovered you either way so it doesn’t matter. You didn’t answer my question though.”

“Well… He seems very interesting, to say the least. This is all I can say at the moment but he is right that we need the money.”

“I know. Sorry about that. I didn’t imagine I would wreck the ship so fast.” Morgiana covered her face with her hands as she sighed out loud. She had been trying to play it cool, as they say, acting as if she didn’t mind the disastrous event all that much. However, the loss of the ship had seriously impacted her.

Her actions might lead to serious complications for her crew and such a future was not something Morgiana was willing to accept. It made her feel sick, a sinking feeling burrowing deep into her stomach that made her want to vomit in disgust.

“Do not worry, the others will understand. I was the one who pushed for this mission and miscalculated it in the end. The fault is on me. Money might be a little tight right now but we will find a way. We always do.”

Morgiana could only give the man a bitter smile in response. She knew that wallowing about what already happened was a waste of time. Even more so now when there was absolutely nothing she could do but accept the matter, “Rapunzel is going to kill me.”

“Well…” This time Alibaba did not say anything to comfort her. Clearly, even for someone as optimistic as him, there were some things he simply could not go against. “She did go nearly bald in order to pay for half the ship.”

He spoke weakly, causing Morgiana to groan even more loudly than before. Since Morgiana was the third ranked in terms of power and war potential in the crew and her true Mecha was unavailable, the entire crew had to take a loan and work hard to equip her with a proper weapon. Even the advanced AI and her nano suit and armor were the results of knee-deep investments from the entire crew.

Rapunzel was the doctor of their crew and her hair had the power to heal wounds, and prevent and cure diseases. Morgiana still remembered how teary-eyed the poor girl had been while she sold her hair for them. Obviously, Rapunzel had not been the only one to use her talents for the team. All of them did, and Morgiana knew she owed the whole crew a great debt. Be it money or a debt of gratitude, she owed them in loads. More than she was willing to bear, in fact.

The spaceship and Mecha that was bought with all this hard work did not even live through its first mission.

“Ugh…”

An awkward silence settled between them but was broken as Alibaba clapped his hands before muttering. “You know my policy. As long as we are alive, we can always fight for a better tomorrow. The ship did its job and kept you alive. If you were attacked in your previous ship, you would have been captured before even fleeing. That alone shows that this was a worthwhile investment.”

His face could not be seen, but it was easy to feel the foolish grin he was donning from his words, “What we need to discuss now is whether or not to accept the proposal of that man. From what you were telling me before he came and from what I have heard, it seemed like he is not too trustworthy.”

“I do not know how trustworthy he is, but he is definitely dangerous.” She gnawed at her lips as she remembered her experiences on the now non-existent planet. “His physical ability was out of the norm from the start. He was even able to completely shatter my armor with his fist alone. All of this was done without having a large quantity of Dark Matter. Now though it’s different. His reserves have definitely increased by an unfathomable margin.”

She sighed, “At the moment it’s hard to say whether he really killed Omid alone or simply took advantage of the environment or found Omid dead already. But I would like to bet on him fighting and winning against him. This also doesn’t take into account how he used me as bait to infiltrate their lair all by himself. Lastly, when Dorothy woke me up… everyone in the ship was already dead.”

The more she spoke the more crazy every one of her words seemed to be. She made sure that Alibaba understood this as well.

“Cunning, strong, talented, cruel. At the moment, containing him would be hard if he ever tried to attack us. He also has many unknown abilities. I would not feel at ease having him too close to us. At least, not unless she is present as well.”

“By her you mean…”

“Yeah. Only Snow White can beat him in a straightforward fight from the looks of it.”

“Hum…” Alibaba mused before nodding, “Snow White is currently on a mission in Neverland for a bounty. The abnormally high children's disappearance rate recently was traced back to that planet. If we accept him in our fold for a limited time. I believe it would be ideal to have him assist her.”

“Only those two?”

“No. Briar Rose is already accompanying her. You will not. You need to rest and I need you on my side for a different mission. Once you have rested enough, of course.”

Morgiana frowned. It was quite rare for Alibaba to be so forceful.

“What—”

“The core of the Thousand and One Night is scheduled to appear in an auction.”

Morgiana snarled immediately, “A fucking trap!”

“It is and yet we will still have to go. Sinbad already made clear that if he obtained the item he would not give it back to us and there is no way Cassim will stay silent either. As for Sheherazade…”

He shook his head, “Many things are happening. Too many. All at the same time. The only thing we can do now is fight to not get swallowed by the waves coming for us. The next few years will be a challenge. But I am sure we will survive.”

“You and your boundless optimism.” Morgiana rolled her eyes.

“It’s not optimism.” Alibaba laughed, “After all, as my idol liked to say in his biography— Who the hell do you think I am? A true man must do the impossible and break the unbreakable.”


CH 42: Hibernating


As Noah walked along the hallway after having just left Morgiana’s room, a voice immediately resounded inside his head,

— Did you hear it?

Of course, I did.

His expression showed no signs of change as he discussed inwardly with the Queen. Noah may have started to put some faith in both Dorothy and Morgiana, but it would be foolish of him to show them all of his cards. No matter how much trust they shared. Not to mention the fact that he didn’t even know how the parasites were treated in the first place. He wouldn’t willingly jump into a pit of fire, that was for sure.

Dorothy was showing clear goodwill toward him and as shitty as it sounded, Noah would be stupid to not take somewhat advantage of her goodwill as he was now— weak and ignorant. He could tell her the truth if and when he was sure she wouldn’t attack him or imprison him for housing a Parasite.

After all, Dorothy was clearly not some naive woman with only kindness and joy in her heart.

As for what Morgiana was doing,

It didn’t matter. In fact, I rather welcome such behavior. This Alibaba is clearly someone Morgiana holds in high esteem and if doing something like this will lead them to have more trust in me then it is all the better.

From the very moment he had entered the room, Noah was able to discern that the holographic TV was an oddity inside the room. And he was also able to hear faint, nigh imperceptible, noises coming from the projection. When he left the room, he was also able to hear the conversation that immediately started inside, albeit with a rather muffled voice.

He could have waited and tried to hear more but he had no need to do such a thing. That and for all he knew the whole hallway was covered in tracking cameras, observing his every movement. It would be stupid of him to leave a bad impression on them.

— So what is the plan now?

Noah had to fight the urge to shrug his shoulders and simply started whistling to himself as he conversed in his mind.

We do nothing. The long-term plan at the moment is pretty simple. Go to Oz, get more knowledge following Morgiana and her team. slowly get stronger. Then visit Geppetto I will reveal my spatial storage skills soon. After all, it’s necessary in order to explain where I will get the Mecha I plan to sell.

The spatial storage ability that he had acquired was quite extraordinary in his opinion but not as much as literally stopping time. He simply needed to make sure that this wasn’t some Parasite-exclusive skill then it would be all good.

After selling the collected Mecha and making more money, he would buy a Mecha for himself and use the core he took from Omid as the base of that Mecha. At least for the cover-up of the original Ouroboros core that was inside him.

The core was undoubtedly precious but Dorothy for sure would know that he had gotten something from the gate. It was better to show Omid’s core to her and avoid further suspicions.

There was also the fact that Noah couldn’t really tell the Mecha builder that his entire body was something akin to a core or a small Mecha now. This would only create endless problems for him. He just knew it.

I will show the core and the lowest level of the blueprint for the Mecha construction. Hell, if Dorothy proves to be a true ally, I can even sell those blueprints to her… who knows?

This universe was foreign and full of powerful entities that Noah knew he could not even dream of facing at the moment. But Oz seemed like it could become a steadfast ally if he played his cards right. And… what better way to solidify their relationship than to strengthen his allies? At least, Noah didn’t know any other way he could use with his current circumstances.

— Do you plan to seduce that woman?

Dorothy? Perhaps. She does seem to be interested in me but it would be hard to do anything in my current situation.

He grimaced when he looked at his pitifully small body and stopped in front of the door of his room. It was quite pitiful how he could barely process interest in a woman at the moment because of how young his body was. This was really pissing him off.

One of the things Noah had put off on his list was to satiate his hunger and it was not just the hunger from his stomach he was talking about. Forced celibacy for so long had been… Well, it had been quite enlightening if he had been honest.

Even the greatest priest or monk would bow in front of me. He thought jokingly as he finally entered the bedroom that was assigned to him.

The room was pretty similar to the one belonging to Morgiana in structure and content. He did not know if this was a standard room but he was more inclined to believe that this was something similar to the VIP rooms they had on Earth, all things considered.

Ignoring the TV, he walked towards the shower as if he was hypnotized. This was no weird shower with unknown symbols like the one he used on Omid’s ship. Undoubtedly, this shower alone was a marvel of science. Noah could not even phantom what kind of mind was able to come up with a fully functional shower room in a spaceship, but he did not give a shit.

All he cared for at this moment was one thing— taking a long and very, very hot shower.

The bathroom was quite stylish but Noah simply took off his clothes and walked speedily until he found himself right under the shower and finally, he turned the knob…

“Ah…”

A low moan escaped his childish mouth when he felt the first few drops of hot water touching his skin and flowing on his body.

He nearly shed a tear at the heavenly sensation that was filling his body. This felt nearly as good as what he felt when he half-filled his stomach with all the food available to him not long ago.

This was it. This was everything he had been imagining and more. This was— the taste of civilization and it tasted fucking sweet… And hot as well… slightly boiling he might even add.

Then, looking at the bathtub that looked big enough for him to drown himself, Noah grinned from ear to ear.

So many things happened, so many problems kept appearing, and he felt like he was constantly being suffocated by all the pressure.

But right here… right now… there was no Noah, no Thirteenth constellation nor one of the greatest Mecha pilots.

There was only an old man who wished to relax in a hot bath mixed with scented rose or whatever the equivalent was in this place.Not even the end of the world would stop him from taking this bath.

***

After his heavenly shower, followed by a soul-soothing bath, the only thing that Noah lacked right now was a massage to loosen up his sore and tired muscles that were as stiff as a rock due to all the tension and fatigue. However, he could take care of this matter later, there were more important things to do.

Jumping on the fluffy bed, Noah could not help but think about how tired he was at the moment. How tired the accumulation of time known and unknown had made his body and soul. It felt like all that fatigue that he had accumulated was crashing down on him all at once, threatening to swallow both his body and mind and even his existence.

The softness of the bed certainly did not help him cut through this feeling. The feeling of safety that permeated this whole room made it even more difficult for him to resist the mind-numbing sleep that was beckoning him every moment of his existence.

“We did it. We finally left.”

Once again, the reality of his situation hit him like a bulldozer.

He had survived. He had succeeded and… he had finally left that god-forsaken place. And this time around… he hadn’t gone crazy and went into a hallucination so real that he felt it was the unquestionable reality… Or did he?

I am not going crazy this time, right?

— You are not. This is as real as it could be, Noah.

Ha… haha… hahaha hahahaha.

Noah inwardly laughed, his laughter was resounding, powerful, and carefree, before rolling in the sheet and hugging the pillow that was almost bigger than his whole body.

Many times he had fallen into despair, thinking that he would end up in a ditch on some part of the unknown planet, lost in the cosmos with no one to bury him. Or that he would live out his loneliness for all eternity, never to die, never to live, only to suffer.

Both possibilities had been more than a little frightening for the poor man and had caused him no end of nightmares and panic attacks. But he had powered through everything and was finally at his current destination. He was now… free.

— Though it’s a shame the planet was destroyed. There were many interesting resources we could have used on that planet.

Yeah. If I could have mined the gold I would have certainly become super rich and things would have been far easier for us. But it’s not much of a problem. We still have another way. What we need now is to become stronger. Far stronger than we are now.

— Are you sure this is the right solution?

I don’t know whether this is the right solution or not. It’s certainly not the only solution and we could take things slowly as they come but— We are moving on an unknown deadline. Anything may happen at any moment.

This was the crux of all his worries. Whatever he had seen when talking with Venus had been something extremely foul and wrong, an abomination of existence. Something that defied his understanding of reality. If something similar was present in each white gate then who knew when one would be unleashed out into the world? It would only lead to one thing— annihilation of existence.

Furthermore, the Shadow Queen’s challenge would certainly not be easy. Many talented people with powerful backgrounds and the resources of colossal civilizations behind them would swarm for the opportunity.He only had himself. He was his own backer. He was his only supporter. He… was all alone. The date for the challenge was unknown and for all he knew, it could start at this very moment.

He hated this sickening feeling of uncertainty. It would be a constant tension that would never leave him as he knew he needed to be ready when shit hit the fan.

— Be honest. This isn’t the only reason. We all know that.

I…

Noah wished to argue but he stopped himself from speaking further. Arguing with someone who was basically one with him was nothing but stupidity and a waste of time.

I want to become the strongest again.

Noah hated being weak. It was a hate that was bone deep, ingrained into his very existence. Weakness brought doubts and uncertainty. When you were strong enough, you could disregard anything. Dangers would be a laughing stock, uncertainty would only be an opportunity to propel you further. Everything would be at the tip of your hands.

Strength certainly wasn’t the omnipotent answer but it was the answer to the vast majority of questions and problems.

However, this went beyond all that. Noah simply liked being strong. One could call it vanity or arrogance but he loved that empowering feeling and he wished to obtain it once more. To be at the very top of the food chain— the apex predator.

This was why—

Status

『 Status —

Designation: Perpetual Core Ouroboros

Type: Unique/Growth

Growth Stage: Egg

Level: 10/10 』

[Evolution is deemed possible. Do you wish to proceed to the next stage?]

[Y/N?]

Noah grinned when he saw the blue screen appear in front of his eyes again. He had been wondering if this was some function only available in that strange virtual dimension he entered for the trials but at least now he had an answer to that puzzle.

— I still think it’s dangerous. Clearly, this core was created with growth and transformation in mind but I do not think this was supposed to be used directly on humans.

Perhaps…

— Then…

But I am not really a human anymore now, am I? Haven’t been one for a long time, in fact. Almost too long.

Hiding behind the veil of ignorance any more than this would be utterly foolish of him and even if he could somehow argue that he had once been human despite being able to walk naked in freezing cold or regenerate limbs nearly instantly, having his entire body destroyed and reformed was the nail in the coffin.

Noah was not a human anymore. This was a reality that was hard to accept but it was also a reality that would give him the advantage he so direly needed.

So. What is your choice? Are you with me or not?

— This is a dangerous bet.

I know.

— We might die for real this time or become something so disgusting that we could not even pass as Human.

Appearance is overrated anyway.

— I know I have already told you this many times but. You are a lunatic.

Noah laughed out loud. It was funny how the Parasite was the one who called him a lunatic and perhaps he was. Crazy, reckless, or even stupid, but this was what Noah was. This was how he operated. Not even the years he spent on the now-destroyed planet could change this part of him.

We are trying to become the strongest in the entire universe, you know? We can’t reach this kind of level with logic or reason, much less by being prudent. It’s time to bet. We are going all out, baby.

Noah giggled as he had the impression he could literally see the inanimate Parasite Queen rolling her eyes at him while he acted like a raving mad bastard.

— Before you go all crazy, let me tell you something. I have made my decision.

“Oh?” Noah tilted his head before he understood what she was talking about.

“About– Ahem.”

About your name you mean? I am surprised you decided on one.

As Noah was about to speak out loud due to the surprise he felt, he caught himself in time and swallowed back his words. After all, he did not know if he was being surveilled at the moment.

Still, this slip-up was understandable.

A name represented many things but more than anything, it represented an identity and an individuality. Both things were abhorred and loathed by the parasites as they considered the unity of the one above everything.

— You are not the only one who has changed over the years we have spent together. During all those years I was able to observe you and grow alongside you and ‘I’ realized that individuality was the greatest source of evolution and development.

Indeed. I guess spending time with a superior being like me could only be enlightening.

— More than anything, I realized that you were not the only one who was covering their eyes to not look at the truth. In the same way that you are not truly a human anymore, I too am not truly a Parasite anymore.

– I am me. I have goals, ambitions and dreams. I can feel fear and regrets, joy and happiness, sadness and despair. I am one. I am Eve.

Eve, huh? A beautiful name. Then how about making Queen your last name? Eve Queen. Sounds pretty good don’t you think?

— I believe you have a horrible taste in names.

Hey!

— But I will accept it. Eve Queen, huh? Thus shall be my name from now on.

Beautiful.

He could feel her tasting the name in his mind. Even though she acted as if she hated it to her core there was no doubt that the name Queen meant much for her. After all, this was the last thread and link to her identity as a Parasite. This was for the same reason Noah would never discard his name.

Then, Eve, it’s time for us to have a new beginning.

[Evolution is deemed possible. Do you wish to proceed to the next stage?]

[Y/N?]

He looked at the prompt and this time there was no hesitation as he pressed Yes.

The change began instantly and Noah grunted as he felt a surge of energy scourge through his entire body.

[Evolution beginning]

[Error! Organic matters detected]

[... Analyzing …]

[Aether pathways compatible]

[Resilience passable]

[Malleability outstanding]

[Conclusion: Evolution possible]

[Risk of failure: 45%]

[Do you still wish to proceed?]

[Y/N?]

This was it. This was the last chance for him. A chance to take a step back and truly ponder if he was ready to take this step. But his mind had long since been made.

This was why, even as the pain reached near debilitating level, Noah acted without hesitation,

“All or Nothing.”

The last thing Noah saw as he sunk in a bout of unconsciousness was,

[Forced hibernation to increase the chances of success]

[... Full update of the system …]

『 Name: Noah Ouroboros

Tier: 9

Main Class: Mecha Pilot

Growth Stage: Hatchling (30%)

Affiliation: -

Alias: -

Title: -

Race: Human???

Path: Pending…

Thema: Pending…

Stats: Pending… 』

[May you have sweet dreams]

End of Book 1
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Noah as a Character is very dear to me. Arrogant and Strong outwardly but fragile and lonely inside. Someone who has many inner demons.
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Book 2 Link:

However, if you cannot wait and want more now, you can do so by joining me on Patreon. You can also discuss with me and ask me any questions you might have on Discord and finally, you can join my Mailing List for more updates. Don’t hesitate to Ping me if you have any questions.
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