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Prologue

 

THE All-Faction Conference hosted by Chaste Witch Vagia, with its grand schemes for the world stage and reckless talks, turned out to be as much a trap as one would expect. However, Takuto decided to participate in the suspicious, unfeasible conference knowing his opponent had ulterior motives. He sent his body double in his place to gauge his opponents’ motives. 

And there Mynoghra was given an ultimatum to surrender or go to war. 

What caught Takuto by complete surprise was that all the factions on the Lawful Continent had teamed up against Mynoghra. The Lawful Continent Alliance was a powerful united force to reckon with, backed by a dangerous mix of Players and game systems with a critical level of unknowns.

The odds stacked against them, both Takuto and his ally, the RPG Player Yu Kamimiyadera, were forced to defend themselves. But the King of Ruin wasn’t one to be bested by such cliché events. After all, he’d expected things would go south. While he couldn’t have predicted everything, he had prepared a way out.

A way out by activating a special ability unique to Eternal Nations.

Great Ritual: Dark Nation.

A veil of darkness covered the Dark Continent, preventing combat between all hostile nations. It’d last for one year. Takuto intended to use this period to build a united force on the Dark Continent that could rival the Lawful Continent Alliance…


    

  
    
      
 

 

 

Chapter 1: Overconfidence

 

THE Accursed Lands—the forest where Takuto Ira and Atou awoke and welcomed the Dark Elves—was located in the southern half of Idoragya. The inhabitants of Idoragya often referred to this vast, inhospitable land, with its deep, secluded forests, as the Dark Continent. Named as such because it was too barren to support life, with little capacity for agriculture and husbandry. Life there was hazardous for the savage Barbarians and humanoids unlucky enough to call it home. Calling it the Dark Continent was a derogatory term that succinctly expressed its unwelcoming nature.

But even the harshest regions can become an irreplaceable home for those who overcome the trials of the land and learn to live hardy lives despite the odds.

In one corner of this Dark Continent, home to diverse races and even more diverse peoples, exists one of its most powerful nations: Sutharland. A sea-loving nation whose territory includes the coastal region, small islands, and reefs at the easternmost edge of the continent. 

Dwarves, a race distinct for their small stature and physical strength, called Sutharland home. Given the Sutharland Dwarves’ dauntless and blithe nature, the current state of panicked chaos they found themselves in was surreal.

“Pure madness, I say! We’re talking ’bout evil incarnate ’ere! I want those northern blighters as dead as any Dwarf does, but I ain’t joining ’ands with no evil god to do it!”

“Then what do ya suggest instead? Ignoring ’em ain’t gonna stop ’em from marching on down to our borders next. We ain’t got the time to be twiddling our damn thumbs. Or what? Ya really wanna push for us all to board the ships and flee with our tails between our legs like ya did last time? Well?”

“Yer the bugger who mocked me sayin’ we’re doomed no matter what we try…”

In a cramped, crowded conference room, saturated with the pungent smell of alcohol and seafood, the Dwarves seated in a circle exchanged vulgar insults and spittle. They were the “Commodores,” the leaders of the Maritime Nation of Sutharland. The top leaders of the Dark Continent’s most powerful maritime nation had gathered for this meeting.

One person sat cross-legged a short distance from the circle, watching the endless squabble. Tonukapoli, one of Phon’kaven’s Staff Holders, towered conspicuously over the Dwarves in the room. 

Spirits, how long do these drunkards intend to keep this up? the cow-headed woman wondered, watching the commotion from afar. Losing interest, she let out a long, drawn-out sigh, closed her eyes, and began meditating. 

Naturally, the Dwarves were aware that the elderly cow-headed lady, the Staff Holder they had explicitly invited all the way from Phon’kaven, sat in attendance at their meeting. They also understood their volley of foul-mouthed insults would only sully their country’s good name and invite other nations to lose respect for them. But knowing about a problem and doing something about it were two entirely different things. Nothing could stop a gathering of hot-blooded, rowdy Dwarves once they got started—especially when it was a gathering of Commodores. 

The only way to end their bickering was for them to grow tired of the endless quarreling, or for the barrels of alcohol prepared for the gathering to run dry. 

The alcohol ran out before their patience this time…

“Cool yer jets, blokes. Gettin’ angry isn’t gonna give ya any good ideas… On that note, Admiral, I know ya got a contact with the Elves. So? Learn anythin’ from ’em?”

The conversation was finally making progress.

In Sutharland, there were no groups organized by clan or race, as was common in other nations. Instead, there were associations called “Fleets,” which were a kind of commercial guild. Every fleet competed with the others, sometimes cooperating, and competing fiercely to run the mighty nation of Sutharland. The representative of each fleet was the Commodore, and the one with the most influence among the Commodores was the Fleet Admiral.

Fleet Admiral Doban was the Dwarven leader with the largest fleet and the boldest attitude. In other words, he was the de facto Commander of Sutharland. He was daring and resolute, possessed excellent judgment and decisiveness, and plenty of grit. Plus, he could drink any Dwarf under the table. Even though Doban was widely considered to be the ideal Fleet Admiral, the problem currently plaguing Sutharland was beyond even his ability to handle. 

“Ya scallywags are losin’ yer edge, thinkin’ ya can get information outta me for free! Or that’s what I’d say if things weren’t so dire this time ’round. I’ve gotten my hands on some interestin’ news.”

The Commodores quit yapping and raptly lent an ear to what the Fleet Admiral had to say. All the foolish ruckus ceased, the scene now one of veteran warriors, intent on securing their own interests and those of their country.

“Ya remember that All-Faction Conference thingy? Pisses me off just sayin’ it, but our prediction was as right as an Easterly wind. Those outlanders took the wheel and steered things like they own the damn world. Phon’kaven and Qualia just sat there and took it like a whipped cabin boy. Only refreshin’ bit of news was hearing that those bloody long-ears were no better off than the rest!”

Doban already knew the results of the All-Faction Conference—a rigged game held under the guise of deciding the future of Idoragya. The Sutharland Dwarves were merchants by nature, and their information network could not be underestimated. But the haughty inhabitants of the Lawful Continent didn’t give a jot about the Dwarves and paid them no mind whatsoever. 

Meanwhile, if there was business to be had, Dwarves loved to jump in with both feet, and it’s the nature of fools, regardless of race, to become loose-lipped when they catch wind of money. Ply the right fool with enough money and information flowed faster than a raging river. Then again, there will always be problems that can’t be solved with information, and there are often times when ignorance truly is bliss. 

The information that Fleet Admiral Doban obtained this time, by mobilizing all of his personal connections, assets, and money, was the kind you were better off not knowing. 

“This is a kraken-sized problem just hearin’ will get yer blood boilin’. Like I said, the conference ended off worse than a skiff caught in a squall. Not that anybody with a brain thought it’d go well. Now all the nations are left to act as they please, but the catch here’s that those northern blighters have firmly joined forces. Callin’ themselves the Lawful Continent Alliance, if you can believe it. Ha! They’re like a supercharged cannon now!”

The Commodores scowled at the news. 

Tonukapoli’s eyes snapped open with great interest. While this information would eventually become known throughout the Dark Continent, it was surprising that Sutharland, the furthest away geographically, had learned of it so soon. 

“So? What happened with the King of Ruin, Doban? He’s at odds with ’em holy nations. No way he’s gonna stand for this alliance, yeah?”

“Not even my contact could get a solid lead on that. Heard there was a huge scuffle, but everybody’s keepin’ a lid on what went down.”

Sighs of disappointment filled the room.

The King of Ruin—and by extension, the evil empire of Mynoghra—was Sutharland’s last hope. Mynoghra’s king had the potential to defeat the holy nations and the peculiar beings with mysterious abilities that had been amassing power recently. Because Mynoghra was an evil nation, the risks of negotiating with them were immense, but even so, the Dwarves couldn’t just rest on their laurels and watch the situation unfold.

After all…

We can’t let the outlanders run rampant in our land again… Doban gritted his teeth.

Indeed, the Sutharland Dwarves had already made contact with the Players and the Succubus Army. Masato Kigou was a Player operating out of Sutharland before the RPG Hero Yu defeated him. Two fleets were lost because of his antics. The Commodore of one fleet was killed in battle, and the other took responsibility and hung himself.

The Dwarves hadn’t forgotten this loss, and no one was foolish enough to speak of it with an outsider in the room. Although their quarreling and drunkenness might lead one to believe otherwise, the Sutharland Dwarves were actually the most wary and aware of the threat the outlanders posed. 

“Son of a codfish. Life woulda been a helluva lot easier if the King of Ruin had slaughtered those harlots. So, what’s the king doin’? Surely he didn’t end up getting killed at the botched conference like some kinda bad joke?” one of the Commodores asked. 

There was little information available about the King of Ruin. None of the Commodores had attended the conference and they lacked the intricate details, so it wasn’t difficult for them to jump to conclusions.

But then came the voice of someone who did know. 

“I’ll fill in the gaps there.”

Tonukapoli finally rose to action. Her objective was to add a new ally to the alliance between Mynoghra and Phon’kaven. No, to form a new military alliance with Mynoghra as its leader. She had come to lay the groundwork for that. 

“Ah, if it isn’t Granny Tonukapoli… Right, we invited ya, didn’t we? Sorry. I forgot!”

“Instead of wasting your time on poor-quality jokes, you should be putting that alcohol-saturated brain of yours to work, Admiral.” 

Doban welcomed the cow-headed Staff Holder to the table with a satisfied grin. This meeting was held in large part for her. Phon’kaven was the closest nation to the mysterious empire of Mynoghra, and Tonukapoli was closer to them than most among her rank. Her words were needed more than anything to decide how Sutharland would steer its course.

“You don’t need to fuss about it,” she said, addressing all the Dwarves. “The King of Mynoghra is alive and well. But this is still a matter that concerns the continued survival of your nation. Of all our nations. Putting it in terms you people understand best, it’s an emergency that could halt all trade for good.”

“But will makin’ a move together actually make a difference? Ya might not’ve experienced it for yerself, but the enemy’s strength is on another level.”

“Those bloody outlanders are…beyond us. We can’t do a thing ’bout ’em.”

No one criticized the two Commodores for having their reservations. This was how the Dwarves felt as a whole. The vast difference in military strength between the two sides was hopeless. From what little they gleaned of their enemies’ forces, it seemed foolish to even try. If the size difference of their armies wasn’t damning enough, they were up against opponents with unreasonable abilities. 

Even Sutharland, the most powerful nation on the Dark Continent, was ultimately nothing more than a settlement of uncivilized savages to the northern holy nations. They would be less than ants to those with special abilities…

It was true that Sutharland had sought help from the empire of Mynoghra. But the situation had changed. With all the nations of the Lawful Continent and the powerful outlanders joining forces, the Dwarves naturally assumed the King of Ruin stood no chance of winning. 

But Tonukapoli cut down their assumptions. 

“Get the wax out of your ears and listen up, you drunkards. Let me explain the situation first. The King of Ruin, Takuto Ira, has cast a giant barrier over the Dark Continent.”

Admiral Doban gave her a quizzical look. He had no intention of doubting that this unbelievable event had occurred. He’d already experienced the outlanders’ abilities enough to know they were capable of doing such things as easily as breathing. A different reason caused his puzzled expression. Why did the King of Ruin do such a thing? Did something inconvenient happen that had prevented him from settling matters on the spot? Doban was reluctant to decide with so little information. He deliberately acted ignorant to elicit more information. 

“Huuuh? Does that mean we can’t take to the seas no more? That’d doom our trade. Is the King of Ruin tryin’ to harass us, or somethin’?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tonukapoli snorted. “It’s to protect our side. It’s a barrier of unfathomable power, seemingly capable of preventing Mynoghra’s enemies from invading Mynoghra and allied lands. Those nasty special abilities can do nothing to break it. Spirits be, it really does overturn everything I know about magic.”

Well, that was an interesting tidbit. Now it was confirmed that Mynoghra had avoided a decisive battle at the conference. Considering Tonukapoli had accepted their invitation and traveled all the way to Sutharland, odds were high that they needed to bolster their military. Fleet Admiral Doban’s intuition, honed through all kinds of trade deals and endless battles with sea monsters, proved to be mostly spot on.

“I see. With this barrier up, those Qualian Paladins and bloody Elves can’t march into our continent! It’ll keep out those rotten Succubi too! Now that’s what I like to hear! Keep the drinks comin’!”

“You lot haven’t joined the alliance yet, have you?” Tonukapoli pointed out. “You’re getting greedy, thinking you can get a piece of the pie without working for it.”

“Ha. Can’t refute ya there. So what then? We’re the ones in the most dangerous position now. Yer people control the borderlands, so they shouldn’t be able to get us through there, but there’s always the chance they come by the ocean. What’re they after?”

“I don’t know what the Succubi will do. What I do know is that Phon’kaven and Mynoghra will be safe for the time being.”

“Hmph!” 

It seems Mynoghra has decided they can’t defeat the Elves and Succubi at their current strength, Doban thought, keeping his biting opinion to himself. He didn’t expect that. He’d originally assumed that there wouldn’t be much difference in strength between them. 

He’d also been calculating how high a price he could charge for their services. His calculations were about to collapse from the foundation up. It was obviously not an optimistic situation. 

Doban cast a glance at the other Commodores as he gulped down the last sip of his ale.

“Ya said ‘for the time being,’ Tonukapoli. How long will that barrier of yers last?” he asked. “Ya seem antsy. It won’t last forever, will it?”

“Around a year,” she replied. “We need to unite our continent to stand up to them within that time.”

“I see. Makes sense if we’re goin’ up against the bloody whole Lawful Continent.”

Is the plan to build up their forces durin’ that time? Get stronger? Is that even possible? Hard to negotiate when I don’t know what they have up their sleeve, Doban fretted. 

“…Can we do that?” he asked. 

“We’ll do it. If we don’t, we’re all done for.”

There were so many uncertainties. The fact that they were turning to an evil entity for salvation was also a problem. But Sutharland didn’t have the resources to stand up to the Succubus Army and the Lawful Continent Alliance on its own. Sutharland’s options were limited from the start.

Sometimes in life, you have to take a big gamble. 

Doban took a gamble when he took on debt to buy his first ship, and again when he ventured into treacherous waters in search of treasure. He couldn’t even count the number of times he’d set sail on a stormy day to make a big sale. Each gamble had been a risk. And he’d been triumphant with each and every one.

Gambles should normally be avoided in business. But it was at exactly those times that Doban trembled with fear and an even greater thrill—excitement. 

Doban looked at his hands. He had been drinking heavily for a while, so the trembling wasn’t due to withdrawal symptoms. Clenching his quivering hands tightly, Doban raked his gaze over his fellow Commodores. A brazen smile lingered on each and every one of their gruff faces. They had the eyes of a good-for-nothing who loved their ale as much as a good gamble. 

They were all telling him to do it. Go for it. What kind of Fleet Admiral was he if he quailed in the face of opportunity? 

Doban slapped his knees and returned his gaze to Tonukapoli. “The sea is our second home. We were chased from the mountains and forced to abandon our first home. It won’t happen again. If it’s to protect the seas, then we’ll give ya our lazy asses on a silver platter, Tonukapoli! Whaddya say, boys?!”

The Commodores roared with laughter and tossed around a volley of vulgar remarks. Tonukapoli exhaled another long-suffering sigh and waved her hand in acknowledgment. 

“That said! We’d better give ya more than our lazy asses! I just thought of the perfect tribute!” Doban broke into a wide grin.

“Huh? Whaddya talking ’bout, Admiral? What’s better than our rugged asses?” one of the Commodores asked, genuinely unsure what else they had to offer. It was normal for the elderly, spirited Admiral to say the most outlandish things, but this time, they had no idea what he was talking about.

The Fleet Admiral was talking it up big time. It couldn’t be any boring old tribute, that was for sure. But Sutharland didn’t currently have anything of suitable value to offer as tribute. Well, there was one thing, but it wouldn’t be of much use in their upcoming war. 

But the Commodore’s prediction was completely off the mark…in the worst possible way. 

“Oy, Bruno!! I know ya brought back a pretty interestin’ haul from your last voyage to the other continent!”

Shock swept over young Commodore Bruno’s face, leeching the red of alcohol from his cheeks as he vehemently shook his head. His reaction was no act. The eagle-eyed Commodores sensed something entertaining was afoot and they watched the proceedings unfold with wide grins. 

“H-Hey! C’mon now! Gimme a break, Admiral! I went into serious debt to finally get my hands on that! I was plannin’ on raising it with care and breedin’ a bunch! My old lady will skin me alive if she finds out!”

“If ya die, ya can’t pay back yer debts.”

“Yer wife is gonna kill ya either way, so ya might as well spit it out.”

“A real man would keep his lady from findin’ out.”

The Commodores heckled poor Bruno. They realized that the panicking younger Commodore had planned to keep his treasure as a secret weapon for his own fleet. Unfortunately for him, he was still wet behind the ears and stood no chance against these sly old foxes. 

“What exactly are you planning on offering?”

“Dragons!” the Admiral trumpeted, as if he were waiting for the exact moment Tonukapoli asked to announce it. “And ain’t no lesser, but a bona fide Mature Dragon! We got a matin’ pair from the lands across the sea!”

The Dwarves whooped with glee and drowned Bruno in their form of crude praise. Tonukapoli accidentally let her surprise show on her face. 

Dragons were monsters with high intelligence and strength. They came naturally equipped with sharp claws, knifelike fangs, extreme agility, and boundless vitality. Mature Dragons could communicate with people even if they couldn’t speak, and they also possessed powerful combat abilities such as breath attacks. If they were equipped with special gear and incorporated into the army, they could become a mighty weapon indeed. 

If nothing else, Phon’kaven before Mynoghra would have done everything in their power to maintain friendly relations with Sutharland once they had obtained dragons. However, dragons almost seemed trivial since encountering Mynoghra. 

“Oy, Tonukapoli. We’ll use all our fleets to whip this dragon into a fighting force to be reckoned with. We might’ve moved to the sea, but our blacksmithin’ skills haven’t rusted with the salty air. A fully equipped Mature Dragon will send most people runnin’ for the hills! It’s the perfect tribute to show our strength and sincerity!” Admiral Doban declared with all the confidence in the world. 

Tonukapoli had a feeling Mynoghra would be much happier if Sutharland offered their unique technology and items imported from abroad than some decked-out dragon…

“A dragon…huh?”

She debated whether she should point that fact out, but after seeing how amped up the Dwarves were, she decided to go along with them for now.

“What? Got a problem with it? Oh! I just thoughta somethin’ good! This is perfect! Let’s have yer people spar with our dragon! That way we can see what ya bring to the table too! Might turn out that we’re the more powerful ones! Don’t ya worry, we’ll go easy on ya!”

“A-Admiral! We’ve finally just started to get ’im to behave! There’s no way we can make ’im go easy on anyone!”

“Shut up. Ya can make it work, Bruno! Ya heard him, Tonukapoli! The match is on!”

“Uh-huh. If you say so… I’ll be sure to inform Mynoghra.”

I’d better tell Mynoghra’s king to go easy on them, Tonukapoli decided. 

The Sutharland Dwarves had become cocky since obtaining a dragon. Had they already forgotten? The wars taking place in this world were beyond mortal understanding, beyond common sense… And Mynoghra was a nation ruled by one such supernatural being beyond their comprehension. 

Well, the Dwarves have never actually encountered Mynoghra. These drunkards will eventually understand that there are some things in this world normal means can do nothing about…

They would soon encounter Mynoghra for themselves. Tonukapoli found herself eagerly looking forward to seeing what kind of faces these heartily laughing Dwarves would make on that day.
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Chapter 2: Intentions

 

WHILE Sutharland was engaged in a heated debate over the direction of its negotiations with Mynoghra, Mynoghra was holding a meeting to solidify its basic policy for negotiations with Sutharland.

“Let’s wrap this up quick,” Takuto began. “Knowing combat can’t happen for the foreseeable future is a rare opportunity for Mynoghra. I’m of the opinion we should be more forceful in our approach with what’s coming in mind.”

“You mean in regard to Sutharland, yes?” Atou responded. “Do you think we need to bring them on board as soon as possible, even if it means putting pressure on them, King Takuto?”

“Yeah. I would’ve taken the time to discuss things with them at a more comfortable pace if the circumstances were different.”

“But knowing we only have a year on our side, we can’t suffer any setbacks this early in the game. Correct, mon dieu?” Vittorio interjected. 

Satisfied with how smoothly the meeting was kicking off, Takuto let his thoughts turn to his allied Player. Yu said he was headed to see his god to get stronger. Regardless of how that turns out for him, I want to get stronger too. 

Yu Kamimiyadera was the RPG Hero. His unique powers made him one of the key figures in the upcoming battle. Since they were equals as Players, Takuto didn’t know where Yu was or what he was doing, but he was certain the RPG Hero wasn’t playing around. With how frustrated Yu was by how the last fight went down, he was guaranteed to come back with solid results. 

Takuto looked around at his subordinates, waiting for his next words. They seemed fully prepared for what was to come. The usual council members had gathered in the Palace council room. Even Atou and Vittorio sat in attendance together, not kicking up a fuss despite usually being at each other’s throats. 

Atou was behaving because she understood delaying the meeting due to bickering with Vittorio would be fatal for Mynoghra. Vittorio was behaving because he was convinced that greater fun awaited him in the near future than picking on Atou in the present.

Ironically, thanks to both of them operating on their own motives, the meeting was proceeding stress-free for Takuto. Then again, it wasn’t entirely stressless when they needed to move things forward as quickly as possible.

“Getting Sutharland on board with the alliance is a must. Of course, I have a plan to make that happen, but I want to see results sooner rather than later.”

Succeeding in their negotiations with Sutharland, the most powerful neutral nation on the Dark Continent, was essential for Mynoghra. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that it was the springboard for the rest of their plans. 

Since the Great Ritual only gave them a year, struggling to win over Sutharland, the first step in their agenda, would delay the rest of their plans. That would ultimately spell defeat for Mynoghra. They couldn’t afford to trip up here. They had to succeed at any cost. And quickly. 

Only a few days had passed since the breakdown of talks at the All-Faction Conference. That may seem like a drop in the bucket compared to the span of a year, but conversely, they had also already lost a few days they could never get back. There are times when prompt action is the only path to success, and Mynoghra was very much in a situation where time was of the essence. 

“In which case, what method should we use to force them into submission? We can’t take more direct measures with all combat-based actions being prevented by the Great Ritual…” Atou pointed out. 

“You’re right. But they don’t know that. I told Phon’kaven not to share more than necessary, so Sutharland shouldn’t know about our limitations.”

“I see your point, King Takuto, but I don’t know…”

Atou sounded hesitant. To her, negotiations meant clearly demonstrating the power differences between the two parties. Especially in urgent situations, it’s often quicker to land a blow, a major shock to the other party that knocks them off kilter, than to fumble over a poor excuse for verbal sparring. But wouldn’t it be difficult to demonstrate their power when combat was impossible? Such questions were inevitable. 

Takuto had naturally considered these concerns. Exploiting loopholes in the system was something he had become accustomed to, and he had accumulated ample know-how.

Vittorio seemed to have struck upon what Takuto had in mind, because he began nodding along with great amusement. “We bluff! I love a good con!” he trilled. 

“I’m not a fan of how you phrased it, but yeah, that’s the idea. Lucky for us, Mynoghra’s units appear terrifying to non-Mynoghrans. We should be able to use that to our advantage. If worse comes to worst, we can fudge the rules with a mock battle.”

They needn’t resort to direct combat to demonstrate the difference in strength. Mynoghra had several units, including the Botchlings, that were extremely intimidating in appearance. If they could show those off and unnerve their opponent, things would move forward more quickly. Then, like with Phon’kaven, they could just dangle friendly offers of technology to seal the deal.

In short, they were going with the carrot-and-stick strategy.

“So, the plan’s to scare them witless, then comfort them and become pals? Pull that one out of a mafia playbook, mon dieu? Buuut, do you really believe everything will play out the way you think?” Vittorio questioned. 

“Isn’t that the whole point of the Cult of Ira? Sutharland may be an insular country, but that doesn’t mean they have absolutely no outside contact. There are plenty of gaps to drive a wedge through. And the seeds are already sown.”

Of course, Mynoghra’s intimidating units weren’t the only reason Takuto decided that this seemingly reckless plan was a good one. As he said, the existence of the Cult of Ira was a major factor.

The Cult of Ira was a fanatical religious group that worshipped Takuto Ira as their god. Their beliefs had already spread far and wide across the entire Dark Continent. Though their numbers were still small, they had certainly reached Sutharland.

Followers, defined as such by the game system, were powerful. One word from Takuto, and they would gleefully agree with what he said, no matter the details. That was why Takuto was trying to push aggressively ahead with his efforts to incorporate Sutharland. He had judged it was possible to pull off. 

“Superb reasoning, mon dieu! Alas, it’s hard to say whether I can fully utilize my abilities under the Great Ritual. We’ll have to make do with the cards we already have, but the groundwork is more than laid. Bravo,” Vittorio praised Takuto’s decision with a round of applause. 

Without responding to his praise, Takuto glanced at Atou and confirmed that, although she was pouting, she was watching the meeting progress without issue. Next, he looked at the Dark Elves. They had been quietly listening to Takuto since the beginning of the meeting. 

Were they planning on asking questions after they heard his plans? Or perhaps they were acting this way because they believed that it was best to leave everything up to the king’s discretion during a critical time like this? Either way, Takuto was grateful they were going along with him more than usual. It made it easier to make progress. 

“Through Phon’kaven, we have a rough idea of the kind of technology Sutharland possesses. All of it has yet to be obtained by Mynoghra. I’m tempted to see if there’s even more advanced, secret technology they have hidden away, but either way, we absolutely want to obtain what we already know of.” Takuto flicked his gaze over to Elder Moltar. The old sage deeply bowed his head in acknowledgment.

Elder Moltar had been spearheading the initiative to collect this invaluable information. The intel was a mix of what they had gathered when Sutharland was still a low priority and what they could scrape together in a rush over the past couple of days, so it wasn’t refined. But it still uncovered that Sutharland possessed several undiscovered technologies. Much of the technology was nautical-based and didn’t seem terribly useful to Mynoghra, but this was just what they could uncover with a simple investigation. Sutharland likely kept the good stuff hidden. This was the reason Takuto was so determined to win over Sutharland, even though they were inferior in terms of military strength.

“At any rate, it’s clear we need to negotiate with Sutharland as soon as possible. Within the next couple of days, at most,” Atou said. 

“Yeah. As long as we can get Sutharland on board, I couldn’t really care less about the other two city-states. Worst case, they’re small enough we can just leave them out. This is a clear first step toward opposing the Lawful Continent Alliance.”

“Didn’t all the neutral nations, including Sutharland, put in a request to talk with us through Phon’kaven? If they are smart enough to want to talk, they should be smart enough to accept our proposal,” Atou concluded. 

“I’d like to believe that too, but we’re an evil nation… You never know how that might complicate things.”

“Indeed. Such is the woe of being evil.”

Atou and Takuto shared a grimace. They were both remembering things that had happened in the past…from when Takuto had played the game in his hospital room. 

Difference in values due to differences in alignment, and the resulting clashes, even if they are logical, are not something to be welcomed. Of course, it’s just as wrong to think you can easily mix water and oil when it goes against their very nature. In any case, overturning logic takes time and effort. 

“If it comes to that, why not lead the Cult of Ira in a revolution?” Atou suggested. “Then we’ll hang Sutharland’s leaders on a street corner as a warning and everything will turn out fine!”

“We can’t engage in combat, remember? But I wonder if espionage and sabotage against neutral nations might work? Actually, if the cultists act based on me simply conveying my feelings, would that completely circumvent the rules? I was thinking of them as a political, pro-Mynoghra force, but… the Cult of Ira is a real pain to deal with.” Takuto couldn’t help but frown.

If Lector Yona’Yona heard him bemoan the cult, she would swoon and be bedridden for days, but fortunately, she wasn’t present. The cultists were even more uncontrollable than Vittorio and required extra caution to maneuver. Leaving them to their own devices could lead to them acting arbitrarily and ruining everything. 

I’ll have to find time to run things by Yona’Yona later. The poor girl has to put up with a lot. 

Takuto had a lot of ideas about how to use the Cult of Ira. To do so, he needed to change his policy from leaving them alone to actively engaging with them. He needed to have a more personal correspondence with Yona’Yona, the cult’s proxy leader, to make that happen. Takuto looked around at his council members as he came up with a strategy that would likely knock Yona’Yona off her feet. 

The Dark Elves asked several questions after that, but they seemed to understand the plan. They didn’t go into much depth since the plan was simply to make contact with Sutharland and get them to join the alliance. 

Once he confirmed everyone was on board, Takuto glanced at the wooden clock designed to blend in with the Palace’s architecture. It was already late into the night. Before the meeting, he had been busy with a wide variety of tasks, such as issuing orders to each unit, notifying his cities of policy changes, and doling out intelligence-related instructions, so finishing the meeting at this hour was a miracle. He could still get some shut-eye and be ready to leave first thing the next morning.

“With that said and done, I’m heading out,” he announced. “Fortunately, the Great Ritual is designed to automatically prevent harm to us. We can move with speed in mind.”

The Dark Elf council members were already up to speed on the Great Ritual. They struggled to quite accept the surreal aspects of it, but they eventually came to terms with their new reality. 

“Not only does it protect from direct harm, but it also protects from assassination attempts and all forms of nasty violence. Now’s the time to do everything we can do!” Vittorio trilled. 

“The Great Ritual is absolute magic that can’t be undone by any means,” Atou added. “It’s unfathomable for anything to get passed it. There would be clear signs if it did. Of course, I will still be at King Takuto’s side at all times protecting him!”

The two Heroes had both given their stamps of approval too. 

The Great Ritual is a unique magic that occupies a special position even within Eternal Nations. When activated by a nation, the ritual is immune to all exceptions and operates as an absolute law that can never be broken within the game. Of course, the game settings also conform to its effects, and it’s supposed to operate on its own set of rules that separate it from normal magic. 

Considering these pre-established settings, it was safe to conclude that the Great Ritual was unlikely to be upended. At the very least, as Atou said, if something strange were to occur, there would be some kind of sign.

Now was the perfect opportunity for Takuto to move more freely than ever before, without being as wary of his surroundings. His conviction and confidence naturally spread to the Dark Elves, which was why no one objected this time. Takuto was relieved he didn’t have to try to further persuade the overprotective Dark Elves, especially after his last lone outing ended with him losing consciousness for a time. 

Human—or in this case, humanoid—emotions are complex. Even if you understand something should be one way logically, there are many things emotions get in the way of. Such is the strongest and weakest aspect of being human. 

Takuto had come to understand this concept better since coming to this world. Interacting with people with strong emotions, rather than the sterile social interactions in the hospital, had helped him grow emotionally. 

I’m glad everyone is on board domestically. This could have been our first stumbling block, otherwise. 

Vittorio seemed to be intentionally supporting Takuto’s plans, while Atou was more of a wild card who did it in the spur of the moment. Even so, they had undeniably helped smooth things over with the others. 

Feeling grateful to his reliable allies, Takuto looked each person in the eye before confidently announcing, “I’ve heard Sutharland has many items originating from other continents. We don’t want to get too distracted by this right now, but I’m still looking forward to it.”

Everyone nodded. 

Given the late hour, it was eerily quiet. Under normal circumstances, Takuto would have ended the meeting at this point. He stood to do just that, when a different thought struck him and he muttered, “Oh yeah…” All eyes remained on him.

“After we receive two, maybe three, technologies from Sutharland, that will finally be unlocked.”

If they could successfully secure cooperation from Sutharland and receive the new technology, the total number of technologies in Mynoghra’s possession would increase. It was a natural result that needed no explanation, following the same principle as water flowing from top to bottom. 

What in the dark realm was the significance of that? What exactly would be unlocked? Everyone was curious, but only two people reacted immediately: Sludge Atou and Gleeful Spin Doctor Vittorio.

“What do— Oh!”

“A new Hero…superb!”

The Dark Elves gasped. 

Summoning Hero units has certain tech tree requirements. There are several conditions, such as unlocking specific technologies, and one of them is the number of technologies Mynoghra possesses. They had obtained a number of new technologies during Takuto’s infiltration into the Divine Nation of Lenea, and they were about to gain even more from Sutharland. If all went well, adding these together would allow them to summon a new Hero.

Mynoghra was about to add another ace to their hand. 

Joy lit up the Dark Elves’ faces. But was it just Takuto’s imagination, or did a few of them look less than happy? 

Grasping why they weren’t as happy as they could be, Takuto assured, “Don’t worry. The next Hero will be a tad more reasonable…”

It hurt that he couldn’t promise them the next Hero would be significantly better than the last. The one and only sensible Hero belonging to Mynoghra was Isla, after all.

“Mynoghra has two Heroes left. Personalities aside, both are guaranteed to be powerful. They come at a high cost, however… We should be able to summon one within the year.”

Things were starting to get interesting. 

Which Hero should I go with next? Takuto swiftly calculated how either could play into his plans. Both of the remaining Heroes had overpowered abilities, and if used properly, they had the potential to greatly increase Mynoghra’s overall strength. Both could work. I can go with whoever fits the moment, he decided. 

“Now, a question for you all,” Takuto whimsically prompted, getting excited about the idea. He was asking, despite knowing the Dark Elves had no way to know which to choose. Still, he wanted to share his excitement with the others. 

“Which Hero would you like to meet next?”
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Chapter 3: Carouse

 

THE Maritime Nation of Sutharland had unique customs, as every nation and ethnic group does. Their history of being forced from the mountains to the sea in search of prosperity gave rise to customs that stood out as especially unique on the Dark Continent. 

I never thought my first time on a ship would be due to something like this. Urgh, I’m gonna hurl…

Bathed in the spooked and reverential gazes of those around him, the dreaded King of Ruin, Takuto Ira, fought back the worst case of seasickness known to man. 

Only a few short hours had passed since Mynoghra’s delegation arrived at Sutharland and requested a meeting with no time to spare. Takuto and his delegation were impressed when the Sutharland Dwarves put together a venue and a warm, welcoming party in short order. They were living up to their reputation as a people who made trade and commerce their livelihood. 

Takuto had been operating under the preconceived notion that they would have an inferior civilization simply for being a neutral nation on the Dark Continent. He needed to correct that.

Just look at where they invited us as their guests of honor… Takuto shifted his gaze to the distant scenery, trying not to let anyone notice that his head was spinning with seasickness and the nausea roiling in his gut. He saw a vast ocean stretching to the horizon, dotted with ships. He could see land on the other side, but it was far away.

Yes, Sutharland had invited their Mynoghran guests out to sea.
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“Preparing a state guest house on the sea is quite the tasteful idea,” Atou remarked. “I wonder what they do on stormy days.”

They were currently in a huge mansion built atop several ships, connected side by side. Since it wasn’t built on solid ground, there were limits to the manor’s size and ornamentation. Even so, it was a luxurious building, the likes of which Takuto had never seen in his prior lifetime, mounted directly atop the connected ships. At the very least, Sutharland seemed worthy of being the second-largest nation on the Dark Continent after Mynoghra.

Still, a state guest house floating on the sea? Sounds like an idea plucked straight out of a high fantasy novel. Honestly, I can’t think of a good reason for them to have built it on the water. I have a feeling common sense doesn’t apply here…

Takuto was intrigued as to how such a distorted, architecturally impossible structure could just exist, but he wrote it off as some game mechanic at work. Mynoghra was in no position to point out the surrealness of other nations. In this world, it was better just to accept the fantastical for what it was. No matter how inefficient or illogical…

More importantly, the visually appealing architectural design of the Dwarven floating buildings wasn’t the key takeaway for Takuto here. Something far more important became apparent from this structure.

Multiple caravels were connected for this guest house. A structure of this scale can’t be constructed overnight. Qualia and El-Nah are long-distance trading partners. There’s no rumor of any deeper ties between them, so this building is likely for the rumored envoys from other continents.

It was unlikely Sutharland constructed this fancy guest house just for Mynoghra’s visit. Even the Dwarves surely lacked the time and budget for such an undertaking, and even if they had that in abundance, preparing something like this in advance, when it was unclear whether it would be used, would require pushing through a very heavy-handed decision.

The answer was obvious. The problem was that this answer would clearly pose a major threat when Mynoghra claimed hegemony in the future.

I’m curious about the other continents. I hope I can get information out of the Dwarves later… Fortunately, I’ve heard that crossing the high seas for trade is a life-risking venture. I suppose I should be happy they aren’t close enough geographically to easily interfere with our affairs. 

Tackling every single problem at once was implausible. The burden was too great, especially on the resource front. Plus, the urgent problems Mynoghra needed to resolve in the immediate future were all-consuming. If they didn’t do something about the Lawful Continent Alliance, they’d be destroyed before even having to consider other continents. Still, it was best to keep them filed in the back of his mind for later. 

Takuto’s brain was strained by the problems that kept piling up. Unfortunately, he didn’t know if his throbbing headache was due to the various crises Mynoghra was facing, or if it was just a side effect of being seasick. 

“As I just explained, this continent is facing an urgent crisis. We would like for the people of Sutharland to make a wise decision based on this understanding.”

In the stylish conference room, with a breathtaking view of the rippling water outside the windows, Elder Moltar led the conversation on the Mynoghra side. Takuto and Atou sat in specially prepared luxurious chairs, silently gazing at the dwarves and exuding an intimidating air.

The other attendees included Emle and the Dark Elf council members. Dark Elf Riflemen and Brain Eaters stood as visible guards. In addition, Tonukapoli, a Phon’kaven Staff Holder, was also attending. She was merely an observer and had no intention of actively participating in the talks.

They unanimously decided that Vittorio was not allowed to attend.

Combined with the spine-chilling presence Takuto exuded as the King of Ruin, Mynoghra’s retinue had an impressively intimidating effect on their opponents. Or perhaps…the effect was too powerful.

Son of a codfish. Blast it all. Nobody said a damn thing ’bout us sharin’ the bloody continent with an ’bomination that’d make even the deep dark sea tremor…

Meanwhile, the Dwarves had lost the composure to continue thinking straight, for they were so terrified of the deep abyss of pure darkness ensconced on the chair before them. 

Attending the meeting on Sutharland’s side was Fleet Admiral Doban, and all of the Commodores who served as the backbone of the maritime nation. But the Commodores, brave and intrepid men of the sea, all lost their grit and aplomb.

The Dwarves had arrived at the meeting in high spirits, determined to judge the so-called King of Ruin with their own eyes, but when the embodiment of darkness appeared before them, they were unable to suppress their instinctive fear.

Admiral Doban was still just barely able to maintain his dignity as the key representative of his country, but the Commodores—especially the younger, greener ones—averted their eyes and trembled.

Doban shifted in his seat with a “hmm” and stroked his beard in an unfamiliar gesture. “Stop bein’ spineless cowards, ya bloody imbeciles! Keep this up and we’ll lose any wiggle room we might ’ave in this deal!”

Dwarves, especially Commodores, use special codes known only to each other for business negotiations. This gesture was one of them. By touching their beards, they could convey simple messages and consult among themselves without their negotiating partners realizing it. This often allowed them to sway matters to their advantage. It was a traditional technique passed down since before they came to the sea. Every one of them understood the complex and delicate gestures, but whether they could put the message into practice was another matter.

Bloody hell… They all lack a spine. He’s here to negotiate. He ain’t gonna attack us if we don’t waste his time. 

Doban might’ve internally mocked his comrades for trembling in their seats, but he knew he couldn’t be too hard on them. After all, even the fierce Admiral Doban would be overcome with the urge to dive into the sea and head for the hills if he failed the mental checks necessary to stand against the King of Ruin’s intimidating presence.

I thought we were up against somethin’ a little more benign because he had to turn tail and run from the Succubi, but this ain’t somebody we can bluff ’round until we get the reaction we want. I thought all this business ’bout him being an evil god and the King of Ruin was an exaggeration…not fact.

After seeing this living terror, seeing the King of Ruin in the shadowy flesh, Doban needed to consider changing his tactics. The real exaggeration of the facts might have been the claim that the Succubus Army defeated Mynoghra. It made more sense to assume that Mynoghra had temporarily retreated with some goal in mind. 

Doban had seen the Succubus Army and Players—the outlanders—with his own two eyes. He had witnessed the overwhelming threat they posed. So it wasn’t as if he underestimated or looked down on the outlanders. Even so…even after all he had seen before…the King of Ruin stood out as an abnormality of abnormalities. 

Darkness painted over his outline, denying everything.

The black thing, which seemed to drag you deeper and deeper into the abyss just for laying eyes upon it, constantly radiated a hideous pressure, as if it were the concept of evil in material form, digging its claws into the minds of all who looked upon it, slowly tearing them apart.

Even the Commodores, all seasoned merchants commanding full fleets, were unable to decipher those eyes. They seemed filled with such a vast emptiness that one would be liable to believe nothing existed within them at all. 

Doban was acutely aware of the unpleasant sweat cascading from his forehead, but his hands trembled, unable to wipe it away.

Such was the nature of Takuto Ira. This fathomless darkness was called the King of Ruin, the being foretold in ancient legends that would one day bring about the end of the world…

Incidentally, said embodiment of evil was currently at war with the great enemy known as seasickness…and losing miserably. Sludge Atou, another manifestation of evil, was equally so preoccupied with tending to her ailing master, the Dwarves didn’t even register to her. And the most troublesome Hero wasn’t even present, for he had ventured out into town without permission to create his own host of unnecessary problems. The reality of these frightening beings was far removed from what the Dwarves could possibly imagine…for better or worse. 

Bloody hell. My balls have shrunk to the size of pebbles with age! Why did this nightmare have to appear in my generation?! 

For all his griping, Doban was still the Fleet Admiral. A man who led a great many ships into battle. He was a dwarf, a sailor. He couldn’t cower here, trying to curry favor as he read his opponent’s mood. Even if failing resulted in his life coming to an untimely end. Doban was a man with the guts and courage to live up to being Sutharland’s Fleet Admiral. 

“But it doesn’t make sense. I understand ya want our cooperation, but from the looks of things, someone as powerful as the king of Mynoghra shouldn’t need us, right?” Doban fired the first shot. This was his honest opinion and the first line cast to open up a no-pretenses talk. 

Mynoghra’s demands, as explained by Elder Moltar, were far simpler than Doban had anticipated. In short, Mynoghra wanted the nations of the Dark Continent to form an alliance in opposition to the Lawful Continent Alliance and to engage in a great war as allied nations. 

Mynoghra’s demands were one-sided, and although they had been relatively friendly toward Sutharland, considering the content of their demands and how sudden they had come, it was clear that they were tantamount to an ultimatum in the name of negotiations. The same could also be said of Mynoghra demanding they share their technology once the alliance was formed.

“Let’s cut to the chase. We can all be right ol’ friends if we hand over technology from other continents that you don’t have?” Doban asked. 

“Yes, we already know you have obtained several technologies from your infrequent exchanges with lands across the sea. If you provide those to us, we will put them to full use opposing the Lawful Continent Alliance. Something we could do better than you,” Elder Moltar jabbed back. 

An incendiary and bold statement meant to get a reaction, but Doban wasn’t the type to give in to his anger over juvenile baiting tactics. He stroked his beard and skirted making any firm statements himself. 

“But tech doesn’t come cheap, does it? The value shoots through the roof when it’s exclusive tech nobody else has access to. Ya don’t expect us to just hand it over like that, do ya?” 

“Our country has advanced magic technology. We’re particularly adept at turning barren land into fertile land with our technology. What do you say to that exchange?” Elder Moltar countered. 

“Oh? Terrain Enhancements? Now that’s got me curious!”

Mynoghra offering something in return so quickly meant that they were prepared to pay something of this magnitude from the start. Perhaps Sutharland could obtain more if they pushed further? But if Doban pushed too hard, he risked offending the negotiating party and lowering Sutharland’s gains. 

Even in the presence of the shadowy King of Ruin, he still thought like a veteran merchant. Fleet Admiral Doban was a merchant to his core. 

Meanwhile, Elder Moltar was appraising Doban based on his reactions. 

Hrmm. He’s got an attitude even in the presence of our great king. What a typical Dwarven leader. Ideally, we would spend more time negotiating with his sort, but time is not on our side. Still, it is vexing to have them take advantage of our urgency. Alas, this is no easy task. Elder Moltar glanced at Takuto and Atou. 

Even though Elder Moltar was leading the meeting as one of Mynoghra’s representatives, all decision-making power rested with the great King Takuto. He constantly had to worry about how the king and his loyal confidant, Atou, who gave voice to his will, would react. Especially in the current situation, where the Dwarves were somewhat indecisive and reluctant to make a decision. Takuto aside, Atou was apt to lose patience with them and make her fury known. 

Reality was, however, that the king and his confidant were too preoccupied with their war on seasickness to care. Takuto was fighting back the urge to hurl, and Atou was furtively rubbing his back with her tentacles. The two of them were so immersed in their own world that it wouldn’t be a problem if they were left alone for another hour. 

Elder Moltar felt nothing but anxiety as he checked on his superiors, their expressions too flat to read. He had no way of knowing the unexpected battle they waged in silence. 

This does not bode well. His Majesty and Lady Atou have stayed silent for a while now. In my experience, such silence leads to disaster. They are clearly upset. 

Cold sweat beaded down Elder Moltar’s forehead. To him, Takuto Ira, the King of Mynoghra, had always been a transcendent figure he could never truly fathom. This had been the case since their first encounter, and the feeling had only intensified over the many experiences they had shared since. Consequently, Elder Moltar had mistakenly concluded that the king was growing impatient with the situation.

In other words, the talks were doomed to fail, and all of their subsequent plans would be scrapped. The responsibility for this failure would lie with Elder Moltar. Just how much responsibility would he bear for failing to successfully resolve these negotiations, which would decide the fate of Mynoghra?

He had shown too much mercy to these petty Dwarves who danced around the topic, muddying the waters. Elder Moltar decided to change his approach and increase the intensity of the negotiation, effectively cutting off his opponent’s ability to play around. 

“Lady Tonukapoli has already filled you in on the urgency of the situation. His Majesty’s mercy is generous and impartial, but the same cannot be said for our subordinates. Some may be tempted to resort to force, especially if the meeting reaches an impasse… Isn’t that so?” Elder Moltar cast his gaze toward the Brain Eaters, an indicative smile curving his lips. 

Doban looked at the Mynoghran guards called Brain Eaters, but their masked faces made it impossible to tell what they were thinking. The only thing he gleaned for sure was that time was up. 

“Whoa, there! Don’t get the wrong idea! We’ve got no qualms formin’ an alliance with your empire. In fact, we’ve already decided to go ahead with it in private. Thing is, we need a good reason to convince the rest of our people. After all, Mynoghra plans to be the big boss on top, right?” 

“That’s only natural given the upcoming battle.”

“Phon’kaven will fall in line under Mynoghra. We aren’t interested in wasting our time babysitting these drunkards forever,” Tonukapoli said, speaking up for the first time since the meeting started. Her remark was an insipid one, laced with her benign contempt for Sutharland. 

Of course, it was common knowledge that Mynoghra and Phon’kaven were already close allies. It couldn’t hurt for Sutharland to throw their hat into the mix, either. 

I did a rush investigation after our last meeting, and it looks like the folks at Phon’kaven haven’t gone bat crazy, Doban thought. Can’t ignore the trouble we’ve been havin’ with the Cult of Ira, though. They’ve already started subtly invadin’ us… Still, seems like there’s plenty of room for us to survive by allying with Mynoghra. 

The Cult of Ira issue was a thorny topic that had come up several times in Sutharland. Though it was still in its infancy, this new religion, which worshiped Takuto Ira as god, had already infiltrated Sutharland through trade with Phon’kaven. It was clear that if left unchecked, it would eventually become a major problem. Sutharland had considered regulating it several times, but all their ideas on how to do so had been discussed and then dropped. This was wholly due to the Dwarven sense of freedom making it so they didn’t want to interfere too much with individual beliefs.

But even taking the issues with the Cult of Ira into account, the precedent set by Phon’kaven was part of why the Dwarves felt more comfortable about working with Mynoghra. At least, that’s what the Commodores thought.

However, they thought wrong. 

The Cult of Ira was the very reason favorable winds blew in Mynoghra’s direction. That’s how deeply the cult had already infiltrated Sutharland. Though there were no believers among the Commodores yet, Ira followers in Sutharland were persuading those around them day and night about how great and marvelous Mynoghra and Takuto Ira were. 

As a result, a vague understanding had developed within Sutharland. One of: “Well, they seem like a somewhat evil nation, but we can communicate and do business with them at least.” The Sutharland Dwarves often boasted how they could even do business with the gods if only they could communicate. Now was the time to put their favorite saying into practice—at least that was the general opinion held by the citizens of Sutharland, rather than its leaders. 

If society as a whole feels one way, the opinions of the lower classes will eventually reach the upper echelons. If it’s natural for those below to faithfully carry out orders from above, then it’s equally natural for good leaders to consider and understand the wishes of their citizens.

And so, joining the alliance became a given for Sutharland. 

Mynoghra didn’t know this, but within Sutharland, a rough agreement had been reached through these circumstances. And so Fleet Admiral Doban mentioned their intention to join the alliance. Even if he said it with vague words like “we’re generally inclined to do so,” words coming from a nation’s leader carried a whole different weight.

A feeling of relief spread between the two parties, especially from those observing events unfold. All that was left to do was negotiate the finer details and the talks would conclude. Once the broad outlines had been decided, the rest was just formalities.

Just as the tension in the room started to settle…

“But! There’s still a problem!” Doban suddenly rehashed the issue just as they were about to reach an agreement. 

What reason would Doban of all people have to drag this out? Even Elder Moltar couldn’t suppress frown lines from forming on his face at this outrageous act of last-minute defiance. It was the height of rudeness to do so now.

“Hrm… What exactly is this problem?” Elder Moltar asked, his voice measured.

He understood he wasn’t dealing with an unreasonable outlaw who was foolish enough to make an inappropriate request that would incur Mynoghra’s wrath. Elder Moltar decided there was no point in critiquing the dwarf here and bringing the talks back to square one. He needed to hear them out first, then he could decide how to handle the rudeness. 

“We haven’t established a hierarchy yet!” Doban belted out. 

Elder Moltar glanced at Tonukapoli. He was trying to ascertain the true meaning of the Dwarven leader’s bizarre assertion from the representative of Phon’kaven, who had acted as an observer, or rather, a witness, from the beginning.

“They’re Dwarves. Stubborn to the bone. They need a damn good reason to bow to another.” 

Tonukapoli correctly interpreted what he was asking from that one look. Or rather, there was only one thing anyone would want to ask in this situation: “Are these guys bloody serious?”

“I have heard tales of their infamous temperament, but isn’t this a tad too insouciant?”

“You don’t have to tell me that, Elder Moltar. They have always been this way.”

“Spirits give me strength…”

In any case, this just went to show yet another annoying facet of the Dwarves’ troublesome nature. It wasn’t a very pleasing discovery to say the least… Elder Moltar could only sigh in response. The only fortunate thing was that from their perspective, the King of Mynoghra didn’t seem particularly stressed by the situation.

Then again, Takuto was so preoccupied with his seasickness, nothing else mattered. It was hard to tell how Fleet Admiral Doban interpreted his stony-faced expression. If nothing else, he seemed to understand he was making an unreasonable request. And an incredibly rude one at that. 

Doban bowed his head low and hard, his forehead pressing against the table as he explained their situation with his booming voice. “I apologize for my sudden rudeness, dauntless King of Ruin. I understand that yer country has its own circumstances. We have ours too. I’m not trying to renege on this alliance.” 

Takuto heard him out and wordlessly nodded. He felt too ill to speak, but it wasn’t like he wasn’t listening. He also wanted to hear Doban’s reasoning. 

“To be clear, I agree that Mynoghra should lead us. But even if we think that, we still got our pride to contend with. It might be a triflin’ matter to Yer Majesty, but if we toss out our pride, we’re finished as a people.”

Takuto understood what he was trying to say. He was a man who had once held the top rank in the world on Eternal Nations’ leaderboards. He knew all too well the weight of words and titles. Sometimes you have to protect certain things regardless of profit or loss…

Takuto felt a bit nostalgic. He recalled the time, a long time ago, he had gotten back at people on some message board and chat room who had spread nonsense like, “Takuto Ira is cheating,” after he had become the top player in the world. Sure, the example and circumstances differed, but he knew there were things in this world that mattered enough to people to take action. It might not be a financial or material reason, but it still mattered. 

“Listen here, Admiral Doban, such things are of no concern to—”

“Elder Moltar.”

“Yes, sire!”

“I don’t mind.”

“F-Forgive me…”

A single remark from Takuto silenced Elder Moltar. 

A bead of sweat trailed down his forehead. He realized then that he had gone against the king’s wishes. 

As king, Takuto was thoughtful, always considering his subordinates when making decisions and speaking. His mercy was limitless, but his subordinates’ shortcomings sometimes angered him. 

Now was one such time…

Elder Moltar recognized he had grown arrogant, and once again realized that he was merely a mouthpiece for the king’s will. He admonished himself for forgetting it.

Everything is possible because of the king. We must not forget that.

As Elder Moltar fell silent, a strange tension spread through the room.

Takuto’s gaze pierced the leader of the Dwarves. With both hands braced on the table, Fleet Admiral Doban slowly raised his head, bravely facing the wind of terror coming from the King of Ruin.

Then, in his lowest, most powerful voice yet, the brave man of the sea addressed the King of Ruin directly.

“This small, insignificant, underhanded businessman, without regard for his own shame, wishes to present his case to Takuto Ira, the dauntless King of Ruin.”

“Go ahead.”

“We seek a match between Sutharland’s best fighter and Mynoghra’s. Based on the outcome, we Dwarves will decide Sutharland’s skipper.”

To them, their ships are their lives. The skipper is the one who steers where their lives go.

Takuto gave one powerful, quiet nod, showing respect for their courage and force of will. 

Doban flashed a toothy grin at his successful negotiation. Then he stood up with such force, it sent his chair flying backward with a clatter. And then, in his loudest voice yet, he shouted, signaling the festivities were about to begin.

“IT’S TIME FOR THE RANKINGGGSSSS!”
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Chapter 4: Anticlimactic

 

“WE’LL make it official! We’re gonna be allies! With Mynoghra as the big fish on top! But first comes the rankings. We’ll each put forward our best and prove our mettle. Hell, I know ya outlanders have tide-changing powers. But we need to prove we’re nothin’ to sneeze at either, or else we won’t be able to keep our pride as men of the sea!” Doban spoke with might and main, perhaps to put on a bold front, or perhaps he was just that confident. 

Takuto watched with a hint of amusement. He’d been working nonstop for the last couple of days to get everything on schedule. It wouldn’t hurt to enjoy a brief moment of entertainment. He could even consider this a nice respite. Haste makes waste, and no living organism can run forever without rest, after all.

As for accepting this fight, Takuto assumed they should be able to circumvent the Great Ritual’s combat restrictions by considering this a friendly mock battle with a neutral nation they weren’t at war with. 

Meanwhile, having finally recovered from his terrible bout of seasickness, Takuto was informed by Atou through a telepathic message that Elder Moltar was acting unusually reserved. He signaled the old sage with a much more empathic nod than usual. 

“Hrm. I suppose we could consider it a test of strength. His Majesty…” Elder Moltar glanced over and took Takuto’s nod as approval. “His Majesty has no qualms with your proposal. So, tell us, what great warrior will the mighty Dwarves of the sea put forward to represent them?”

Takuto was especially curious about that. It’d be a bad joke indeed if Sutharland simply put forward a run-of-the-mill Dwarven warrior for their champion. Takuto didn’t doubt some among their rank could be considered fearless warriors, but that would only be in comparison to other Dwarves. That would be too weak. In terms of impact and ability…

“Gahaha!” Doban burst into raucous laughter. “Hold onto your hats! Don’t doubt your eyes! For here it comes! The ultimate surprise!”

Something betraying all of Mynoghra’s expectations appeared. 

“King Takuto, something is coming fast. I can smell it.”

“Mm-hm… This unique presence. Some kind of monster? Doesn’t seem like an aquatic creature. What did they prepare for us?”

Takuto and Atou secretly conferred via telepathy. Atou’s superhuman senses as a Hero had alerted her to its presence, while Takuto’s mysterious powers of a questionable origin did the same for him…

Before long, the presence came close enough for everyone to hear the loud, rhythmic thumps. Takuto and the others turned their gaze toward the presence, toward the huge staircase leading down into the ship, which could be seen between the pillars, just behind the chairs where the Dwarves were seated.

“MEET OUR ULTIMATE WEAPON!”

A dragon appeared with a whoosh right before Takuto’s eyes. 

“Oh, a dragon.”

“A dragon, is it?”

“What a surprise…”

Takuto, Atou, and Elder Moltar each expressed their surprise. Sutharland had succeeded in catching them off guard. That alone emboldened Doban. Tonukapoli, on the other hand, understood the reality behind Mynoghra’s reaction and felt exasperated on Sutharland’s behalf. 

“How do you like that?! This is our trump card!”

Takuto turned his attention to the dragon. Rufous scales covered its nearly thirty-foot-long body and razor-sharp claws. Its gleaming, serpentine eyes and massive wings seemed rather small considering its size. Calling it orthodox might sound a bit cliched, but it certainly resembled the dragons depicted in various legends and video games.

Of course, as Sutharland’s ultimate weapon, it was not just some ordinary dragon. 

Now that’s what I’d expect of Dwarven master-craft armor… Excellent equipment that doesn’t restrict mobility while protecting the vital zones. 

Takuto was impressed by the Dwarven-made armor adorning the dragon. It appeared to be scale mail—a type of armor made by sewing together small metal plates in a scale-like pattern. Its structure allowed it to adapt to a variety of complex movements, making it excellent for prioritizing agility. And it wasn’t just any scale mail. When it comes to equipping a dragon, they needed an abundance of large, individual scales woven together. 

Takuto could only imagine how much outfitting a dragon would cost.

It might seem a little strange for a dragon with its own set of scales to be further equipped with scale mail, but the doubled defense massively increased its effectiveness as a weapon on the field. Your average Paladin wouldn’t be able to dent it.

The dragon let out a rumbling growl of a laugh from deep within its long throat. Something about the noise sounded proud, haughty even. As if the dragon was basking in its superiority over the lesser beings who were surprised by its arrival. Laughing proved it had sentience. Intelligence. An intelligence only further demonstrated by the flash of shock in its clever eyes when it instantly whipped its neck toward Takuto and Atou. The dragon instantly understood the difference in power. And yet it still deigned to act as if it were above them. Arrogant, proud, ferocious. Strong.

A pure embodiment of everything Takuto knew to be a dragon towered before him. Takuto’s seasickness vanished in an instant. In its place, his eyes twinkled with boyish delight, and his heart skipped a beat. He was absolutely thrilled to see a creature plucked straight out of his favorite fantasy stories in the flesh. If he were back in the Accursed Lands, he might have even jumped with joy. But he was in a foreign nation, in the middle of a critical negotiation. 

Takuto suppressed his glee and observed the situation. He compared this dragon to what he knew and calmly steered the conversation in Mynoghra’s favor. 

“Moltar, what class of dragon is this?”

Takuto remembered Elder Moltar’s lectures about dragons being classified by their strength. The classification was broken into Lesser Dragon, Mature Dragon, High Dragon, and Great Dragon. The higher the designation, the stronger the dragon. High and Great Dragons were things of legend, but any dragon posed a threat. Every last dragon on this continent had supposedly been hunted to extinction by the holy nations. Still, at their peak, some dragons were powerful enough to annihilate High Paladins and Saints. If that was true, then dragons were of great interest to Mynoghra. 

“As far as I can tell, this is a Mature Dragon, my liege. A truly marvelous sight to behold… It’s been 120 years since I last saw one in person. There used to be quite a few of them roaming the continent until Qualia hunted them down.”

“I see.”

Elder Moltar’s explanation, colored by his admiration for the great beasts, succinctly hinted at the idea that this dragon may have been imported from another continent. Takuto promptly caught onto the suggestion and quickly processed this new bit of intel. 

Mynoghra didn’t have much information about the wider world beyond their starter continent. Takuto didn’t have the time or energy to seriously delve into lifting that fog of war yet, but the dragon was impactful enough to make him want to probe for what information he could. 

In any event, dragons were a force to be reckoned with.

In Eternal Nations, dragons come in all shapes and sizes, from creatures that are no different from ordinary lizards to powerful beasts that can defeat Hero units. In fact, there’s even a dragon empire with a dragon Hero, and dragon NPCs you could recruit into your own nation. 

In that respect, Takuto was more than just a little interested in this military asset. How powerful was this dragon? How could it be incorporated into future strategies? He assumed Sutharland would have an ace or two up their sleeve, but this was more entertaining than what he’d anticipated. They had managed to surprise and impress him. Of course, he would never admit that.

“A Mature Dragon, you say? Then this one can use breath attacks and completely understand spoken language. Their combat ability easily surpasses that of a High Paladin, even approaching that of a Saint. This one’s armor appears to be master-class. Quite the impressive creature.”

“Hmm…”

Atou sounded impressed, but in reality, she realized the potential problems with incorporating dragons into their forces.

Between what Elder Moltar said and the way the Dwarves were acting, it was practically guaranteed that the dragon came from another continent. They didn’t have the numbers to make a difference. Yes, a single dragon certainly possessed more strength than a Paladin. But Mynoghra already had the Paladins of Ira and a whole host of powerful subordinates unique to their empire. Besides, a Mature Dragon’s combat ability was mediocre, falling just short of that of a Hero or Saint.

Dragons were a bit too unreliable to put on the front lines, and even if they were assigned to the Dwarven forces, a single dragon would be a drop in the bucket. Admiral Doban would have come on stronger if Sutharland had succeeded at breeding the dragons. If they had, Mynoghra would’ve detected their overwhelming presence the moment they entered the nation. 

As far as Takuto was concerned, the dragons’ future prospects and how they tickled his fantasy ideals earned a perfect score, but with where they were at now, he had to score their ace as twenty or thirty points out of a hundred at best. 

The Dwarves didn’t see it that way, though. 

“HA! HA! HA! Looks like not even the all-knowing King of Mynoghra had any idea that we’ve got dragons! So? What say you to a match between this beauty and yer champion of choice? Ya’ve got one in mind, don’t ya?”

The Dwarves looked happy with themselves. Each of the Commodores, starting with Admiral Doban, guffawed loudly enough that it shook their stout, muscular frames. They were extremely confident in their dragon. 

Watching them made Takuto feel they were getting farther and farther from the point. Rather than protecting the pride of the Dwarves, it seemed their primary intention was to somehow surprise Mynoghra. After all, this meeting was being held to form an alliance to take on the Lawful Continent Alliance. It wasn’t about getting excited over a test of strength, or trying to get Mynoghra to acknowledge Sutharland. 

“They are letting this go to their heads. Shall I put them in their place?”

To make matters worse, Atou was spiraling into one of her moods. She couldn’t stand the idea of Mynoghra being treated with disrespect, or in this case, Takuto being treated with disrespect. She wouldn’t be happy unless she knocked the cocky right out of these Dwarves.

“Atou.”

“Urk. Forgive me, King Takuto.”

This confidant, who believed that all living things should bow in submission to Takuto Ira, was extremely loyal and reliable, but she was apt to jump the gun when things displeased her. 

“You needn’t sully your hands personally. A mere dragon doesn’t deserve your attention, Atou.”

“Oh, King Takuto…”

Takuto no longer panicked like he did in the past. He now followed up with a perfectly timed telepathic message to Atou. He’d become an expert at handling her lately. He realized as much and was a little bothered by the fact that he was improving at manipulation. 

Atou meant the world to him. He much preferred being equals with her than maneuvering her like a pawn. Then again, as far as the Dark Elves were concerned, they needed Takuto to keep Atou in check or else they would have to deal with the fallout of her rampages. Although none of the Dark Elves mentioned it, they all had different views on the matter depending on their position. 

That said, it was also thanks to Takuto firmly holding Atou back that the Dwarves and dragon didn’t end up impaled on her tentacles. Blissfully unaware of that fact, the Dwarves, riding high on the thrill of unveiling their dragon and saving face, whipped out booze and gleefully began guzzling it. 

They had lost, but it was an honorable loss. They ended up submitting to their opponent, but only after getting a sucker punch in. That was the position the Sutharland Dwarves were going for. 

Conversely, Mynoghra had to emphasize their dominance from a position of overwhelming power. They couldn’t afford to compromise in front of Phon’kaven, their long-term ally, and above all, such a weak image wouldn’t suit a country ruled by Takuto Ira.

Look at them laughing themselves silly. The fools. They don’t even comprehend what His Majesty has brought with him… Elder Moltar gave the Dwarves a pitying look. It didn’t matter what ace they had up their sleeve; the outcome was already decided. He understood they couldn’t easily back down as the leaders of the Dwarves, but they should’ve at least comprehended the sheer difference in might between their nations. 

On the other hand, Elder Moltar was also pleased and proud that his own people made the correct decision during their first audience with the King of Ruin. It was only because they were able to immediately see, even if only a glimpse, the infinite wisdom, magic, and might that King Takuto possessed, that the Dark Elves could now strive toward a glorious future as citizens of Mynoghra. 

Though fools the Dwarves may be, Mynoghra still needed to get along with them. Setting aside the outcome of this battle, Elder Moltar also wanted to use this opportunity to deepen Mynoghra’s ties with Sutharland. Contrary to what he himself said, King Takuto’s policies were by no means conciliatory or peaceful. But they weren’t damning or apocalyptic either. In which case, as long as Sutharland acted like Phon’kaven and wasn’t hostile toward Mynoghra, the king was bound to form a friendly alliance with them on the surface. 

Still, this dragon is… Elder Moltar could spot the dragon’s weakness at a glance.

Mature Dragons were undeniably forces of nature. Even Mynoghra, with its abundance of powerful subordinates, would be in for a world of pain if they underestimated dragons. The thing was, this particular dragon had a big fat problem. Whether Sutharland knew of the problem or not, Elder Moltar’s own king didn’t seem to care. 

“Graharharaw!” the dragon chortled. 

“Doesn’t it seem kind of dumb?”

Atou was the first to point out the dragon’s flaw while the Dwarves celebrated. This dragon was somewhat different from the image everyone in the Mynoghra delegation had in mind. They were all a little hesitant to come out and say it, but the dragon downright lacked the dignity and majesty of its species. 

“I have a feeling they pampered the beast to get it to do what they wanted. Just look at its paunch. It’s far too potbellied for a proud and regal dragon.”

Upon Elder Moltar’s comment, Atou and the Dark Elves stared closely at the dragon’s rotund belly. And that was it. The answer to the strange feeling was that the impact it should’ve had as a Mature Dragon was overshadowed by flabby excess. Even the scale mail seemed too tight against its bulging frame. 

Throwing all delicacy out, it was a very chubby dragon.

“GRAW! GRAAAAAAAAAAAWRRRRRR!”

Realizing the puny mortals were judging its mighty flab, the dragon spun around to hide its stomach and opened its massive maw to intimidate them. But even that movement was plodding, and the heavy thudding that accompanied it only added to the impression of its portliness. 

It was only now that the Dwarves took note of the issue. Dragons were new to them too. They had assumed the creatures were just naturally endowed with blubber, but when they saw how slow and languid its movements were, they began to have their doubts. 

“Oi, is that heifer okay? Don’t ya think it’s got a little too much meat on the bones?”

“Nah, I’ve got as much meat on me, and it ain’t slowed me down none.”

“It’d be a downright shame for ’im to starve, so I fed ’im as much as ’e’d eat.”

“What about booze?”

“Damn straight I’ve given ’im all the booze ’e can drink! I’d never leave a warrior out like that!”

Nothing the Commodores said inspired much faith in their caretaking habits. A pet’s health is the owner’s responsibility. A dragon might not be your typical pet, but the Dwarves were absolutely responsible for giving it a potbelly. 

“Whatever. It can still handle a mock battle. Don’t wanna kill our new allies anyway! You ’ear that, dragon? No killing our friends. You let ’em enjoy a good fight, and I’ll make it worth yer while.”

“Grrrm…”

“Double the grub for a job done right!”

“Grahahaha!”

Doban whispered to the dragon. The dragon’s ferocious maw spread into a toothy grin as laughter rumbled in its gullet. The dragon seemed certain it had already secured twice its usual food supply. 

If Takuto wanted to settle matters nicely, he would’ve gone along with his opponent here, but he wasn’t the type to be satisfied with that. Even though it was just a mock battle, he didn’t want to make it seem like a fixed match, and he wanted to show off the might of Mynoghra. He also thought it’d be better for the dragon if it went without more food.

Takuto signaled Elder Moltar with a single look and beckoned for something behind him with his finger. This caught the Dwarves’ attention, finally breaking their animated conversation about the dragon’s diet. 

“Our nation also has a wonderful guard dog of sorts. This is a good opportunity. Let’s have a friendly test of strength between our two beasts,” Elder Moltar said, speaking on behalf of the king. He provoked the Dwarves and dragon with his words.

“Yeah? Where’s this beastie of yers?”

The dragon stomped its feet at being called a beast, while Doban wondered why Mynoghra’s beast was nowhere to be seen.

Elder Moltar slammed the end of his staff against the floor in a loud clang. 

“Goo-goo, gyaaaaa-gyaaaaa.”

A beast in every sense of the word instantly appeared, as if seeping out of the darkness. Nay, it was too grotesque to even be called a beast. Dogs, cats, insects, birds, babies—it was as if someone had haphazardly assembled parts from different creatures to create an amalgamation. At more than ten feet in size, it was small compared to a dragon, but most creatures couldn’t withstand the sheer terror its presence instilled. 

This Botchling, the pride and joy of Mynoghra’s military and the one being considered for use as a main fighter, was about to enter a ranking where the prestige of both nations was at stake.

“What a short-lived life…”

“Apologies, big guy. We can’t save ya.”

“Shoulda fed ’im more.”

“Ma’s gonna rip me a new one…”

The Dwarves were in full-blown funeral mode. The dragon, meanwhile, moved with impossible agility for its girth, quickly baring its potbelly and making a pathetic noise as it surrendered.

The battle was already decided. It was over before it even began, ending in their opponent’s instant withdrawal. 

This was no longer the time for Dwarven dignity or pride.

“Bah-bah…”

The Botchling gave Takuto a confused look. It didn’t know how to respond to the dragon, baring its belly…its fat, engorged belly…and posing in surrender like a timid pet dog. The Botchling had been so excited that it was finally its turn, that it had finally deactivated Mimic, only for things to end before it could even do anything. 

If that wasn’t anticlimactic enough, its Commander, Takuto, told it that its job was done and it needed to conceal its presence again. 

“Ah-ah….” the Botchling whimpered sadly as it faded back into the shadows. 

This should have been a triumphant moment when the Dwarves were awed by Mynoghra’s power, the Botchling concealment skill, and the king’s ability to fully control such a monstrosity. But the pathetic dragon, its belly still exposed in a pose of surrender, and the sad mewl of the Botchling, haunting their thoughts even after it vanished, had swept away any feelings of awe.
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Chapter 5: Legend

 

WITH negotiations with Sutharland ending in a resounding success, Takuto and his delegate returned to the Accursed Lands. They had to tackle a variety of issues while away, but now that everything was resolved, the incident was relegated to a fond memory. 

Mynoghra had achieved their first major goal. Takuto and Atou let their good spirits show for once, and even the Dark Elves held their heads high, emboldened by their success. They brimmed with renewed energy despite their exhaustion. 

Everyone was riding high on the elation of accomplishment. Normally, they would want to move on to the next task without resting, but Takuto gave his delegates a half-day off to rest and regain their energy. 

“Now that I think of it, what should we do about the neutral city-states, King Takuto? We’ve successfully allied with Sutharland, but we haven’t done anything about the other two countries yet.”

Takuto was sitting back comfortably in his chair, munching on a snack in his office. He nodded along with Atou’s words as he savored the sweet snack in his mouth. Atou was enjoying a cup of steaming hot cocoa cupped in both hands. They were both laidback despite the serious topic because this was their break time. 

It’s usually a terrible idea to bring up work during your time off, but Takuto and Atou couldn’t enjoy such a luxury. Besides, with work being one of the main things they always chatted about together, the conversation inevitably turned to running the empire.

“We’ve already got that covered,” Takuto said, his tone light. “Sutharland sent some people out to negotiate on behalf of our alliance. They’re probably planning to score brownie points and use them as a bargaining chip, but since they have preestablished relationships with the city-states, the negotiations should proceed in our favor.”

“Do you think it will go off without a hitch? They may be small, but they are still full-fledged nations. Sutharland may be a major power among the neutral nations, but I don’t think they will just hop right on board with the proposal…”

Atou was right. However, Mynoghra had both Sutharland and Phon’kaven on their side. Those two countries had long made their presence felt on the Dark Continent. Takuto didn’t know the extent of their relationships with the city-states, but they were bound to handle the talks more smoothly without Mynoghra’s involvement.

It could also be said that these particular talks weren’t worth Mynoghra’s involvement. The reason they went to speak directly to Sutharland’s leadership was because that country boasted enough national power to necessitate immediately obtaining them as an ally. 

When Takuto explained as much to Atou, her eyes twinkled with delight. To her, anything that was detrimental to Mynoghra, and by extension, problems that troubled Takuto, drew her ire. It was only natural a smile would blossom on her face when she realized one of these problems would handle itself. 

“Does that mean it’s only a matter of time before the city-states join us? Are you considering using them in a support capacity or as containment forces? We have no guarantee they won’t botch our formations once hostilities break out…”

“Hm…” Takuto pondered Atou’s question.

He hadn’t given it much thought. If he was being honest, he thought it’d be fine if they just provided supplies and support from the background and maintained peace without getting in the way.

Takuto decided he could think about how to handle that part later and instead took this opportunity to consider the two city-states that Sutharland had overshadowed. They hadn’t made much of an impression.

If I remember right, one’s primarily populated by Beastmen, and the other, criminals… I’m slightly more concerned about the criminal state, but maybe deploying some Brain Eaters could offset any trouble. 

Two city-states existed on the Dark Continent. 

One was the Beastman tech nation of Ironhenge. This city-state broke off from Phon’kaven long ago and was known for its emphasis on technology over magic. Not that they had made many technological breakthroughs on the Dark Continent. 

The other was Gramfil, the City-state of Slaves and Criminals. Infamous for being a paradise for the lawless, it was a dangerous nation teaming with wanted criminals who’d fled from other countries. Politicians condemned for political crimes made up its leadership, so the city-state maintained some semblance of a functioning nation. 

Both city-states were roughly the same size as Dragontan before Mynoghra annexed it. Rather than two nations, it was more realistic to think of them as two highly autonomous cities.

Either way, based on what we learned from Phon’kaven and Sutharland, neither has much in the way of influence or ambition. In which case, Mynoghra is better served focusing on other operations until our involvement is deemed necessary. Besides, both Phon’kaven and Sutharland will be happier if we leave everything to them. 

Whether they wanted to demonstrate their competence by taking on the hassle, or to earn Mynoghra’s favor and aim to improve their status after the war, Takuto didn’t care. He was just grateful to avoid expending resources on unnecessary effort. 

Takuto was certain Keiji Kuhara and the TRPG forces had fled to Gramfil, but his hands were too full dealing with Sutharland to go after them yet. He only wanted to face Keiji once he was operating at peak condition. This limited what he could and should do next. 

Takuto decided to get the ball rolling on his next plan and finally explain why he had summoned Atou to his office. “All right, I have another reason why I asked you to come today, Atou. Since we’ve got things to a good point with Sutharland, I want to move forward with our next plan.”

“And which plan would that be?”

With negotiations with Sutharland settled, Mynoghra’s empire-management council members were relatively free to reposition. Of course, those in charge of the practical aspects, like Elder Moltar and Emle, were occupied, but Takuto, Atou, and some of their subordinates had the leeway to implement secondary tactics.

They had one major priority to focus on before the upcoming conflict. 

“Strengthening you, Atou. I want us to get serious about it now, and I’ll need your help for that.”

“I will gladly help with that endeavor, but… Dragontan’s Dragon Vein Mine is set to mine Earth Mana, which leaves farming enemies as the only feasible method,” Atou responded without hiding her doubts. 

There are a variety of ways to strengthen a Hero unit, though they each come with their own limitations. 

The first and simplest is the passage of time. A Hero unit’s strength increases over time. This is the most powerful trait that makes a Hero unit special, and unlike regular units, it’s an easy way to strengthen them, as they gain experience just by being in play.

However, time is a realm no one can alter. At the very least, Takuto didn’t have the power to control time, so there was no gaming this method. 

The next method related to Atou’s affinity with mana. She grew stronger the more Ruin Mana Mynoghra possessed, and since there were no limits to how much they could store, she could theoretically become infinitely stronger. However, mining this mana required rare resource deposits known as Dragon Vein Mines, and Dragontan’s only mine was currently at maximum capacity producing Earth Mana. 

While it was possible to switch the type of mana produced by a Dragon Vein Mine, doing so to Dragontan’s would have a huge impact on food production across the entire Dark Continent, negatively affecting Phon’kaven and Mynoghra’s other allies. That wasn’t an option worth considering at this point. They might come across another Dragon Vein Mine somewhere if they scoured the vast Dark Continent, but it was foolish to bet on that. 

This left them with only one other option. 

“I don’t mean to correct you, my king, but the Barbarians inhabiting the Dark Continent are weak and lacking in variety. As for stealing their skills, I believe I obtained the majority during our clash with Brave Questers’ Demon Lord Army…”

The fastest way for Atou to get stronger right now was to defeat more enemies. She possessed the powerful ability to steal enemy skills, but she’d already made the most of it on the Dark Continent. All that left was grinding enemies to level up, but at her current level, the Dark Continent Barbarians were too weak to grant much experience, rendering the sheer effort it’d take meaningless. 

Of course, there was no way Takuto didn’t know as much. Which begged the question, what did he have in mind for her? She directed her hopes and inquiring gaze toward her master. 

“Speaking of which, I heard an interesting story!” Takuto declared with great enthusiasm. A grin lit up his face, much like a child who couldn’t wait to spring a surprise on a friend. Anticipation and curiosity of the unknown twinkled playfully in his eyes. 

Atou was surprised by his reaction. She wondered what story could possibly get him this excited. And what did he expect to gain from it? Mynoghra and the Dark Continent were facing dire circumstances. Since it was impossible to accurately gauge the strength of the Lawful Continent Alliance, Mynoghra had to build up as much military power as possible.

Was there something to this interesting story of his that could turn the tide in their favor? Drawn in by Takuto’s elation, Atou leaned over the desk and urged him to fill her in.

“Please do tell what this interesting story is about.”

“Legendary beings.”

Atou’s eyes widened with surprise. She remembered hearing about legendary beings in the not-too-distant past. The memory had been relegated to the back of her mind during the chaos that had ensued in the days since, but she now scoured her mind for who had spoken of it. She then stumbled upon a memory of the time when she and Takuto had established the empire of Mynoghra and began managing it together with the Dark Elves. 

“The King of Ruin, spoken of in ancient legends. It is an honor to be allowed to live at the feet of such a mighty being. We Dark Elves are truly grateful for such an honor and offer our utmost loyalty to the king.”

Atou believed it was Elder Moltar who had spoken those bombastic words and the memory became clearer as she focused on it. She recalled asking Emle to visit her privately to learn about the legends. 

According to Emle, there were many ancient beings with legends in this world. The Traveling Colossus, the Living Ocean, the Messenger from Another Dimension, the Automatic Torture Machine, to name a few. They were only mentioned in tomes without dates, so little was known about their true nature. But the terror laced in the words used to describe these legendary beings gave the vivid impression that they did indeed exist at some point. 

The moniker of the King of Ruin that Takuto regularly used also appeared in one such ancient text. Now that Atou thought about it, they really should have looked into that more. Then again, that fell more under archaeological endeavors, which ranked low on their list of priorities during these chaotic times. The picture became clear for Atou as she started to piece the information together.

Once Takuto saw realization dawn on her face, he continued his explanation. “With Sutharland on our side, we’ve been granted permission to peruse their collection of forbidden texts. The researchers under Elder Moltar believe that most of the tales are dubious or fabricated, but there are a few that can’t be ruled out as falsehoods.”

Atou’s expression morphed into something sadistic and bloodthirsty, revealing that this adorable young lady did indeed come forth from pure darkness. She did not question her king. She merely waited for him to speak.

“Atou. Do you like hunting big game?”

Atou answered the king’s query with a clear and resounding “Yes,” her voice filled with anticipation. 

◇◇◇

MYNOGHRA had pinpointed several locations where these legendary beings were said to be sealed during their preliminary investigation. Takuto and his retinue arrived at one such location within the Dark Continent. 

Toxic swamps and their deadly vapors permeated the area. It seemed impossible for life to exist in such a harsh environment, but the sight of several pulsating, slime-like masses spoke to the mystery and power of life to exist in the unlikeliest of places. 

With his arms crossed, Takuto mused over how truly evil a civilization Mynoghra must be to find even this toxic wasteland relatively comfortable. Meanwhile, Vittorio, one of the participants and observers of this big game hunt, had been making a fuss for a while now, showing little care about Takuto’s subtle ruminations.

“I can’t believe you’d come all the way to the southernmost end of the Dark Continent just for this tits-for-brains Hero, mon dieu!” 

Vittorio had his uses, so Takuto forced him to join their hunt, but the Gleeful Spin Doctor looked none too pleased about it. Then again, seeing as he hadn’t absconded or made himself scarce yet, he had to have at least some interest in the venture. 

“King Takuto? Since we have a handy pawn who won’t die even if we kill him, why not send him out to scout? He may not be able to fight, but he can at least use that big fat head of his to survey.”

It was none other than Sludge Atou who suggested using Vittorio as a disposable tool, making sure to keep the obnoxious jester out of sight as she addressed only Takuto. This entire venture was to give her a power boost. She was eager to use this as a turning point to get stronger, since she had already made several critical blunders in prior confrontations. She was determined never to let her master see her screw up again. Vittorio was little more than a nagging colleague in the face of her determination. 

“Boudin, are you treating me like a support character with infinite lives?”

“I think of you more as a nuisance character I can’t kill off no matter how much I try.”

That’s why she merely responded to Vittorio’s jabs with a casual retort of her own. Normally, their exchange would’ve grown more heated and derailed their mission, but not today. 

“To be honest, I considered using Vittorio for reconnaissance,” Takuto interjected. “But I couldn’t completely rule out the possibility that he might Brainwash our target and invade the Accursed Lands to get back at me. I seriously couldn’t rule it out. All odds pointed to him doing just that. So I refuse to let him scout.”

“Yes, I can absolutely see him doing it,” Atou agreed.

“How rude! Is that how you see moi? I’ll have you know that I’m still the most loyal-to-their-role Hero Mynoghra can boast of! As for matters of invasion, they have no bearing on today’s mission, so I shall refrain from responding.” 

“Leave the killing blow to Atou,” Takuto ordered, ignoring Vittorio.

“Aye, aye, Kingy!”

“We will do our bestest, Your Majesty.”

The Elfuur Sisters responded in chipper voices. 

Takuto had asked the sisters to join despite their heavy workload because he wanted to give them practical combat experience and to have them there just in case things went south. He felt bad about adding to their burden, but the girls happily viewed the hunt as a refreshing change of pace from paperwork hell. He’d also brought non-Hero subordinates with him. Granted, it was just a few Botchlings to shore up their numbers. A few Botchlings were stronger than any army made up of normal units, and they were easier to bring. His orders to let Atou get in the killing blow were directed at everyone present for the hunt. 

“Oh dearie me! Looks like moi’s only role is to serve as a cheerleader. You should’ve told me. I would’ve brought out my cheerleading outfit, pompoms and all.” 

“You’re to serve as our last resort only, Vittorio,” Takuto reminded him.

“Why am I the only one in this country without any rights?!” Vittorio gasped with a look of seriousness not often found on his clown face. He naturally gave no thought to all the atrocities he had committed until now. Remorse, introspection, repentance, and other related concepts were woefully absent from his vocabulary. 

“Get outta the way, clown face.”

“Go home, lazybones.” 

“You feral pipsqueaks have got a lot of nerve…”
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The Elfuur Sisters paid Vittorio and his insults no mind. 

Takuto looked around to see all his Heroes and subordinates on par with Hero units ready and raring to fight. Simply put, he had assembled Mynoghra’s greatest fighting force for this mission. He felt it might be overkill, but since engaging in combat with hostile factions was basically impossible while the Great Ritual was in effect, he didn’t want to miss this opportunity. 

After all, the effects of the Great Ritual didn’t apply to Barbarians—neutral NPCs not affiliated with any nation or faction. They were treated no differently from random monster encounters. This loophole existed in the game of Eternal Nations itself. Takuto would have exploited some other well-known loopholes too, but since the conditions weren’t right, most didn’t work in this world. 

In any event, Takuto was grateful he could use this precious year to power up Atou. Everything would go perfectly as long as nothing unexpected caused them to suffer untold losses… Of course, he was prepared to make sure that wouldn’t happen this time.

“All right, we’re nearly to the middle of the swamps. Stay on guard,” Takuto instructed the group as a huge stone structure resembling a totem pole came into view. 

Everyone switched into battle mode. 

What would a legendary being think about being attacked after its long slumber? Whatever it felt, the Mynoghrans harbored no feelings beyond a desire to grind convenient experience points.

◇◇◇

CUTTING straight to the chase, defeating the legendary being was a piece of cake. Their target this time was the Automatic Torture Machine. While it’s unclear if that was its official name, it was fitting that it turned out to be a gigantic, autonomous weapon composed of various lethal armaments and powered by a mysterious power source. 

Based on their investigation into the legend itself, they knew in advance that it wasn’t strong enough to warrant avoiding combat altogether. In fact, it didn’t even put up much of a fight, so they just wiped the floor with it and moved on without a second thought. 

“What a weakling,” Caria said. “His Majesty went out of his way to bring us, and this tin can didn’t even live up to being morning training.”

“We coulda defeated it by ourselves,” Maria said. 

The Automatic Torture Machine came in around at a mid-level Hero unit’s strength. It seemed about the average level for one of the Players’ subordinates. For Brave Questers’, it would’ve been Demon Lord level. For DokiSuckU, it’d rank at about Noble Succubus level. Certainly a powerful being by any standard, and if Mynoghra had encountered it when they first arrived in this world, they would’ve been wiped out. However, taking on a being of this caliber was a walk in the park after all the experience they had earned in their previous battles. 

Of course, they beat the crap out of the machine without ever letting their guard down, just in case there was more to it. The only person who fooled around during the fight was Vittorio. Although, even he had every intention of using Brainwash on their enemy if the situation warranted it…

Now, Takuto stood before the scrap heap that was the formerly feared legendary being known as the Automatic Torture Machine. Only once they confirmed that this scrap heap, which seemed to operate on concepts from an entirely different world, couldn’t revive itself, did they allow themselves to exit combat mode. 

“Hum-de-huum. Mon petit monstres are correct about one thing: that was entirely lackadaisical. For something frightening enough to become a legend, it was weak sauce!”

Vittorio was right—at least from Mynoghra’s point of view. The same could not be said for this world’s common sense. To the inhabitants of this world, without the benefit of game systems, a being this powerful was a huge threat. And just because it hadn’t been a threat to Mynoghra didn’t render it worthless to them. 

“It’s still a rare boss, which makes it worth something,” Takuto reminded them. “So, Atou? How’s the harvest?”

“Rejoice, my king. I have obtained the following: Inorganic, Bleed, and Mental Immunity. From the slimes, I also obtained Deadly Poison and Poison Immunity.” 

Takuto couldn’t stop the “Ooh” from escaping his lips. She had gained far more skills than he’d expected. Inorganic and Mental Immunity were the standouts. They were excellent at blocking special attacks and reducing the odds of her being hit by negative status effects. If Atou had Mental Immunity back during the TRPG surprise attack, she likely wouldn’t have fallen under their control. It was that strong of an ability.

I wasn’t expecting her to pick up skills from the slimes she slaughtered in the middle of the fight, too. I felt kind of bad they got dragged into the boss fight, but that turned out to be a blessing in disguise. I’m actually kind of surprised those slimes had the Deadly Poison skill… Takuto glanced over at Atou as she explained the finer details of each skill to the twins. He let his own thoughts drift to this unexpected boon. I didn’t order her to attack the slimes because I thought they were low-level weaklings, but they turned out to be quite the deadly monsters. 

Deadly Poison not only increases the user’s Strength, but it can also inflict debuffs on your opponent, making it an extremely useful skill. To top it off, the bonus addition of Poison Immunity made for a very auspicious start.

Atou had declared there were no more useful Barbarians left on the Dark Continent, but this just went to prove you never really know for sure until you check for yourself. Mynoghra had known about the existence of this toxic swamp, but not that it was home to Poison Slimes. 

An indescribable sense of exhilaration coursed through Takuto. He was thrilled that his precious confidant was steadily growing stronger, and he was moved by the realization that this world still held mysteries for him to uncover. However, a new concern arose from within the shadow of his joy. Concerns surrounding the Automatic Torture Machine they had just defeated. 

A legendary being, huh? It was far more powerful than the average military power in this world. How in the world did they seal it? Takuto pondered this curiosity.

Even if you removed the Players from the picture, there were a variety of curious things about this world. The greatest mystery surrounded these legends. The stone dais Takuto found when he first arrived in this world, the stone totem pole they just defeated, and the many threats recorded in ancient records…all seemed to suggest that powerful entities once roamed this world. However, there was almost no trace of them now, and what traces were left could only be found by deliberately searching them out.

What kind of secrets did their existence hold? In game terms, they were likely tied to the truth of the world itself. Takuto found himself caught between two contradictory desires: the desire to sate his curiosity about these mysteries and the desire never to know the truth if it wrought unwanted trouble. 

“I’m all jelly that Little-Titty Atou gets to have all the fun!” Vittorio opined. “By the way, how did it help in the leveling-up department?” 

“Serviceable, I’ll say. Went up a level. Unlike a certain worthless somebody, I! Am! Always! Doing my best to evolve and help King Takuto!” Atou slapped back. 

“Uh-huh…” Vittorio fell into contemplative silence, for once not showering her with sarcastic remarks or barbed jabs. He was probably busy theorizing about the same things Takuto was: where did this legendary being come from? 

“What do you think, Vittorio?” Takuto sought his opinion. 

Takuto’s query made Vittorio realize the real reason the king brought him along. He wasn’t seeking the Gleeful Spin Doctor’s fighting skills but rather wanted to pick his brain. Not even the Gleeful Spin Doctor spent every waking moment constantly challenging and teasing Takuto. Many things bothered him about this as well, so he chose to share his own theories to compare. 

“It’s tricky,” Vittorio conceded. “It’s reasonable to simply conclude that something major must have happened in the past… What do you think, mon dieu?” 

“I can’t say for sure either. There are certain possibilities I can conceive of, but they’re all too troublesome, so I’m ignoring it for now.”

“Sacrebleu… If that’s the conclusion you’ve drawn, then doesn’t that mean we’re up against some seriously nasty stuff? Hang on, why did you ask moi to come out here? I want to go home now. Can’t you send me back to base? You know the way.”

“Not happening, Vittorio.”

Vittorio looked like he really wanted to get out of there. It was rare for him to let that kind of expression show. He concluded that something nasty was waiting for them in the eaves when Takuto had determined the issue was too troublesome to deal with. 

He gazed at the scrap heap—the corpse of the destroyed Automatic Torture Machine—again. But no particular inspiration came to him. He could have easily made a guess or two, but with so little information, it was dangerous to draw a definitive conclusion.

“Hmph!” Atou pouted, losing patience with them beating around the bush like that. She hated it when Takuto and Vittorio hit it off and started bouncing ideas off each other on topics she didn’t grasp as quickly. She was jealous and wanted Takuto to direct his attention toward her instead. 

Everyone knew why she was pouting, but they avoided pointing it out because it would only annoyingly derail the conversation. The only fool who would purposely poke that bear was someone who wholeheartedly welcomed trouble—and that gleeful fool’s name was Vittorio. 

“Somebody’s sulking because she can’t keep up with the conversation! Poor, poor, uneducated wretch! Not like tits-for-brains could handle going to school. She’s not even smarter than a first-grader! How in the world does sludgy here even qualify as a Hero? You’re so shameless it’s scary!” 

“You didn’t go to school either, stupid jester!”

Their quarreling would go on forever if Takuto left them to it… This was why it was smarter to have them act separately, but that wasn’t an option right now. Time was ticking away—being wasted with every moment of bickering. 

Takuto realized the Elfuur Sisters had vanished without a word. When he checked with the Botchlings, they explained with hand gestures that the twins had grown bored and set off for home first. They certainly couldn’t gain anything more by wasting their time in this swamp. Takuto glanced around one more time, ordered the Botchlings to collect the Automatic Torture Machine scrap for research and resources, and then muttered to himself. 

“Guess we can just keep on taking out hidden bosses like this…”

Then he clapped his hands and intervened between the hotheaded Heroes, whose argument was getting more heated by the second. In the end, the two, unable to be stopped by words alone, were restrained by Takuto and the Botchlings’ physical intervention, and they returned to the Accursed Lands, one with tears in her eyes, the other with a gleeful grin.
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Chapter 6: Ingenious Scheme

 

<Somewhere on the Dark Continent >

A road that barely met the requirements to be labeled as one connected Gramfil to the Tech Nation of Ironhenge. No one bothered to maintain the route. Faded, dirty signposts with illegible writing indicating the direction occasionally dotted the path, and piles of intentionally stacked stone and wood were all that was left of the villages that once existed along the roadway. 

Ignoring the depressing sights, a man who seemed somewhat out of place in this setting walked with an expression of utter exhaustion. He was perhaps too young to be called a man. Yet, he was too old to be called a little boy. If Takuto saw him, he’d probably deem him to be around middle-school age. With a wobbly, slow movement like a sick person, he trudged along, heading toward an unknown destination.

“Haaa…haaa,” he panted loudly, every breath laborious. “I’m beat. I can’t move another inch. I’m gonna dieeee…”

The man’s name was Keiji Kuhara. He was the Player formerly known as the Game Master. The Dice God had reduced him to this little boy body as a penalty for losing the battle against Takuto Ira. 

Keiji was headed to Ironhenge for a reason. He used his own two feet to make the journey himself—an effort he was all too unfamiliar with. But all his efforts were in vain, or perhaps it should be said that he’d done remarkably well by his standards? In any case, having finally reached his limit, Keiji flopped down on his butt, and with a resentful gaze that implicitly conveyed his inability to move any further, he looked in a certain direction.

His gaze landed squarely on a girl called Echo. She was a mysterious girl of unknown origin, who’d seemingly shown up to take the place of the defeated Erakino at his side. For all he didn’t know about her, there was one thing he knew without a doubt: the sad, sad fact that she had several hundred times more stamina than the pathetic man-child whining in front of her. 

“How’re you getting winded so fast? Walking isn’t going to kill a Player. You’re built different. C’mon, up and at ’em!” the tireless Echo encouraged Keiji with an amused cackle.

Contrary to her boundless energy, Keiji was running on fumes. Sweat drenched him from head to toe, and every joint cried out in agony. His muscles refused to work due to extreme fatigue, and his throat was parched, desperately craving water. And that was bound to happen, considering he’d been walking nonstop without eating or drinking.

Getting revenge on Takuto Ira—to achieve that goal, he had to meet up with the two Saints. From the moment he declared this ambitious goal with great enthusiasm until now, Keiji hadn’t stopped walking. The motivation powering him through the past couple of days had vanished with the dry breeze. His will to go on was already on the verge of breaking. The only thing that still worked was his ceaselessly whining lips. But even that—

“Ugh, so says you, Eraki— GHH!”

—was stopped in its tracks by Echo. Keiji’s head throbbed. He’d taken a punch to the head. Displeasure contorted the mysterious girl’s features. What had so angered this girl who resembled Erakino that it wiped the smile right off her face? With a start, Keiji suddenly remembered the critical warnings regarding Echo that he’d relegated to the back of his mind. 

“How many times must I tell you to stop referring to this bug as Erakino before it gets through your thick skull? You never learn, Master,” she chided. 

Yes, that was it. Echo intensely despised being treated like Erakino. Anyone would hate it if they were constantly being confused for someone else. Even Keiji would complain if he were in her position. He should be grateful she didn’t tell him off worse for how many times he made the mistake. Then again, it wasn’t entirely his fault for getting the two confused. The resentful gaze he shot Echo said as much. 

“How can I? You look just like her! I can’t help thinking you’re the same person.”

Just as Echo’s name suggested, she was an echo of Erakino’s former self. She insisted she was a different person on the inside, but people rely heavily on visual information. Whenever Keiji saw her, he was reminded of the beloved girl he once knew and couldn’t help but lament her loss. 

Even Echo understood the rationale behind his plight. She let out a thoughtful “Hmm” as she rubbed her chin, stared into the distance, and nodded several times to herself. “I see. When you put it that way, I can see the issue! Then what if I do this? Alter Self!”

Erakino rolls for Alter Self

Outcome: Success

Keiji’s eyes rounded with surprise. The moment she used her TRPG ability, Echo’s clothes and hair color magically changed. The transformation was dramatic.
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If the color associated with Erakino was a deep red reminiscent of blood, then Echo’s color was a deep blue that evoked the deep sea.

“Whoa?!” Keiji yelped in surprise. 

The magical spectacle and color change felt like witnessing a miracle happening before his eyes. Still, Keiji’s only thought was the incredibly uninspired: She looks like the second player character in a video game. 

“Why did your color scheme change? And your hairstyle…” he muttered. 

“I actually wanted to change my outfit too, but this bug lacks fashion sense. Wait, that’s all you have to say…?”

Echo twirled around in high spirits to check out her new colors. Keiji finally understood what she was trying to do after she spelled it out for him, and once he did, he found the change made it much easier to tell Echo apart from Erakino. Now he could avoid Echo constantly smacking him around for getting it wrong so often. 

Echo spread her arms wide, as if to ask, “How do I look?” A clever man would say something flattering here. But this was Keiji Kuhara. A gambling addict who couldn’t do anything right without a woman. A pathetic loser who couldn’t do anything even with a woman. His thoughts had gone in the complete opposite direction from what Echo was hoping to hear from him. 

“Hmm? Say, Echo, who in the world are you supposed to be anyway?”

“Didn’t I say? I’m Erakino’s echo. Her remains. Nothing more, nothing less.”

What was the meaning behind Echo’s slight frown? Utterly oblivious to subtle tells, all Keiji could do was ruminate over her words.

“Uh, come again?”

As it was, the girl calling herself Echo was shrouded in mystery from day one. In fact, his entire situation was riddled with mysteries. The mechanism by which he came to this world was a mystery, and so was the reason his so-called god picked him. But the intention behind it all had been revealed in his conversation with the Dice God when he arrived in this world. Keiji desperately tried to retrieve that already hazy memory from the sea of memories.

He was caught up in a grand game, existing as a mere pawn within it. The existence of tabletop RPGs, Erakino and the two saints who once pursued the same dream with him, and even Takuto Ira, who shattered his optimistic ideals, dreams, and strategies through unexpected means, were all pawns. This world was the grand stage for a board game played by the gods. Everything existed within that system and could be easily explained within those rules. 

But Echo was different. She seemed to be operating on a completely different set of rules. Keiji knew he was easily swayed and prone to getting carried away. His current situation, adverse circumstances, and even Erakino’s echo were all the result of his actions. He was tormented by an indescribable, strange feeling that he couldn’t even put into words.

“Huh? What’s with the creeper face? If you’ve got time to worry until your face gets ugly, then start moving those little legs! Chop, chop!” 

“Y-You little brat! Just so you know, even I think about things sometimes!”

Echo couldn’t care in the slightest about Keiji’s worries. She took great delight in insulting Keiji and then urging him forward. What mattered was taking that first step, making up your mind, and putting your will into action. Once again, Keiji found himself being swept forward by someone else’s will. At the very least, though, Echo didn’t neglect to show him what direction he should take that first step in. 

“Ha! Who gives a crap about the complicated stuff? Right now, getting those two Saints to rejoin you comes first, don’t ya think? C’mon, get investigating, mister!” 

“And how am I supposed to do that? My GM ability was sealed. By the Dice God.”

“Stupidhead. You still have the ability of a participant in the campaign. You can roll the dice as many times as it takes, can’t you? Give it a try. Roll for Investigation. Idea works too,” Echo suggested. 

She’s got a point… Keiji finally realized his misunderstanding. 

During that painfully unforgettable battle with Takuto Ira, Keiji was stripped of his omnipotent Game Master powers. That obnoxious Takuto had droned on and on about many things during their encounter, but the gist of it was the accusation that “Keiji Kuhara is unfit to be a GM.” The TRPG system acknowledged this accusation, and as a result, the invincible GM Authority slipped away from Keiji as easily as it had been granted to him.

But he’d only been stripped of his GM Authority—the Arbiter ability. Keiji was both the TRPG’s Player and GM. Even with the Arbiter ability rescinded, he still had his status as the TRPG Player. In other words, he had the power to roll the dice and cause phenomena to occur according to the outcome. GM or not, he could still make things happen as long as he could roll the dice. 

Wait, why does Echo know so much about this system, anyway? Keiji was suspicious. 

Why did she understand his abilities better than he did? Perhaps that was only natural as an echo of Erakino. But even that reasoning didn’t quite cut it. Nevertheless, there were things he needed to do rather than endlessly agonizing over a question with no answer.

He needed to roll the dice. 

“Yeah? Okay! Investigation! Investigate Soalina’s location!” 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=54 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. Saint Soalina’s location is unknown.

“Ah, damn. It failed. Sorry…” 

Keiji’s sigh of disappointment came out louder than he intended. Although he knew he was pushed into rolling the dice by Echo, he’d actually gotten his hopes up that it’d do something. He flicked an apologetic look Echo’s way. Being able to apologize without blaming anyone else showed he was maturing. 

Should I roll for Idea next? Keiji racked his lacking brains for another idea, trying to stay positive. But all he got in return for his efforts was the most exasperated stare he’d ever seen, accompanied by some unexpected advice. 

“What’re you moping for? Keep rollin’ until you succeed.”

“…Huh? Succeed?” Even Keiji could tell he sounded dumb. Not only did he sound dumb, but he had a feeling his expression was even dumber. How lame could he be?

“Sigh… We have to start from there, after all, huh? You need some serious schooling on the topic.”

Echo’s words, delivered with an emotion that was more determined than disappointed, struck a chord with Keiji, whose mind couldn’t quite keep up. For some reason, it made him recall the teacher who had patiently helped him when he couldn’t memorize his multiplication tables back in elementary school.

“Listen well, buster. I think you’ve got the wrong idea about how this works because you were given the omnipotent GM ability right off the bat. The real way to use your TRPG abilities isn’t something as superficial as all that.”

“……”

Without nodding in agreement, without interjecting questions, without complaining, Keiji intently listened to her words. Surely, they led to victory. They had to. 

“Roll. As many times as necessary. There’s no other player to criticize or stop you. Roll as many times as you damn near well please. All dice rolls are permitted until you find the answer you desire. It’s time to spam rolls!”

Keiji wordlessly nodded. Then he took a breath so deep it hurt his lungs. “Investigation! Investigation! Investigation!” 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=68 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=17 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=74 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

He shouted with all his might, even though it wasn’t necessary. No, it was necessary for him. He shouted, and shouted, and shouted. Until it led to success…

“Investigation! Investigation! INVESTIGATION!!”

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=43 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=87 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=50 for Investigation

Outcome: Failure. 

“INVESTIGATIOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOON! …Oh!”

At last, the path to victory was illuminated with dazzling brilliance.

Keiji Kuhara rolls 1d100=100 for Investigation

Outcome: Critical Success!

Discovered Saint Soalina’s Location!

“Seriously…?”

For a second, he wondered if he was cheating. Rolling the dice until you get your desired outcome was the ultimate way of gaming the system. It was like being told you’ll win if you keep pulling the lever on the slot machine until you hit the jackpot without having to put in any money. Was it really okay to be handed this method to always get what he wanted in the end?

But Keiji quickly realized that there was no one around to complain. He looked straight at Echo. Their gazes intertwined. She stared at him intensely, as if she were staring right into his soul and appraising it. 

“Listen well: what matters is legal cheating. Exploit loopholes in the rules, disregard the norm, break promises. Game the system. Keep choosing options your opponent hates.” Echo cackled. She cackled with all the glee and arrogance of someone who was the true player of this twisted game—the one true Game Master. “That’s the real fun way to enjoy playing this board game. Wouldn’t you say, Master?”

A gust of hot wind stirred Keiji’s soul. The old him would’ve been swept away by this heated moment, shouting and rejoicing as his heart dictated.

The words were simple: I’ve found the strategy for certain victory!

But the appearance of the being whispering this fervid advice to him was so similar to the girl he had lost because of his own foolishness on that day… And so, the man known as Keiji Kuhara did not make the same mistake a second time. 

“…What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy?” Echo cocked her head to one side. Surprisingly, she appeared incredibly confused by his reaction, a flicker of distress dancing lightly across her features. His reaction was surely the polar opposite of what she had hoped for. 

Keiji stared intently at Echo, their roles swapping from moments earlier. This time, he fixed his gaze on Echo, as if to peer into her soul to determine her true nature. “Hey, who are you? What’s your reason for being with me? You keep telling me you’re Echo, but I know better. You’re—”

Echo laughed at the top of her lungs, stopping him before he could finish his statement. Laughed wasn’t quite the right word—it was more like she scoffed at him. 

Unperturbed, Keiji kept his gaze locked on her, searching. 

“HAHAHA! What the heck?! Aaaaah, what a riot! Pft! What’s with the serious, constipation face you got going there? Don’t tell me you fell for this bug? Well, it is Erakino’s echo. It’s certainly got the goods worth falling fo—”

“Investigation! Investigate Echo’s true identity.”

Keiji Kuhara rolLS 1d100=10■■■■ fOr Investigation

oUtCoMe: cR■■■■

Echo iS ■■■■■!

“Buahaha!” The bug laughed. A terribly distorted and eerie laugh. One that conveyed genuine delight beyond mortal comprehension. “Nice one! Now that was perfect! You’re really shaping up to be to this one’s liking!” 

Then came the clack and clatter of die rolling. Clack, clatter, rattle. Clack, clatter, rattle. The noise continued, as if it wouldn’t stop until it got its desired result. 

“Buuuuuutsies….”

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Keiji Kuhara’s Investigation outcome has been canceled.

“You lack affection with the buuuuuuuuuuuug!” Echo cackled with a twisted expression not even Erakino would have made. She slowly advanced. Advanced toward none other than Keiji. 

Keiji took one step back. Sheer terror overtook his will. His cowardly nature had reared its ugly head once again. 

Echo pursued him at a faster pace. Meanwhile, Keiji tripped and fell pathetically onto his backside. Echo was upon him in a fraction of a second, her face close enough to touch. Her cruel smile filled his entire field of view. 

“W-Wait!” he yelped. “If you lay a hand on me here— Mmph!”

Searing heat spread through the inside of his mouth. He only comprehended that he’d had his head locked in place by two hands and his lips stolen after he struggled to breathe and started pounding on Echo’s shoulders to release him. 

“Hehe. You’ll just have to accept this outcome for now,” Echo declared, wiping away the trickle of spit from her lips, a look of satisfaction dancing in her eyes. 

Keiji was too stunned even to process the outrageous thing that had just happened to him. He’d had his fair experience with the ladies, but he’d never had a woman steal a kiss from him before. 

“If you still want to know the truth, earn more events and raise the bug’s affection, okay~♪? My master~♪.” Echo smiled, seemingly tickled pink by how flummoxed she’d left Keiji. He didn’t know what had made her so happy, but he could at least tell she was in a great mood. “Alrighty, our adventure has only just begun. So think. That’s what matters here. Rack what little brains you have to the limit and come up with a plan. That’s how you survive this.”

“O-Okay…”

“So, with that said, we need to start with the Saints first. You need allies to crush the King of Ruin into oblivion.”

Keiji didn’t have the courage to bring up the kiss. He figured he wouldn’t get a satisfactory answer anyway, since he apparently lacked the necessary affection points with her. At any rate, he decided to move on. He didn’t want to think about what changes might’ve occurred as a result of his impulsive and reckless actions, but at least he had a goal to distract himself from what had just happened.

His goal was to reunite with his former allies, who had gone their separate ways after their shared dreams had been cruelly shattered. It was clear the road ahead would be fraught with obstacles…

“How are we going to get them to ally with us again, though?” 

An insightful question for Keiji. Just because he was starting to understand the strengths and weaknesses of his TRPG abilities didn’t mean he wanted to use them to manipulate the feelings and wills of other humans. Not like he could anyway, without the GM Authority, but still…

In any event, he felt it would be impossible to get Saint Soalina of Blooming Burials and Veiled Saint Fenne Kahmair to rejoin him. 

“I know they hate me. I doubt they’ll rejoin. Besides, I don’t want to use my abilities to force them. It already failed once before, anyway.”

Keiji thought he’d asked the right question for once. That he’d arrived at the same conclusion anyone else would have. He’d voiced serious doubts about a serious matter concerning important allies. He wasn’t playing around. None of this was a joke to him.

“What’re you on about? There’s one tried and true way throughout all history for a man to win over a woman.” 

For all of his seriousness, Echo’s answer felt like an absolute joke.

“You seduce her.” Echo beamed, amused by it all. 

Does she only have romance on the brain, or what? Experience had taught Keiji that uttering such a statement aloud would only end in misery, so he wisely kept it to himself. 

He would never notice Echo’s true intentions. Not now, and probably not ever…
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Chapter 7: Fenne Kahmair

 

WITH the grating, unpleasant groan of wood rubbing against wood, the door popped open. The dwelling was too quaint to be called a shack, but not nice enough to be labeled as a house—a single-story residence, all too common in Ironhenge. Two women resided within its wooden walls. These miraculous young ladies beloved by God, once called saints and showered with the faith and reverence of their flock, now lived their days modestly. They had exchanged their habits for shabby attire. One look at their current circumstances, and you would think their former glory had been a lie. How they had fallen from grace. 

Saint Soalina appeared in the doorway. Perhaps because she used to be a normal village girl, she appeared no different from any ordinary villager in coarse cotton clothing, but the sanctity she exuded and her beautiful features stood out in stark contradiction to her attire, telling another story. She carried a basket containing bread, other foodstuffs, some plants that looked like medicinal herbs, and some medicine.

“How are you feeling, Saint Fenne?” Soalina addressed the woman resting in bed. 

Even without her saintly garb, the woman still covered her entire body in cloth, as though she were ashamed of it. 

“Please, Soalina,” the other saint who’d fled to safety, Fenne Kahmair, answered in an angelic voice that made anyone who heard it swoon. “I keep telling you to stop referring to me as a saint. I’m no longer anything of the sort…”

“But you are still someone deserving of my respect,” Soalina protested.

“Such titles make us stand out like a sore thumb in this city. And we don’t need much help in that department, as there are so few of our race living here. Please understand this, you silly girl…”

“I-I’m terribly sorry…”

Soalina’s stubbornness showed through the way she refused to listen, no matter how many times she was warned. An unwavering will is crucial for achieving things in life, but taking it too far can become problematic. Soalina’s stubbornness often brought trouble to their door, but Fenne didn’t feel like seriously scolding her for it. 

With a faint smile, one no one had seen since the day she received the power of Miracles from God, hidden behind the cloth that served as her makeshift veil, Fenne changed the subject in a somewhat brighter tone. “Phew. I’m feeling quite well. It certainly is a curious thing. Even with this aged face and body, I still recover quickly without treatment.”

Fenne had suffered nearly fatal injuries during their decisive battle with the King of Ruin. The deep wound in her abdomen had damaged several of her organs. Recovery should have been impossible without advanced medical treatment. And yet, her injuries had healed remarkably fast. Of course, she hadn’t fully recovered yet. She still couldn’t move around as she used to, and she needed to spend most of the day resting in bed. But the grim reaper had long since passed her over and showed no signs of coming back to take her. 

Soalina shouldn’t have needed to worry about her this much anymore. If anything was still hurting Fenne, it was surely just her own heart. 

“As of late, I find myself thinking living like this forever might not be so bad.”

Soalina nodded, silently encouraging her to continue. Fenne surely had some worries and feelings she wanted to vent. The work of a Saint extended beyond just fighting evil. In times of peace, what was needed most was for them to be there for people and dispel the darkness in their hearts. Soalina herself had spent most of her days doing just that until the Witch appeared. She was quite used to being someone people could confide in.

“I keep wondering if it would be fine just to forget everything,” Fenne continued softly. “Forget the King of Ruin, my objective, everything—to live out the rest of my days in peace until the end of the world comes. I think I might be okay with that now…”

Though their physical bodies had recovered, their hearts remained unhealed since that final showdown. They had pushed forward believing in their ideal world, believing that they were operating according to God’s will. And this was the result. They had sacrificed so much to make their ideal a reality. And failed. What was the point of struggling to survive anymore? 

As such intropunitive thoughts plagued her, Soalina realized a fundamental problem: she didn’t truly know Fenne’s story. For what reason did Fenne choose to cooperate with Soalina and Erakino? At the time, Soalina believed it was because they shared the same ideals, but after all this time, she wasn’t so sure that was true. 

Soalina mustered her courage to ask. “What is your objective, Saint Fenne?”

Her courage was answered with a gentle, veiled smile. “The same as yours, Soalina. I just wanted to find happiness. All of the Saints’ wishes boil down to the most trivial of things.”

Soalina struggled to grasp the meaning of those words. Fenne’s gaze turned to the sights outside the cloudy window. It was midday, and the light streaming in from outside was bright, revealing the goings-on of the poor yet resilient people who lived there. The room, though illuminated by sunlight, was still somewhat dim without any lights on, and the contrast between light and shadow seemed to hint at more.

“I know it’s terrible to say this about oneself, but in the past, I was what they would call a one in a million beauty— Haha!” Fenne laughed out loud for what felt like the first time in years. “What a funny face you’re making. I haven’t seen you make that expression in so long, Soalina.” 

Soalina instinctively brought her hand to her mouth, wondering if she had made that strange of a face, but unfortunately, she couldn’t discern her expression from the feel alone. Finding her reaction amusing, Fenne laughed some more, the sound like tinkling bells in the wind. Then, like the drop of a hat, the laughter faded, and she adopted a more subdued tone. 

“Hear me out. It’s a long story. It’s not the least bit interesting, but since you wanted to know, you’d better take responsibility and listen until the very end, missy.” She gestured for Soalina to take a seat and then sighed as if recalling some distant memory. 

Thus began the long, long story of how the woman named Fenne Kahmair came to be chosen as a Saint. 

◇◇◇

IN a port town in the Eastern Province of the Holy Kingdom of Qualia, there was a dancer renowned for her unparalleled beauty. 

Qualia is a religious state, and its doctrines permeate the entire country, with people living their lives according to the moral values derived from those teachings. However, regional differences certainly exist. Unlike the Central and Northern Provinces, the Eastern Province faces the sea and thrives on maritime trade. 

The illicit trade with Sutharland, which was officially prohibited but practically became officially sanctioned by the province, brought various things to the town, for better or for worse. The most prominent example of this was the entertainment industry. As a result, the Eastern Province had a considerably more relaxed atmosphere than one would expect in Qualia.

In Qualia, entertainment is generally considered something to be enjoyed in moderation. This is due to their doctrine that desire leads to attachment, and attachment leads to loss. Due to their historical background and differences in interpreting the scriptures, the restrictions in this area were considerably lax in the Eastern Province, and dazzling professions that would make people from other provinces clutch their pearls and swoon were authorized in the name of the church that governs the region.

Fenne was born and raised in this very town. 

“O beauty without compare, Fenne Kahmair!”

In the dead center of a building far too fancy to call a saloon, a man couldn’t restrain his desire to shout. Upon the stage, Fenne executed an alluring bow to her audience, her nearly translucent garments fluttering with the movement as her dance came to an end. The quiet tavern erupted with thunderous applause and cheers.

“Become my wife!”

“I think not. She’s mine!”

“Beautiful Fenne! Aaaaah! If I could only have your love, I would need nothing else!”

The flood of compliments showed no signs of ceasing as the establishment’s staff collected the mountain of gifts practically thrown her way near the bottom of the stage. These were not the gifts nor praise of your average man. The words of praise directed at her revealed the audience’s high level of education and status, and the gifts themselves flaunted their immense wealth. High-ranking clergy, Paladins, and presidents of large trading companies—such people gazed at her with eyes filled with childlike admiration. Every single person in the building was focused on her and only her.

Fenne Kahmair, a stunning beauty who captivated everyone, had understood her own power since childhood.

I am surely beloved by God!

That very thought she had held since childhood, while incredibly arrogant, was a natural conclusion to draw and a pure, undeniable fact. And that was why she never noticed the serious flaw in her thinking. 

Fenne’s life, as if predetermined by fate, always passed by at a torrential speed. It wasn’t long before she, a commoner girl born into an ordinary family, became caught up in a frenzy caused by her beauty.

It all started with housewives gossiping about how an unbelievably beautiful girl named Fenne lived somewhere in town. The rumors spread, became embellished, and people flocked to see her. The rumors from a small corner of town eventually spread throughout the entire Eastern Province.

Before she knew it, everyone was extolling Fenne’s beauty.

Everyone compliments me! 

Everyone smiles at me!

Evil intentions often, and swiftly, overtake good intentions. 

Perhaps it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that the wealth and desires brought about by Fenne’s ethereal beauty destroyed her life. Her mother became obsessed with the money she received through her, and her father was captivated by the power of those who came seeking her. Before she knew it, Fenne had lost her family and was all alone in this great big world, and that was one of the reasons why she started working as a dancer.

However, she never once considered her origins or circumstances to be unfortunate. To be precise, she certainly felt unhappiness, but she believed it was just a step toward her eventual happiness.

Where is my knight in shining armor?

Fenne had a dream since she was a little girl: to build her very own happy family. She longed for a perfectly ordinary family. A loving husband, loving children, and happiness that would bless them forever. She wouldn’t complain as long as they had just enough income to be fed and dressed. And if she could ask for just a little more, then she would love for her encounter with her future husband to be like something straight out of a picture book. 

I wonder when my knight will come for me?

One of the picture books Fenne loved as a child was called The Knight and the Wicked Dragon. It was a stereotypical children’s story circulating in Qualia about a young knight who set out to rescue a town girl captured by a dragon. The story concludes with the two becoming lovers and building a happy family with the blessing of the Holy God Arlos, and ends with the line: “And they lived happily ever after.”

Fenne adored this story. She firmly believed that one day her own knight would come for her, just like he had for the girl in the picture book, and they would live happily ever after. For that reason, and that reason alone, she was able to endure all fate tossed at her, from her parents being ruined by the wealth her existence brought them to her neighbors distancing themselves from her out of fear. She even endured through all the times people she trusted betrayed her and the pain that wrought…

God, what is my knight doing? Where is he?

In time, the innocent girl grew into a dangerously beautiful woman. She learned how foolish men were and how she could use her beauty to control them. In the end, she settled into the role of a dancer. Naturally, there were times when she was deceived, and times when she had to grit her teeth and endure humiliation. But it was far better than those days when, unknowingly, she led people to ruin with her beauty and foolishness.

“O great and holy Arlos, I humbly thank you for allowing me to spend this day in peace and safety. Please grant me your mercy and grace again tomorrow. This I humbly implore of you.”

Surprisingly, even after all she had been through, Fenne never forgot to offer her prayers to Arlos before going to sleep.

What drove her to do so?

Was it the memory of her mother, when she was still the kind woman she loved as a child, who had told her with a smile that God would surely help her if she prayed enough? Or was it the memory of her father, who prayed earnestly every night at the magnificent altar he had built in their home?

Whatever the case, Fenne never forgot her daily prayers.

“O great and holy Arlos, a rather troublesome guest showed up today, but I am incredibly grateful that you helped resolve the problem without incident.”

It was an ordinary day like any other. That night, after finishing her work as a dancer and having survived the day despite a minor incident, her prayer unexpectedly reached god.

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Fenne Kahmair.

State your request.

A dramatic change occurred. It was as if time itself had stopped; all the surrounding sounds ceased, and the area was enveloped in a brilliant light that even daytime paled in comparison to. In the sacred silence, Fenne’s room felt isolated, as if it had been cut off from the rest of the world.

And then a voice gently resonated within her brain and eardrums. If her own voice was a bewitching one that captivated all who heard it, then this was truly the voice of God, blessing all who heard it.

The Holy God Arlos had manifested.

Tears welled up in her eyes. She knew God existed. Many people said as much, and His existence was suggested in all the books, legends, and stories. But never in a million years would she have thought he would come before her. Even if God loved her, she couldn’t even begin to imagine a town girl like her getting a miraculous visit from Him. 

But God did exist. Right before her very eyes. 

Her devoted prayers had reached Him, and His almighty presence had come before her with a voice of blessing. 

“Aaah! Almighty God! Holy God Arlos! What a blessed day this is! I humbly thank you for this miraculous meeting!” 

Tears streamed down her face. Sobs escaped her lips and words of gratitude tumbled out in a trembling voice. 

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Please state your request.

Fenne wiped away her overflowing tears with her sleeve. Then, maintaining a prayerful posture to avoid disrespecting God, she spoke softly yet clearly. “I want true love. I have received many confessions of love from a great many men, but none were genuine. My clouded eyes could not discern the truth in people.”

God did not respond or acknowledge her words. But Fenne was certain He was listening. The words poured from her one after the other. She couldn’t stop from spilling her guts, as if her suppressed desires had finally burst forth. 

“I want a partner who will not betray me. A knight who will love me from the bottom of his heart, who will face any obstacle, who will love all of me—my very soul! I want a storybook knight!”

She wanted her very own knight. This bewitching woman, who had driven many men mad with her beauty and led them and herself to ruin, had held onto her childhood dream throughout it all. 

And God, indeed, heard this foolishly pure and innocent request.

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Request accepted.

Blessing granted.

“Aaaaah! Aaaaaaah…!”

If there was ever a moment of ultimate bliss in her life, it was probably this moment, right now. This single moment was the pinnacle. All her suffering was rewarded, her wishes were granted, and she had found true love.

Happiness and ecstasy. The little girl who loved picture books, kept hidden deep within her heart, cried out in joy.

Happiness is coming!

Happiness is finally coming for me!

A storybook knight is coming for me!

He’ll wield a holy sword, be stronger than anyone, kinder than anyone, and make me happy.

I knew I was loved!

God loves me!

Thank you, God!

I thank you from the bottom of my heart!

This was the pinnacle of Fenne’s life.

Truly the high point of her life.

And now…there was nowhere to go but down.

“God have mercy. What in Arlos’s holy name happened to your face, Fenne?!”

“You look like an old woman! Are you certain it was a blessing and not a curse God bestowed upon you?”

“Fenne, who? Oh, right, there used to be a woman by that name.”

People quickly distanced themselves from the woman named Fenne Kahmair.

God had granted Fenne the power to “read people’s hearts.” She had received the “Eye of God”—the ability to peer into the inner depths of the human mind without filter. In return, God took away her beauty. The beauty people loved. The beauty people sought to the point of madness. And that’s where the tragedy lay.

The masses loved her beauty—not the unsightly woman who had become decrepit and ugly with unnatural age. All that remained untouched was her bewitching voice, but that only served to further aggravate men who felt deceived by it. 

My Lord! My God! Is this what defines mankind? Is this hideousness truly the true nature of all people?! 

Hideous. Vile. Disgusting. That was all she saw when she looked at people with the Eye of God. The malice they harbored in their hearts was nauseating, and beneath their feigned smiles, vile desires seethed.

Before she knew it, Fenne found herself surrounded by only such people. Reality continued to inflict suffering upon her. And yet…Fenne still didn’t resent man. How wonderful it would have been if she could have taken revenge fueled by hatred. But her innate goodness wouldn’t allow it.

 Before long, she was all alone and was invited to the Holy Capital of Qualiane. People rejoiced at the birth of a new Saint and celebrated God’s miracle in a chorus of platitudes.

“Praise the Almighty!”

“Praise Holy God Arlos!”

“Praise the birth of a new Saint: Fenne Kahmair!”

“Blessings be upon her!”

“Eternal blessings be upon the new Saint!”

Fervor, chaos, excitement. Joy, reverence, envy. At the center of this whirlwind of human emotions sat a young woman, her heart at peace. This was how Veiled Saint Fenne Kahmair came to be. 

She was called The Veiled Saint not because she wears a veil to hide her decrepit face from public view, but because the face that was once bright, radiant, and always looking forward, was now perpetually cast down, veiled in its own dark shadows. Because she learned that her life existed only for suffering. Because she gave up on looking forward…

Because she no longer wanted to see anyone. Because she no longer wanted to hear anything. 

All that remained now was the tragic end of a woman who rejoiced at being loved by God. It didn’t matter anymore whether she was called a Saint or not.

Only a little girl with crushed dreams continued to weep on the inside. 

◇◇◇

AFTER finishing her tale, Fenne exhaled a soft sigh. 

A long time had lapsed since her account began. Soalina had been so intently focused on the story that she only realized her bottom was hurting when she shifted in her seat to stretch out a little. The story had taken longer than she’d anticipated. The light outside had taken on a reddish hue, and it was now the hour when shops closed for the day.

“And there you have it. My boring life story.”

Soalina couldn’t find a response to Fenne’s concluding remark. The story of her life after becoming a Saint wasn’t anything unique. Soalina’s own experience followed the same track from that point as well. Saints mainly spent their time studying theology, comforting people, and honing their abilities to fight unholy enemies. Since Soalina had a similar experience, Fenne had omitted some of the details. Nevertheless, just like Soalina, Fenne’s life was filled with hardship and tragedy.

“The boring life story of a woman who let her blessings go to her head, mistakenly believed she could reach the heavens, and lost everything as a result. No, perhaps she never had anything to lose from the start. It was all a fabrication, an illusion, based solely upon her appearance.”

That’s not true. If only Soalina could tell her that. She understood Fenne’s suffering. She had her own dark past as someone who had to put an end to the people she once loved. Although their circumstances were different, she understood the depth of Fenne’s despair in that moment when she realized her simple wish to be happy would never come true. How could such a basic, small wish be so out of reach for them? 

“That’s why I made a deal with Erakino to get back what I lost. To be precise, the deal was made with Erakino’s master, the GM…”

Soalina had heard a little about that. 

The GM’s goal was to win a game being held in this world. 

Soalina’s goal was to establish a new country and create a new divine kingdom.

And Fenne’s goal was to get back what she lost.

Fenne never told Soalina directly, but Erakino had hinted at it. Hinted at her desire to regain her youth. 

“I didn’t need to get it all back,” Fenne said, her tone soft. “I just wanted things to get a little better, and he had the power to make that happen. He promised that once everything was over, he would give me a normal life. He was supposed to keep that promise…”

With the GM’s powers, anything was possible. At the time, Soalina didn’t know Fenne’s circumstances and thought it was a terribly vain wish, but knowing what she did now about her fellow Saint, that was short-sighted of her. But back then, Soalina was completely overwhelmed by her own problems and didn’t have the luxury of caring about other people’s suffering. Fenne was likely in the same boat—too wrapped up in her eternal suffering to care about others. 

As someone who was betrayed by God, how did I come across to her as someone who never stopped believing in Him? Whatever the case may be, we already know the result of our actions. We sacrificed too much for our ideals. Soalina felt ashamed of her own inadequacy and bit down hard on her lower lip. I—we—were far too optimistic. 

Even the GM, who possessed ultimate power and seemed invincible, was easily defeated.

I haven’t seen him since that day. Because everyone scattered into the wind. Because we abandoned everything and desperately fled until we ended up here. Suddenly, Soalina felt a pang of nostalgia for him. What was his name again…? She had completely forgotten it because she’d gotten used to calling him the GM, but she clearly remembered that despite appearing cold and cautious, he had a deeply compassionate side.

But… that’s all a thing of the past now.

“Men are all the same in the end,” Fenne spat. “They all leave me. They come up with their lofty reasons and eloquent array of excuses, but in the end, they leave because they become fed up dealing with an aging, troublesome woman.”

Soalina knew she was speaking of the GM. For Fenne, the GM was probably the last man. The last man she allowed herself to have hope in. Hope he might help her. She believed he would save her, that he would free her from her misery. But their current situation proved that he was just like any other man—a promise-breaker. All they had waiting for them was the bitter end. 

“Not that complaining to you will change anything… Please forget what you heard today. Forget the embittered words of a miserable woman who has tasted betrayal more times than she can count.”

“So…are you resentful? Do you resent him?” Soalina clapped a hand over her mouth the moment the words left her lips. She regretted it immediately.

“Who can say. But I think both he and I…could have handled things a little differently,” Fenne replied, not minding the question. “But isn’t that the case for you, too?”

“I suppose so…” was all Soalina said in response to Fenne’s query, which seemed to be seeking to see if they were on the same page. Soalina didn’t know what else she could say.

“But unfortunately, it’s already over. My story. Your story. The only silver lining is that we still have our powers as Saints. As long as we don’t draw attention to ourselves, it will be easy for two women to live out their days in peace.”

“I suppose… I’m sure it will be,” Soalina agreed.

What was the point of doing anything now? The easiest thing to do was to give up on everything and run away, just as Fenne said. Give up on her sins, the friend she lost, her dreams, her hopes. Easier to just let time quietly pass them by without doing a thing. 

Everything was over. Done. Finished. Their story had reached its conclusion. This dimly lit hut with shafts of sunlight was their final chapter. Their resting ground. The final page of their sad, sad story. 

Their dreams shattered and unfilled, Saint Soalina and Saint Fenne quietly disappeared without a soul knowing what came of them.

This was it. The final words tying up their story. Whether the world was destroyed or continued to exist, they were no longer relevant now that they had been removed from the stage. Wasn’t that good enough?

Aaah, I’m tired. So tired. As soon as Soalina accepted their fate, a wave of fatigue washed over her. Fenne must have experienced the same sensation. 

“Well, would you look at the time! We talked for too long. Let’s get dinner ready. I’ve been feeling much better recently, so I’ll help.” Fenne giggled, the sound like chimes in the wind. “It’ll be much easier and faster now that we don’t have to offer supplication to God anymore.” 

Fenne smiled to shove their sadness aside. Soalina responded with a forced smile of her own. 

Does my smile actually look like a smile? Are we even capable of smiling right anymore? But maybe we don’t have to care about that now. 

After all, their story had already reached its end. Only quiet, unchanging days awaited them. The only things adding color to their lives were the light streaming in through the window and the vibrant goings-on of the people they could glimpse outside.

And the echoes of the past they occasionally remembered.

So yes, there was no need to worry about anything anymore…

“OPEN THE DOOOOOOOOOR!!”

A loud voice boomed from the front door, shattering the moment. Who could blame Soalina and Fenne for flinching in response? The voice was abrupt, loud, demanding. 

“SOALINA! FENNE! LEMME INNNNNNNNNN!!!”

The voice called for them by name. It wasn’t a case of someone getting the wrong house—they were clearly the ones being sought out. Very few people had any intention of harming the two Saints. In fact, encountering such a person in Ironhenge would be closer to a miracle. So they really had nothing to fear…

And yet, they were terrified. A natural response. They might have been Saints, but they were human, and two single women at that. They both felt the way any man or woman might when a creep showed up suddenly at their door in the dark of night. 

“It’s MEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!!!”

Who is it? They exchanged glances, silently asking the other, but only confusion showed on both their faces.

Meanwhile, the uninvited guest outside was banging on their door with a jaunty rhythm and hollering their names, without a care for whether anyone else was disturbed. 

What was their guest’s purpose here? Or rather, who the Spirits was it?!

No one in the room had the answer.

But somewhere, the sound of a page could be heard turning, continuing the story thought over…


    

  
    
      
 

 

 

Interlude: Always Thinking of You

 

IT was around the time when Takuto had entered the first stage of his preparations and was swamped with negotiations and conflict that pushed him past his comfort zone as an introvert to take more action. Around the same time Mynoghra had officially formed an alliance with Sutharland. Around the time Mynoghra was embroiled in the hectic chaos of getting their strategy together while the clock ticked down. Around this time, there was one surprisingly peaceful place within their empire: Mynoghra’s third city, Seldoch. 

Seldoch was a city on the Lawful Continent that Mynoghra had acquired through its war with the Divine Nation of Lenea, and it was located on the front lines of the coming Great War.

In one of Seldoch’s government offices, with a modest stack of documents that Takuto would have envied set off to one side of her desk, the former Qualia inquisitor, Krähe Imlerith, was carefully reading a report.

“I see. I would expect no less of His Majesty. To think he has achieved so much already…” Krähe muttered.

“What does it say?” a young voice inquired. Maria Elfuur stood beside Krähe with a new stack of documents hugged to her chest. 

Maria was one of the twins put in charge of overseeing Seldoch. The city was currently run by a three-person system. Krähe oversaw and assisted with the overall administration, while the twin sisters managed the city’s affairs under her guidance. Even with Krähe acting as a sort of instructor for the girls, the three of them ran the city together. A considerable number of Ira cultists worked as civil servants to support them as well. 

Thanks to the gradual transition from the previous governing system under the Divine Nation of Lenea, the atmosphere in Seldoch was lighter than in the imperial capital. The downside was the sheer distance between Seldoch and Mynoghra’s capital in the Dark Continent. The cruel reality was that Takuto tended to neglect them because things were running so smoothly without his interference. But the fact that he kept them regularly apprised of the situation with notices like this meant he hadn’t entirely forgotten about his third city. 

Krähe delicately folded the report and stored it in her desk. Then she accepted the additional paperwork from Maria as she answered her query. “It was a status report on our negotiations with Sutharland. It said we have successfully allied with them, and that our attempts to form an alliance with all the nations of the Dark Continent are progressing without issue so far.”

“Yay! That’s great!” 

Even Krähe’s usually stoic expression softened at Maria’s uninhibited smile. They hadn’t known each other for very long, but their shared experience of losing loved ones had helped bridge the gap between them. And the frequent opportunities for conversation due to their work together had allowed their friendship to deepen much faster than usual. The frank exchange of opinions and the casual mutual support that came from their close relationship proved beneficial in the administration of Seldoch, and in terms of city management, they were achieving excellent results that exceeded expectations. However, that was only regarding city management.

They had an objective, and city management was merely a task assigned to them by the king as part of that process. Now, something even more important was at stake. They all understood this, yet they felt a growing anxiety about their slow progress.

“His Majesty is making good progress? It’s a littlest hard to report back when Cary’s side hasn’t produced any results yet…” Caria said as she entered the office. Cups and sweets peeked out from the top of the tray she was carrying. She’d brought a snack for them to take a break. 

Although Krähe felt the same sense of panic and shame about their progress, she offered words of encouragement to the younger girl. “Getting a strong foundation in place is crucial. You are both improving. Plus, we are making good progress retraining the Paladins of Ira—we should be able to meet the deadline at this pace.”

The three of them had been ordered by the king to strengthen their military capabilities, including themselves, in addition to managing the city. The particulars, including the content and direction of the training, were left to the girls, but this high degree of discretion was, conversely, a heavy burden for them.

Krähe, in particular, was focused on recovering Scribe Saint Lytrain, and since it was inevitable that they would clash at the start of the Great War if things continued as they were, she was extremely anxious. Considering Lytrain’s unique abilities, they needed to act quickly where she was concerned. Although the king had declared that he would take responsibility for recovering her, the option to do nothing and leave everything to him was unthinkable for Krähe.

“Have you learned anything about your Saint friend?” Maria asked.

Krähe shook her head. She was frustrated that there was no sign of progress on the issue she most wanted to resolve. “No… I’ve only come to realize that I didn’t understand anything about that sweet child despite always thinking about her. That is all I have learned, I’m afraid.”

The Trade City of Seldoch originally belonged to the Divine Nation of Lenea and, by extension, was formerly part of the Holy Kingdom of Qualia. Valuable tomes might be buried somewhere within the old buildings that were still standing. Perhaps there might even be information about the Scribe Saint carefully recorded somewhere. With that faint hope, Krähe scoured the entire territory for as long as time allowed. Her search took her from the church archives in each village to the personal studies of influential people in the city…

Although she found other information useful to Mynoghra and Seldoch, she didn’t find a single document related to her main objective. She didn’t have high hopes from the start, but she was reasonably disappointed that it netted no results.

Krähe laid bare the anxiety tormenting her. “The continuous use of Miracles that cost her memories will eventually destroy her. That’s what I fear most. We have to do something, fast, but I don’t even know where to start.”

“The time will come,” Maria said.

“Come it will. Someday soon. You must be patient until then,” Caria added. 

Now was the time for patience. Something the sisters understood well. Krähe was also coming to understand that. The crucial moment would surely come. They needed to hone their skills and endure until then, so that they wouldn’t let that crucial moment slip through their fingers.

“Nerim… Where are you?”

Krähe’s quiet utterance vanished into the void. 

◇◇◇

<The Holy Kingdom of Qualia, Holy Capital of Qualiane: 4th Parish Dungeon>

THE 4th Parish Dungeon was a secret facility where serious criminals and politically dangerous individuals were permanently imprisoned in Qualia. In the dimly lit, damp, stone room, only the flickering light of torches illuminated the surroundings. Beyond the iron bars, thicker and sturdier than anything necessary to hold a mere mortal, sat a girl. The girl. 
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Scribe Saint Lytrain Nerim Quartz. 

The young girl, blindfolded and sitting demurely on the centrally placed chair, presented a striking and unsettling sight. None of the dirt and grime typical of a prisoner marred her pristine figure. Even more bizarre, she showed no injuries or signs of fatigue. It was as if she had just arrived, her space remaining perfectly clean and serene.

Watching this scene from outside the jail cell, the Cardinal, accompanied by his pawn—a priest whose weakness he held as leverage to prevent betrayal—gazed past the bars with a look of disgust, yet also a hint of fear in his eyes.

“So this is the fate of a former Saint…”

The priest frowned at the words that unwittingly escaped the Cardinal’s lips. The comment was bad enough to merely think, but speaking it aloud was blasphemy. However, due to their respective positions, he didn’t directly reprimand him. The Cardinal’s voice was quiet enough for the priest to tolerate.

“What in the world is the Mystic Saint even doing?”

But he couldn’t possibly overlook his next comment. His voice was much louder this time too. The flustered priest grabbed the Cardinal’s sleeve, his superior’s sleeve, and desperately gestured for him to be quiet by placing a finger to his lips.

But it was too late.

“Eugh!”

Which man did that stifled scream come from? 

The Saint, whose memory should have been completely lost and all cognitive functions gone, snapped her head toward them like a broken doll. 

Scribe Saint Lytrain Nerim Quartz had offered her memories to God and gained immense power. As a consequence, her memories continued to fade, and without her journal, which contained her recorded memories, she couldn’t even determine who she was. Now that the journal was strictly separated from her, she should have been in a state of complete daze, completely unresponsive to any external stimuli.

“Hello? Are you there?” she asked in a sweet voice. “I hear your voices. Answer me. I’m so lonely.” The girl spoke to the empty space in front of her, unsure whether she even recognized the person she was addressing. “Why am I here? It’s dark. So terribly dark. Nobody will tell me anything…”

Her current state was so pitiful that the Cardinal, moved by the modicum of conscience left within him, nearly answered her. 

“Be quiet… You mustn’t answer her. It will notice you.”

The Cardinal stopped himself just in time, thanks to the priest’s timely warning. He mustn’t be deceived by the girl’s sweet, young voice. The Cardinal quickly recalled the many sacrifices made to capture this girl, who constantly cycled between memory loss and lucidity.

“Hello? Is somebody there? Please…won’t you tell me?” Her memory vanished once again, resetting her back to square one. “Do you know where my book is? It’s my precious book. With it, I should be able to remember everything.”

They could only silently watch as she cycled the same loop. At this point, it was more like she was under observation than any kind of watchful protection. Saint Lytrain was considered a highly dangerous entity to the entirety of Qualia now. 

Another part of the cycle, one that forever haunted any who witnessed it, came over her.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Lytrain screamed at the top of her lungs. “My book! I don’t have my book! Without it, I! I can’t!” She sought her book like a madwoman seeking drugs. “I’ll disappear! I’m telling you. I’ll disappear! I’m going to disappear! Please! Hurry! My book! Where is it?! Hurry! If you don’t hurry! AAAAAAAGGGGGGHHHHHHHH!!!”

She let out a scream so loud it sounded like her throat would rupture from the effort. The two clergymen, who were observers, bystanders, and also terrified, frantically covered their ears and kept their lips pressed firmly shut. They had to remain that way until her madness faded. 

“Huh? What am I doing here?”

At the drop of a hat, she looped back to the start of the cycle. Back to normal.

The Cardinal’s pained expression revealed he didn’t want to be in this godforsaken place for a second longer. 

Eating, drinking, defecating, sleeping. Saint Lytrain continued to survive without needing any of the actions typically associated with being mortal. She did nothing, simply continued to experience madness, forgetfulness, and muttering into the void.

Because she possessed God’s Miracle. Because God loved her…

Is this what they call a Miracle given by God? Is this truly a Saint blessed by God? No one could answer the priest’s inner turmoil.

“…Let us go. We don’t know what will happen if we stay too long,” the priest urged, but there was no response from the Cardinal. He wordlessly turned his back on the prison cell in reply. 

They headed toward the door leading up and out of the dungeon. A sweet, young voice continued talking the whole time behind them. Saint Lytrain never stopped speaking into the void, to someone who may or may not even be there. That was the most terrifying thing of all. She likely did that all day long—no, she likely never stopped. The Cardinal and the priest, as if escaping from a labyrinth where a wild beast had been unleashed, cautiously suppressed their presence and departed with haste.

Every day they checked just once to see if Saint Lytrain was still alive. The Cardinal, who’d been keeping tabs on the priest, had forced his way into joining him on this daily duty, but he deeply regretted it. Even this high-ranking clergyman, who’d witnessed countless horrors over the years, found the situation utterly appalling.

“We should be safe now. She can’t hear us down there anymore…most likely.”

At the priest’s words, the Cardinal let out the breath he had been holding. He considered lodging a complaint, or rather, asking a question or two, but the priest’s face was so pale that he hesitated. He probably looked no better. Both were completely exhausted. They felt as if they had aged several years in an instant.

“How in Arlos’s name are we even supposed to deal with something like that…?” the Cardinal muttered. The priest shook his head, his expression somber.

The situation in Qualia was tense. El-Nah had fallen into the hands of Succubi, and the Mystic Saint and the Three Popes had decided to join forces with the evil Witch Vagia. And here they were…keeping the young Scribe Saint locked up and miserable to use her as a super weapon in the upcoming conflict. 

Qualia no longer possessed even a fragment of its former glory. Everyone was afraid and suspicious. It felt as if the footsteps of ruin were slowly approaching. 

“God, what should we do…?”

Even though he was about to engage in questionable activities, even though he had numerous skeletons in his closet, the Cardinal was still a holy clergyman. And a devout follower of God. Your prayers will surely reach heaven—that was what the scriptures taught, but it was never clear how the Holy God Arlos would handle those prayers. 

The footsteps of their ruin seemed to be nearly upon them…
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Chapter 8: Stoked

 

MUSTERING courage is no easy feat. Especially when it comes to working up the courage to confront an unexpected guest railing at your front door. Both Soalina and Fenne were tempted to pretend they weren’t home, but they dismissed the idea because they were convinced their unwelcome visitor would keep shouting until they showed up. That meant one of them would have to answer the door…

Soalina and Fenne exchanged silent looks. Although no words passed between them, a look alone was enough to convey what they were both thinking. After a dreadful pause, Soalina squeezed her eyes shut, slapped her knees, and rose from her chair, determined to face their opponent. She took on the duty as the junior Saint and, out of concern for the still-recovering Fenne. 

“Pardon me, but who might you be?” Soalina cautiously cracked open the door and checked who was there. 

Out of all the possible guests, she never expected to find a young boy standing on the other side of the door. Neither Soalina nor Fenne knew any boys his age in the area. Maybe he was someone they had met and forgotten, but that seemed unlikely with his striking looks. He left an unforgettable impression. 

Perhaps noticing their puzzled expressions, the boy introduced himself, his eyes gleaming and his voice a decibel too loud. “It’s me! Kuhara! Keiji Kuhara!” he declared, placing his hands on his hips, as if expecting them to be jumping with joy. 

His appearance was nothing short of bizarre. The name Keiji Kuhara belonged to the GM. Soalina and Fenne remembered his name well and weren’t likely to forget it. So it was strange that this boy would introduce himself with that name. Even if he were the GM, what could possibly explain him becoming a child? The Saints were never informed that he was a child. Perhaps they were operating under a misunderstanding about his age because they had never met him in person, even in Lenea, but something still didn’t sit right with them. 

Fenne appraised the proud boy with ample suspicion. Meanwhile, Soalina stared at the boy called Keiji with a look of befuddlement plain on her face. The deadlock didn’t end until they spotted the girl who followed him into their house like they owned the place. 

“Erakino…” Fenne let out a small gasp, her voice tinged with surprise and a great deal of skepticism. Her fellow Saint’s reaction was far more extreme. 

“You’re alive, Erakino!”

“EUGH!”

Soalina dashed toward the girl the moment she saw her. She bumped into Keiji, sending him flying into the wall, where he let out a cry like a squashed frog, but she didn’t even register his presence. She was desperate to speak to Erakino again. 

It was hard to define Soalina and Erakino’s relationship with a single word. Regardless, no one could ever deny they were good friends who cared deeply for each other. 

She noticed Erakino’s hairstyle and appearance were slightly different from usual, but that didn’t matter to Soalina. She didn’t know what was happening, but before figuring any of that out, she just wanted to celebrate reuniting with a dear friend. The girl beat her to the punch before she could find the right words to say. 

“Too bad, so sad. This isn’t your dear ol’ Erakinoooo~!”

“What? B-But you look just like her… U-Um, are you angry, perhaps? Because I didn’t go to find you sooner…?”

They parted after a great tragedy. Soalina didn’t know why Erakino had come back from the dead or why she was rejecting her now. She didn’t know a thing about anything. 

Although she was a Saint, Soalina was still a young woman with limited life experience. She couldn’t draw a rational conclusion in a situation like this. Tears began to well in her eyes, and she pressed her trembling lips into a hard line, fighting with herself over what she could possibly say now. 

Echo let out the longest, loudest sigh possible. She didn’t come here to make the girl suffer. Keiji, the one person who could’ve smoothed the situation over, was too busy counting stars in a corner of the room where he’d slid onto the floor after being blown back by Soalina. 

“What a troublesome woman you are. This bug wants to get on with things already. How about you have a taste of Glamorous Clarity? Get it now? Making people understand from the get-go is all the rage these days.”

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Saint Soalina and Saint Fenne have Glamoured Clarity on Echo’s difference.

Instantly, information regarding the situation was imprinted on Soalina and Fenne’s minds. It was less that they were made to understand, and more like they mistakenly believed they had known this information from the beginning.
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The imprinted message was that the entity before them was not Erakino, but a mere shell named Echo. In short, the glamoured information was limited to the single fact that Echo was someone completely different from Erakino, and this was etched into the minds of the two women as a perfect and undeniable truth.

This clarity finally allowed Soalina to come to terms with the situation to some extent, but conversely, this understanding gave rise to a series of questions and confusion.

What business could have possibly brought Keiji and Echo to their doorstep? 

“I-I see… So, it’s true then? You really aren’t Erakino,” Soalina faltered. “You’re just a shell who resembles her… Forgive my rude assumption.”

Soalina was disappointed. But she was also shocked that her sorrow wasn’t as all-consuming as she’d expected. Perhaps that was because she was sorely aware that becoming too hopeful about anything only led to greater betrayal of those hopes. Maybe, just maybe, Erakino was already becoming a thing of the past. That was something to be sad about in and of itself, but right now, it was more important to sort out the situation before her.

Soalina apologized to Echo and watched her closely as she waited for what the curious girl would say next. Satisfied with her calm response, Echo launched right into the main topic. 

“Right you are. This lil’ bug is nothing more than a side dish. Just an echo of a shadow clinging to Master. The main star is right over here! The pathetic man you knocked aside earlier— Whoa, dude, you okay? Are the lights still on? Not-Earth to Master? Anybody home?”

Echo and Soalina finally noticed Keiji lying motionless in the corner of the room. Realizing what she’d done, Soalina rushed to his aid while Echo nervously watched them from behind. Soalina gave Keiji a gentle shake. He didn’t react. The worst-case scenario crossed both their minds…

It was the other Saint, Fenne Kahmair, who broke the tension. “He’s more or less alive. And I just…learned that he is indeed the GM,” she solemnly conveyed, having watched the series of events with a level of caution Soalina lacked. 

Fenne had the Detect Thoughts ability. She didn’t like using this ability because the mortal mind was far too complex and ugly a place to explore, but if she were ever going to use it, now was as good a time as any. For their own safety, they needed to quickly grasp the situation and gain control. 

With that logic driving her, Fenne secretly used Detect Thoughts on the boy during their conversation, and it proved without a shadow of a doubt that the boy in the room with them was the Game Master, Keiji Kuhara. Well, maybe there was still room for doubt, since it could mislead her if the boy himself were a madman who wholeheartedly believed himself to be Keiji Kuhara…

Echo, meanwhile, furrowed her brow at Fenne’s revelation. She tediously lifted her gaze from Keiji, whose groaning indicated he was slowly but surely regaining consciousness, and set her sights on Fenne. “Aaah, a mind-reading ability?” she spat with all the disgust of someone who just realized they had a new problem to solve. “We can’t have that causing problems, so I’m gonna block its usage on this bug. Feel free to probe Master’s mind all you want.”

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Any attempts to use Detect Thoughts on Echo are permanently rejected.

This time it was Fenne’s turn to furrow her brow beneath the veil. She’d sensed Echo activate some kind of ability. An ability that was eerily similar to when the GM activated one of his ridiculously powerful Miracles.  

But how could that be possible? If her theory was correct, those powers were lost during their conflict with Takuto Ira. They had been defeated, that much was certain. And so they didn’t have many cards left to play. But the shroud of darkness hiding Echo’s mind from her, as if a powerful force protected it, belied what Fenne thought to be true. 

Echo looked at Fenne with a slightly displeased expression, while Fenne, harboring the utmost caution toward her, tensed up on the bed, ready to spring into action at any moment.

The tension shattered as Keiji finally regained consciousness. 

“Thanks for the help, Echo! Now we can just jump right to the point!” His loud voice echoed painfully through the small room. And then he prostrated himself before the Saints. “I’M SO SORRY!”

With the sound of his forehead hitting the wood floor with a thud, Keiji offered the most sincere apology he could think of to Soalina and Fenne. Of course, to him, this was a perfectly logical and manly act, but the two women were only confused by the gesture. 

A boy had suddenly appeared at their door, claiming to be an old acquaintance of theirs, then proceeded to prostrate himself grandly in their home. Even if they accepted that he was Keiji Kuhara, there was no reason for him to slam his head into their floor. And his reasoning was so strange and convoluted that even when Fenne tried to discern his true intentions using Detect Thoughts, she couldn’t make sense of it.

“Your thoughts are a mess. Get them in order, would you?” Fenne pointed out, exasperation creeping into her weary voice. 

And yet, Keiji remained with his forehead pressed into her floor. He didn’t attempt to lift his face; he seemed to have every intention of rubbing it raw there. 

“I don’t have time for that. I’ve been agonizing over what I shoulda done and shoulda said. But I know it’s all my fault. I’m responsible for everything bad. Sorry. That’s all I can really say.”

It was at this point that finally, rather vaguely, the two Saints began to understand what he was trying to say. He was telling them that their defeat at Takuto Ira’s hands was his fault. That this situation had come about because he was weak. He was also taking responsibility for squashing their dreams. But more than any of that, they couldn’t forget the smile of the girl who had shared in their dreams. The smile of that boisterous, endearing girl who was no longer of this world…

“Erakino isn’t coming back. We were trying to forget her, so why are you coming to us now?” Soalina asked with a heavy heart. 

She’d finally just decided to forget it all—forget it all and move on with her life. She wasn’t normally the type of girl to use such a reproachful tone. If only he had come a day sooner or a day later, she could have handled it more tactfully. But him coming at this exact moment, on this day when she had given up on everything—that she couldn’t accept. 

“We came thinking we could annihilate Takuto Ira together, ehe~♪.”

Soalina almost flew into a rage at Echo’s remark, something she hadn’t done in a long time. What in Arlos’s name is she saying? She dares to bring that up now? It would have been terrible enough if those words had come from Keiji, but it was entirely unacceptable for Echo to have uttered them. She doesn’t know anything. What’s this impostor who showed up after the fact and doesn’t know zilch about our dynamic, even saying?!

Soalina grit her teeth so hard she could almost hear them grinding. She was just moments from ordering the girl to leave them with a string of unholy curses, when—

“Shut up, Echo. I’m talking.”

“Eep!”

Keiji quietly…but with a voice filled with resounding anger, cut off Echo’s provocation. 

Soalina gulped at the strong will burning in his words. Fenne had a similar reaction from her perch on the bed deeper in the room. 

Was this man always this intimidating? Even when he participated in their meetings via telepathy as the Game Master, he never came across as awe-inspiring or terrifying. 

He was undeniably weaker than he was back then.

The fact that he’d been stripped of his authority as the Arbiter, and the fact that he was pathetically prostrating himself before them as a little boy, suggested his weaker status, and that perception should’ve been accurate. 

Then why was it that the words he’d just uttered and the will burning within them had such weight to them? When the Saints felt the weight of his words, there was something so powerful about him that it made them believe he was the Game Master who controlled everything again.

“I couldn’t give a damn about that right now. Yeah, Takuto Ira is my enemy. I want to get sweet revenge on him. But before I even think about that, I want to apologize to you both. That’s all that matters here and now.” Keiji’s resolve to face the consequences was expressed in the form of a sincere apology. “I’ve been agonizing over what I’d say to you if we reunited. But I’m a fool. I’m not good with words. I honestly don’t even know where I went wrong. So I’ll just apologize for everything. I’m sorry!”

Everyone who gathered at that place and time had their own ambitions. Their relationship was merely one in which their intentions aligned within the context of their shared objective. Even so, Keiji believed the responsibility for their failure rested solely with him. Because he was the only one who possessed the means to get them out of that situation. Only he had the power to bend things the way he wanted. 

Takuto suddenly stripping him of Game Master Authority through unfathomable means had left Keiji in a stunned daze. During a crucial battle, a situation where he should’ve immediately made the next move, where the value of a single second was magnified many times over, he locked up, and his anxiety prevented him from acting.

Keiji cursed his own incompetence. 

Now that he understood the infinite possibilities of tabletop RPGs thanks to Echo, he realized that he could have easily overcome that predicament. At the very least, TRPGs possessed the potential to do so. They were only limited by their players’ imagination. No matter how magnificent the racehorse is, if the rider is incompetent, it will be reduced to a mere nag. 

That incompetent rider was Keiji Kuhara. 

No, even the assessment of “incompetent” would be inappropriate for him. An incompetent rider would at least try desperately to steer the horse forward, however clumsily.

That was the real reason Keiji came to see the Saints. To apologize for everything. To not avert his eyes from the weakness of his half-baked resolve and the suffering and sorrow it had caused.

“It doesn’t matter anymore. Everything is done and over. I accept your apology, GM. So please go home now. I’m repeating myself here, but it’s over for us now.”

“It’s not over yet!!”

An even stronger rebuff crushed Fenne’s rejection of him. She had never seen him act so pushy before. The GM she knew came across as someone desperate to keep up appearances. His behavior was a direct reflection of his vanity, and it caused them to never have a heart-to-heart conversation before. But he showed no trace of that vanity now. He was simply confronting them with raw emotion, without any regard for appearances.

“I’m… I’m still here! I haven’t forgotten my promise with you, Fenne. I haven’t forgotten Soalina’s dream, either! Nor have I forgotten about Erakino for a single second! And I absolutely haven’t forgotten the promise we made together!” Keiji shouted. He finally raised his head, looked from Soalina to Fenne, and made his resolve known. 

His earlier shouts had been annoyingly loud and grating. But for some reason, this particular bellow didn’t give them the same unpleasant feeling. Without giving them a chance to retort, he earnestly conveyed his resolve. As if to say that this was all he could do, as if to say that this was the best thing to do.

“I know how insanely selfish this comes across. But please give me one more chance! I’ll get Erakino back. And then I’ll grant all of your dreams—our dreams!”

His big claims were so over-the-top that they were becoming laughable now. Fenne didn’t know how Soalina felt, but she looked upon this little fool with a mix of exasperation and dismay. Their story had already reached its conclusion. There weren’t any pages left. What good would it do them to struggle any further?

“You ask the impossible,” she said. “What’s any different between now and then? Do you believe you have something special now that you didn’t back then? Something that would allow you to defeat impossibly powerful opponents?”

“I have you guys!”

You had us last time, too, Fenne thought, but she felt saying so wouldn’t have any effect on Keiji when he was letting his impulsive emotions do all the talking. 

Fenne honestly wanted him to leave as soon as possible. Although she felt a little more favorably toward him now that he was expressing his true feelings, this world—Takuto Ira—wasn’t so forgiving that things would work out just because they tried again. There would be no going back if she let him convince her to go along with his plans and things became worse than they already were. 

But Keiji, utterly unaware of Fenne’s turmoil, desperately continued his attempts at persuasion. “I’m an idiot. A stupid, cocky fool. An overconfident mess of a man. That’s why I screwed up. My naivety led to our downfall. The naivety of a fool who thought he could do anything without relying on anyone as long as he had power—that’s what led to this situation…to my failure.”

Keiji spent his journey to find the Saints thinking hard about what had led to his failure and their downfall. He wasn’t thinking about it to beat himself up about a bad situation. He wanted to figure out why he had been defeated and why everyone who’d joined his cause had suffered great misfortune as a result. Echo had ridiculed Keiji, who continued to groan and rack his brain until late at night, but he found the answer relatively easily. His failure stemmed from self-indulgence. 

“I’ve always been like this,” he admitted. “I’d get cocky whenever I won a hand gambling. I know I shouldn’t let my guard down until the very end, but I let my guard down midway out of overconfidence. I want to make myself look good, so I readily take on battles I can’t win. I thought I could get rid of that bad habit and make a better life here, but it turns out old habits die hard.” 

People don’t change easily. Even if they think they’ve changed, it’s often only temporary, or they haven’t fundamentally changed at all.

Keiji acknowledged his weakness. After acknowledging his faults, he sought a way to turn things around. The first step was to make amends. To apologize for the failures of that life-changing battle and to ask for true forgiveness.

“That’s why I realized I need allies to stop me,” Keiji continued. “Allies who’ll smack some sense into me before I charge headfirst into doin’ something crazy. I can’t do it alone. I got a big, fat head thinkin’ I was the strongest there was. Capable of doin’ anything and everything. We got the outcome we did because I was selfish and did whatever the hell I wanted, how I wanted. And then at the eleventh hour, I chickened out big time. I shoulda listened to you girls and Erakino more. You were right there for me to lean on, too…”

Keiji had definitely stayed aloof during their time together. Soalina, Fenne, and Erakino mostly decided everything. They didn’t even know whether he was listening most of the time, and since Erakino was coordinating GM matters with him, the Saints didn’t view it as much of a problem. Keiji was pleading that he wanted to change that this time around. He was desperately making the case that this one change could turn their failures into victory. 

“I won’t screw up this time,” he promised. “I want to borrow all of your strength and get back what we lost. I’ll listen to everythin’ you tell me to make that happen. I’ll let you know when I don’t understand something, and I’ll say when shit’s hit the fan instead of hiding it. I’m done pretending I’m something I’m not! I’m the weakest, dumbest member of our group!”

His heated speech ended with a pretty pathetic self-assessment. But Soalina, Fenne, and Echo didn’t laugh or mock him. They took this man’s sincere apology and new resolve seriously. 

“So, please help me out knowing who I really am!! I’m asking you for the favor of a lifetime!!” Keiji smacked his forehead against the floor for a second time, further prostrating himself before the ladies. “Soalina, Fenne, I need you both to get everything back!!” He finished his plea in a loud, booming voice, as if that was all he had in his power to do. 

…A long, awkward moment passed until Soalina, who’d been watching Keiji with a worried glimmer in her eyes, finally broke the silence. 

“Do you promise to truly save Erakino? Will you swear to us here and now that you will recover all that we lost?”

“Yeah. I swear it to you and to myself. And to Erakino. I won’t run again. I’ll think things through and put my everything into it. I’m gonna do my damned best by you. I’ll do everything in my power to beat any enemy who stands in our way, as long as I have you supporting me!”

Fenne had a bad feeling about the way the other two seemed close to making a rash decision on the spot, so she quickly used Detect Thoughts on Keiji. Soalina would change her mind about working with him if Fenne exposed his evil intentions. 

But she was shocked by what she discovered hidden within the former GM.

“Well, that’s a shock. He’s serious. He really, truly meant what he just said,” she revealed. 

Keiji had spoken his true, unfiltered feelings. He was sincerely apologizing and admitting his foolishness. But what surprised Fenne most of all was that he wholeheartedly believed that if Soalina and Fenne joined him, the path to victory would be opened.

“Saint Fenne,” Soalina began. “I would like to try trusting in him again…”

“Now that’s a surprise,” Fenne replied. “You’re serious too? Did you forget our earlier discussion? He’s a textbook case of a bad man. If you let yourself fall for his pretty lies, you will suffer, sweet child.”

Fenne’s head hurt when she saw the anxious, yet true spark of hope reignite within Soalina’s eyes. How did it come to this? She should have stopped things before they got this far, but it was too late. Soalina was serious about putting her faith back in this man. 

“I-I don’t believe he’s a bad man,” Soalina faltered. “He’s Erakino’s Master, so if we cooperate, maybe…”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing…”

What a hopeless bunch, Fenne thought, fed up with the lot of them. She’d practically given up and was close to thinking, Whatever happens, happens. She had a bad feeling about this whole thing, but the feeling was more in the vein of sensing the end of their peaceful days and the arrival of trouble.

“Fenne… H-How about it?” Keiji asked. “Will you cooperate with us? If you just nod here, everything will be nice and settled. You know, on like a happy note, wrapped in a pretty bow and all…”

“Don’t want to…”

“Fenneeeeee…”

Keiji implored her with a pathetic-sounding voice. Once he realized coming on strong and eloquent didn’t work, he went straight to the waterworks. He wasn’t going to leave her be any time soon. Even worse, Soalina had now taken his side. She nervously glanced back and forth between Keiji and Fenne, looking for an opportunity to join the conversation.

Fenne let out a long, heavy sigh. “I don’t want to, but I won’t be able to sleep at night if I throw you out and learn you died in a ditch somewhere. I will look after you because you are so utterly hopeless. I really pulled the short end of the stick in life, ending up babysitting a grown man stuck in the body of a cute kid. My life is as unlucky as they come.”

Fenne felt a mix of resignation and contriteness, but strangely enough, she wasn’t unhappy. She was just filled to the brim with exasperation. Whatever happens, happens, she finally decided, completely giving up on trying to resolve the situation another way. 

“Thanks, Fenne!” Keiji exclaimed. “I’ll make you happy too! I’ll make you both happy! I promise!”

“P-Please do… We’re counting on you,” Soalina said bashfully.

“Yet another surprise. You’re both dead serious,” Fenne said drolly. 

“You can call me Keiji now. I’m not the GM anymore. I’m just a foolish man prepared to do what must be done to make our dreams come true. That’s Keiji Kuhara for you!”

“Okay, Mr. Keiji!” 

That was the Keiji Kuhara who had only just declared he’d learned the foolishness of growing overconfident. He obviously hadn’t learned a thing. Fenne exhaled another long-suffering sigh. Apparently, it was now her duty to remedy his cocky personality. Soalina was currently too busy being deceived by the bad man’s lofty promises, and the curious girl called Echo was watching over them with an amused grin, as if everything had gone according to plan.

Keiji pushed himself to his feet, struck a confident pose, and began regaling them with how they were both one-of-a-kind companions, amazing women with unlimited potential, and just how precious and dear they were to him. 

Watching as Soalina’s cheeks pinkened as she listened to his heavy-handed flattery, Fenne deliberately directed a sarcastic barb his way. “Keiji, aren’t you better suited to being a gigolo than a GM?” 

“Thanks, Soalina. Thank you, Fenne. And you too, Erakino up in heaven. I feel like I’ve already won. Just you watch, Takuto Ira. We’ve got nothin’ to fear now that we’re working together. I see the path to victory…”

“Ugh…”

Keiji wasn’t listening. He probably didn’t even notice that she’d called him Keiji—or that she’d even acknowledged him a little. Fenne sighed again. But for some reason, she wasn’t really all that upset. 

“Perhaps we should start with correcting the way you always let every little thing go straight to your head…” 

“Wooooooooooooooooooooooooo! We’re gonna do this, Erakinooooooo! Just you waiiiiiiit!”

Keiji was back to talking smack, and Soalina cheered him on with flushed cheeks. Echo had her arms crossed, nodding like a doting parent, thrilled to see their special boy step up to the big stage. Meanwhile, Fenne glanced out the window, hinting that they were being too loud and annoying. 

And so, those who were once known as the tabletop RPG faction reunited, with new determination and resolve in their hearts. With that loud, arrogant, foolish man leading them…
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Right after this quaint reunion, the owner of the nearby bakery came to complain about how noisy they were being and severely scolded Keiji, causing his overexcitement to deflate as fast as it had inflated. That was only the beginning of him being on the receiving end of a volley of criticism about how he misused his powers and his insufficient plans to defeat Takuto Ira…

And just like that, his story—their story—began a new chapter.
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Interlude: The Worshipped

 

TAKUTO was alone with his thoughts. He was thinking about Mynoghra’s current situation and what strategies he should pursue from here. Numerous strategies, both good and bad, ran through his mind, but there weren’t that many options he should or could employ at this point. Many of the options were hampered by external factors that didn’t exist in the game, such as showing consideration for allied nations and living up to the Heroes’ and Dark Elves lofty expectations. Rather than being stopped short by these external factors, Takuto ran with them, his strategic mind never grinding to a halt. 

First things first, take a moment to be happy about winning over Sutharland, he thought. I’m seriously relieved that went as well as it did, because it’d be hard to make up ground if we tripped right out the gate…

Unifying the Dark Continent was an essential task they needed to complete before anything else. At least that was less difficult than it sounded since most of the nations already had some alliance in place. Now that Sutharland had joined their ranks and the Dark Continent was effectively united under Takuto, he needed to consider their next move.

In other words, strengthening their joint military forces to counter the Lawful Continent Alliance.

We’ll have to tap into each nation’s treasury and assets to increase our military strength. Luckily, I’ve got the combined might of Mynoghra’s Market and Emergency Production, so we won’t have to factor production time into our plans… Of course, we still have to decide which armaments to increase, establish a management system for the alliance, train for specific military operations, and make fundamental reforms to get each country on the same page.

The enemy alliance boasted tremendous military strength. The Dark Continent Alliance was made up of mostly ordinary soldiers, while the Lawful Continent Alliance consisted of powerful elite units, such as the Succubus Army and Paladins. Even if they armed every foot soldier with guns, overpowered weaponry by this world’s standards, the DCA was still at a disadvantage. Gathering enough military strength to counter them in just one year was proving difficult.

We’ll need to put our facility and technology research on hold too. I want to redirect all resources toward military expansion. Fortunately, Mynoghra has excellent units to choose from. We’ll push forward with a policy of investing our resources in producing as many Headhunting Bugs, Spirits of Ruin, and Botchlings as we can.

Even at their current level, Mynoghra’s exclusive units were a threat to the LCA. The Headhunting Bugs could use their mobility to disrupt the rear, and the Spirits of Ruin could use Military Magic to greatly affect both armies. And the Botchlings’ strengths needed no introduction. 

But Takuto realized that wasn’t enough to win. 

Clashes between elite units and regular soldiers on both sides were, in the end, merely a prelude. The common sense of war didn’t apply to war in this world—it didn’t apply to a war waged by Players. 

This was also a key factor in Eternal Nations. Because there were significant differences in the combat abilities of individual units, it often came down to a clash between the best forces on each side.

In other words, victory came down to who could prepare the most powerful, decisive weapons. 

Saints, Witches, Players, Heroes. The outcome would be decided by these special units, who stood a league above ordinary foot soldiers. Ordinary soldiers, thrown into the mix from the non-Player nations, could only serve as rearguard or support.

This was why Takuto was so adamant about getting Keiji Kuhara to join him. It’d be a waste of resources to leave someone with his power out in the wild. The relationship between their factions was abysmal at best, but there was still a sliver of hope left, since they hadn’t reentered a state of war with each other yet. Of course, as someone who always planned his strategies by predicting two or three moves ahead, Takuto wouldn’t bet it all on a joint front with Keiji, which had a low probability of success.

And so, he chose to put another plan in place, one he naturally enacted in secret—the plan to strengthen Takuto Ira. 

Something stirred beneath Takuto’s feet. The lump, which looked like a bundle of rags balled up and thrown on the ground, made strange, rustling movements, then began to cry loudly. The sight would shock anyone who saw it, and leave others dumbfounded.

The lump was none other than one of Mynoghra’s very own Heroes—Gleeful Spin Doctor Vittorio. 

“Waaah, waaaah… I’m crying for all to see. Because I’m a girl.” Vittorio writhed on the ground, looking like a tattered piece of trash.

Glancing at this pathetic excuse for a Hero, Takuto clenched his hands into fists and muttered to himself. “Boy, am I glad I didn’t bring Atou. I don’t even want to think about what she’d say if she found out about this…”

“Ooh la la! Keeping secrets from your lady? Mon dieu has finally set foot on the road to becoming a gigolo, I see. I knew it. Sludge tits will always lose to a nice, big rack!” 

Takuto remained silent as he directed a withering stare at Vittorio. 

As Eternal Nations’ Player, Takuto had the powers of the Nameless Evil God. The ability was immensely powerful, but also an incredibly unstable double-edged sword. As the Nameless Evil God, he had the ability to become anything because he was nothing. The ability to imitate all things easily blurs one’s own definition, making their existence vague. 

Thanks to Takuto’s quick thinking and careful preparation, he won the battle of wits with Vittorio, but that didn’t automatically resolve the instability imposed by his nature as the Nameless Evil God. Although Vittorio had achieved temporary stability by superimposing the personality of Takuto Ira the Player onto the setting of the Nameless Evil God, Takuto was neither ignorant nor foolish enough to leave the situation as-is. Rather, he’d been plotting to exploit a deliberate system for manufacturing evil gods, wherein a deity was shaped by the very belief of its worshippers, by utilizing the Cult of Ira’s faith to do just that for himself. 

Now, at long last, he was putting the final touches in place.

The sermon Takuto gave to the Ira cultists, despite his immense social anxiety, was working just as he had expected. The plan that Takuto devised by looking at everything from a bird’s eye view produced the exact result he desired.

Takuto’s intellect exceeded that of Vittorio’s. He thought he had just about proven that fact again, except…

“Vittorio.”

“Yes, mon dieu~♪?”

“I don’t approve of appraising women’s breasts like that.”

“What? You’re gonna kill moi just for thaaat?”

Countless blades instantly appeared and pierced Vittorio’s body. He faded away with a soft, indescribable death cry. Vittorio was an immortal Hero. Or, to be precise, a Hero who could resurrect infinitely. He’d return after a while, but Takuto wasn’t the kind of person to indiscriminately inflict violence on his subordinates. The fact that Vittorio received such a severe punishment showed the gravity of his indiscretion. 

◇◇◇

AT the very edge of the Accursed Lands, Takuto was lost in thought as he gazed out at the vast ocean from the western cliffs. The silent moment was broken when Vittorio, who’d revived at his base—Mynoghra’s Palace—returned with a brisk step, carrying sweets he’d pilfered from someone along the way.

“Mon dieu! That hurt like hell!” 

“You came right back, didn’t you? Besides, you know what lies in wait for vassals who displease the king…”

“You killed moi a bunch of times before that! Never did I ever fathom the day would come when moi would be relegated to punching bag duty.”

“It’s necessary for me to confirm the ability’s working. Fortunately, the burden it places on me is within acceptable limits… Except for that time-based trap you worked into it.”

“Don’t go souring my lovely present by calling it something as nasty as a trap. I rather wish you would call it the countdown to a happy ending! Ils vécurent heureux jusqu'à la fin de leurs jours.”

“The Takuto Ira the Ira Cultists believe in, huh?”

The Player Takuto Ira and the Lord Takuto Ira the Cult of Ira worshipped—though they were the same person, there were actually big differences between them. The unholy scriptures prepared by Vittorio referenced his ideal Takuto Ira, and the cultists had absolute faith in it. 

In other words, the power of God Takuto Ira was the power of the Cult of Ira’s faith. 

Takuto held his palm out toward Vittorio, and after considering it for a moment, changed his target to the tree behind him. Without any warning, the tree trunk exploded, and the giant tree collapsed to the ground. 

Hmm… Takuto considered it carefully. It was a fairly powerful ability. Because the Nameless Evil God has no name, it can mimic the abilities of any being. By taking on the divine name of Takuto Ira the god, he could wield any ability the Ira cultists believed he had. However, that came with the drawback that these powers influenced his subconscious.

The last time Takuto used this ability, he overused it, causing his self-awareness to grow too vague, and he paid the price by losing consciousness. If he overused the power of Takuto Ira the god, tainted by the desires of his followers and Vittorio’s scriptures, he would likely end up in a similar situation. He had no intention of repeating the same mistake, so he’d taken preventative measures this time. 

This was why he was currently traveling around controlled and friendly territories. Quite the exhausting venture for an introvert. It was to make people recognize the existence of God Takuto Ira in a legitimate way, impressing upon them only the convenient parts he wanted to influence the ability. It also doubled as a way to pacify any encroaching issues. 

Once I have it perfectly tuned, the power of Takuto Ira the god will be unmatched. I won’t lose consciousness due to my personality getting contaminated and distorted again. 

His fully adjusted version of the Takuto Ira god identity gave him abilities that could be unironically described as godly. As a god, he was guaranteed all authority and could wield unparalleled power. As far as his personality was concerned, there was almost no contamination, thanks to people no longer harboring excessive misunderstandings about him. A truly perfect situation, as long as he overlooked the one and only, absolutely permanent, worst-case scenario it could land him in. 

…If I overuse the ability, I’ll end up marrying Vittorio, who’ll become an adorably cute and clumsy bunny girl. It’s the double-edged ability from hell. It makes me sick. 

Even though Takuto desperately tried to correct the scripture, The Book of Ira, had a heart-to-heart with Yona’Yona, deepened his friendship with the cultists and tried to educate them in the way he wanted, this clause was the one thing he just couldn’t expunge.

“Vittorio is the one and only subordinate the Lord God Takuto Ira trusts the most.”

He knew the culprit. The problem was, he couldn’t find a way to stop it. The broad interpretation: Takuto and Vittorio were destined to get married in the future. The cultists believed that it wouldn’t be a problem if that happened because Vittorio would eventually turn into a cute, clumsy, bunny-eared girl who suits frilly dresses. Still, these crazy people seemed unable to comprehend the fact that a huge jester of a problem was sitting proudly before their very eyes.

Takuto pressed his fingers between his brows and shook his head. Even now, the notion that “Vittorio may be difficult to handle, but he’s a reliable subordinate I can count on” kept encroaching on his thoughts. He was playing with fire now. He feared not being able to tell whether this feeling was genuine or the result of the Takuto Ira god persona slowly but inevitably contaminating him. 

He had a feeling it would slowly but surely erode away at his psyche like this, until, before he knew it, he’d be getting married to bunny-girl Vittorio. Moreover, the biggest countermeasure to this—continuing to lock his identity to the Player Takuto Ira—was difficult to maintain. By using that method, he might not be affected by the persona contamination, but it also meant he lost the boons of identifying with the god Takuto Ira. 

With a major war looming, it was clear that he couldn’t give up this cursed power.

Vittorio was truly living up to his infamy as the worst Hero in Eternal Nations. His methods were nasty. 

Seriously, which moronic dev gave this guy such a nasty personality? Takuto wanted to yell and curse out the Eternal Nations’ devs, but he knew that wouldn’t get him anywhere, so he kept his grief to himself. 

To make matters even worse, this was the one point Vittorio wouldn’t compromise on, no matter how he threatened him, so all his efforts to overturn this damning trap clause ended in futility. After all, marriage and that whole creepiness aside, Vittorio truly believed he was the subordinate most worthy of his God…

“I’m going to call this ability Ira’s God Authority. I have a feeling I’ll pay big time if I don’t make a clear distinction. I’m done with losing sight of myself.”

“I’d be on cloud nine if you end up paying for your neglect, though… Oooh, here’s a thought! How about you start by explaining the situation from start to finish to Sludge Tits?!” 

“Seriously stop calling her that,” Takuto warned. “And we don’t know what’ll happen if she finds out!”

“But you’ll have to tell her eventually! Like on our wedding day! Besides, you really need to do something about your bad habit of pushing off annoying things until later.”

“Either way, I’m waiting for a time you’re not around to tell her…”

Considering what awaited Mynoghra, there was no way Takuto wouldn’t use Ira’s God Authority, even though there were risks. In fact, the restriction had made it even more worthwhile to refine his strategies. 

One part of his gamer-focused mind was seriously concerned about how he would explain the situation to Atou. Even an introvert with no people skills like him knew it would lead to a big fight. He was aware he was putting off the problem, but it took courage for him to do anything that angered Atou. 

Would she accept it if he prostrated himself before her and vowed to do anything she asked of him? He had an inkling he’d used that move on her one too many times for it to be as effective this time. Even so, the only viable option was for him to sincerely beg for forgiveness. Perhaps such fears were unbecoming of the King of Ruin, but even an evil king has things that scare the crap out of him. Takuto stoked the flames of conviction within his heart to better prepare him for the great storm ahead. 

“But, mon dieu, this power I prepared and you perfected is surprisingly effective, wouldn’t you say? I dare say it will give us the upper hand in the battle to come,” Vittorio trilled. 

He was right. Ira’s God Authority was a power with terrifying potential. It’d grow stronger with time, without him having to lift a finger. As a Hero, Atou also had the ability to grow stronger over time. But the more followers Takuto had, the more faith he had, the greater his power grew and the greater the authority he’d wield. In that sense, Takuto’s ability was even more overpowered than Atou’s.

“It’s powerful, sure, but not undefeatable or perfect. Even if I overlook the ridiculous risk you are stubbornly enforcing as a part of it, there are other flaws,” Takuto pointed out. 

If his time in this world taught him anything, it was that you could never grow overconfident and assume you had an invincible advantage. One might be tempted to see Ira’s God Authority as an invincible, overpowered ability. This notion was backed up by the fact that no basic attacks could harm Takuto while he used it, and even if he did get hurt, he’d heal instantly. 

But when he looked at the big picture in this world and asked if that would be enough to get them through, the answer was a clear-cut no. Takuto thought about all the factions he’d faced up to now. Each one was a force to be reckoned with, and all possessed a vast array of insane abilities. Among their ranks was one particular faction that had the potential to pose the greatest threat of all. 

“Thinking about the TRPG faction? Are they really deserving of such caution?” Vittorio asked. “I agree they have a troubling set of abilities at their disposal, but from what I’ve heard of their Player, he’s the embodiment of an absolute loser…”

Vittorio cast Takuto a skeptical look that seemed to ask, “Are you sure you aren’t overestimating them?” Takuto decided to explain his logic to prevent Vittorio from letting his guard down and suffering an embarrassing defeat.

“Someone who has a powerful ability, understands it correctly, and yet is a coward through and through. That type can be the biggest thorn in your side in the long run. The Keiji I dealt with was absolutely a coward, but he seemed to be at a loss with how to correctly use his abilities. I was able to exploit that weakness and defeat him last time, but…”

“But you think he won’t have the same weakness this time?” Vittorio deduced.

“He might still be a wimpy loser, but I’ll bet he’s become an even bigger threat to us.” 

Keiji still came across as a coward, a weakling, and vulnerable to exploitation and manipulation at the All-Faction Conference. But Takuto hadn’t forgotten the Chinese proverb that went, “A scholar who has been away for three days must be looked at with new eyes.” People can change and improve themselves when you aren’t looking. 

Takuto believed you could never be too careful. He only wanted to deal with other Players after exercising an abundance of caution. He knew that the defeated sometimes came back with a hidden strength he shouldn’t underestimate. Experience taught him just how much of a threat they could pose. 

That’s why he wasn’t going to let his guard down. 

That’s why he strove to get a hold on Keiji at this stage. 

Their first encounter was as enemies. How would their second encounter go?

“I wonder what Keiji is up to now.”

Takuto thought about the man he had yet to meet in person, but who was certainly a threat.
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Chapter 9: Challenge

 

<Dark Continent, Accursed Lands>

IN his office in Mynoghra’s Palace, Takuto breathed a sigh of relief. The situation on the Dark Continent had finally completed the first stage in his big plan. 

“Phew. Looks like all the Dark Continent nations have finally united under our umbrella…”

“Excellent work, my king,” Atou congratulated Takuto. He was staring at a new map drawn to show the change in power relationships, and she’d come bearing drinks. “Everyone aside from Sutharland joined without us having to lift a finger.”

She smiled fondly at Takuto, relaxing in his chair. All their hard work had paid off. She took her usual spot at his side and waited for the king’s next words. 

“Well, the top three powers on the Dark Continent decided to team up. The city-states had no choice but to go along with it if they wanted to survive.”

“Too true,” Atou agreed with Takuto. 

Saying that all the nations of the Dark Continent were going to stand together against the Lawful Continent Alliance sounded nice, but in reality, they only expended effort on winning Sutharland as an ally. Phon’kaven was already Mynoghra’s close ally, and the two city-states lacked national power to begin with, leaving them no choice but to side with the majority. Takuto became certain of that fact when he met with the leader of the criminal city-state of Gramfil.

“We granted them the highest privilege of approaching the great and mighty Mynoghra,” Atou said. “They should have sent an emissary to swear their allegiance sooner! I suppose I can give their leader a smidgeon of credit for coming to the Accursed Lands himself…”

“He was frightened to the point I pitied him,” Takuto remarked.

“He was hailed as a crime lord or some sort, so I got my hopes up, only to have them dashed when he turned out to be little more than a petty thug.”

“Well, it’s not really fair to judge him solely on how he reacted in our presence.”

Atou’s comment reminded Takuto of the leader of Gramfil who’d come all the way to Mynoghra’s Palace to have an audience with him. The way he trembled when he looked at Takuto wasn’t just like a frog locked in a snake’s sights, but more like a hare caught in a trap. That wasn’t his fault; it was difficult for anyone to keep their wits about them in Takuto’s presence. Especially since Takuto fully exerted his presence as the King of Ruin to intimidate his opponents during their first encounter. 

The new power Takuto had obtained through Vittorio’s schemes was useful even in diplomatic situations. He hated how Ira’s God Authority was useful for all sorts of situations, not just combat. It was so convenient, he was getting addicted to using it. 

In any case, he needed to steadily, yet swiftly, deal with the tasks laid out in front of him before time ran out. In that sense, it was good news that the city-states of Gramfil and Ironhenge had surrendered without a fight. Needless to say, it would be a hassle if they were to resist or try to negotiate better terms. 

“We should be happy we don’t have to be distracted by trivial affairs,” Takuto said. “Of course, I don’t completely trust them, so we need to take precautions, but I think we can manage that by stationing some units within their territory.”

The supposed crime lord might oversee what formally counted as a nation, but he wasn’t all that more important than Dragontan’s mayor, Antelise. In Takuto’s estimation, the city-states didn’t quite live up to their name. They were a little too small to be treated as equals in international politics, but formally they were allies, and in reality, they now fell under Mynoghra’s umbrella of control. He didn’t want to be unreasonable with them. It’d be one thing if they intended to harm Mynoghra or disrespect it, but Takuto wasn’t in the habit of pointlessly grounding those who showed allegiance under his heel. 

“Still, I can’t believe we’re already in our eighth month… I wanted to have the alliance in place by the sixth month,” Takuto sighed. 

He felt it had taken way too long to get the city-states on board. Sutharland and Phon’kaven had been experiencing a series of irregular incidents that prevented them from devoting enough energy to handling the city-states as he’d asked them to. 

Takuto had a reason to be concerned about this significant delay.

“A big part of recruiting the two city-states to our alliance was to try and locate Keiji Kuhara, after all,” Atou said. 

“Yup, Keiji’s the problem,” Takuto nodded. “He’s not in Sutharland or Phon’kaven, which leaves one of the city-states, but the question is which…”

To Mynoghra, getting the city-states to join the alliance was just another step in a bigger plan. The real goal was to make contact with Keiji Kuhara. Recruiting the TRPG Player would be a key game-changer in the coming war. 

“We need to start the search at once,” Takuto said. “We can’t count on the locals, so we’ll just have to ask for the unreasonable and send in units who excel at searching.”

Only four months until the barrier was lifted. Would they find him in time? Either way, they wouldn’t find him if they didn’t try. 

Takuto was just about to decide on his strategy for locating Keiji, when his supernatural abilities as a Player and the Ira’s God Authority alerted him to the sound of something flying his way. 

“King Takuto!!”

Atou and the guardian Botchling moved at once to cover Takuto. 

An arrow pierced his desk with a light thunk. 

“We’re under attack! Move to high alert!” Atou shouted and began giving orders to the soldiers on guard outside the office. 

Meanwhile, Takuto frowned as he parsed what had just occurred. 

This can’t be possible, was his very first thought. 

Dark Elves guarded Mynoghra’s Palace twenty-four seven, and if there had been an intruder in the Accursed Lands, Takuto would’ve sensed them by now. The Botchling’s Detect skill should have picked up on whether there were assassins in their midst too.  

Based on the direction the arrow came from, where it hit, and its speed, it could only have been fired from an impossible location.

Takuto knew just one faction that could make the impossible possible. 

“Oh…could that be a letter tied to the arrow?”

Another impossibility. A piece of paper was neatly tied around the middle of the arrow sticking out of his desk. 

Dark Elf soldiers could be heard running toward the office. Takuto felt his jaw drop as the situation rapidly shifted around him. Rather than being shocked by the attack itself, he was more surprised anyone would choose this antiquated method of communication. 

◇◇◇

“ARROWS were once used to send letters of challenge,” Takuto said. “What an old-fashioned way of doing things…”

The commotion that followed was a nightmare. There had been a direct attack on Mynoghra’s king. The guards panicked and apologized. Atou alternated between rage and despair at her own incompetence, and Vittorio was peering into the room through the window, an obnoxiously large grin on his face. 

The search of the surrounding area had already ended, but a tense atmosphere still hung over Mynoghra’s Palace. All work for the day had been canceled, and Elder Moltar and Gia, who had left for Sutharland, announced they’d return at once via a telepathic message. 

It was sheer chaos from the top down.

Takuto was satisfied with their quick response, but found they panicked too much and docked them marks for their lack of composure. Deciding that this was an area that needed further improvement and should be addressed later, Takuto unfolded the paper tied to the arrow. 

What in the world does it say? Takuto immediately set about trying to ascertain the contents, but he ran into an immediate problem. The handwriting…it’s too hard to read!

His attempt was thwarted at the very first step. The writing was so messy it was impossible to decipher. For a moment, he worried it was some sort of curse, but that thought vanished when he just barely made out the letters spelling: “A Letter of Challenge.” It was really just a case of the sender having terrible penmanship. Nothing more, nothing less. Takuto didn’t openly express his disdain for that fact, however. 

I can’t complain when I have the same problem… If he was being honest, Takuto had horrible handwriting too. The bitter memory of his struggle to sign approval documents during his first days as Mynoghra’s king flitted through his mind. 

When it came down to it, he was just a modern kid, and one who had spent most of his life in a hospital. Not only did he have few opportunities to write with a pen, but he also handled most things on a computer or smartphone. Perhaps it was inevitable that he’d only realize how horrible his handwriting was after actually needing it for the first time in this world. 

Such bitter memories made it difficult for him to criticize this chicken scratch. But that was Takuto’s problem, and it was irrelevant to his confidant, Atou.

“King Takuto, isn’t this handwriting really messy?”

A bead of sweat trickled down Takuto’s forehead. He wasn’t the one being insulted, but he felt like he was. 

Don’t worry. You didn’t write this, he told himself, but Atou didn’t notice his inner turmoil as she struggled to read the letter over his shoulder. 

“To make matters worse, the writer seems to have purposely scribbled to hide their typos, and all the lines are terribly misaligned, making it a chore to read…”

“Y-Yeah, you can say that again!” Takuto replied, his voice cracking against his will. At least Atou didn’t seem to notice his unease, which was a relief. Then it suddenly dawned upon him that they weren’t reading his writing. There was no reason for him to be so on edge about it! He calmed down at once. Putting aside the script’s messiness, deciphering its contents came first. Switching gears, Takuto focused his efforts on parsing the scrawl of letters again. 

“Should we call for the Magic Research Institute’s deciphering team?” Atou asked.

“You want to ask people who devote their lives to deciphering ancient texts to waste their time reading these scribbles? I’d feel bad making that request of them…”

“I-I suppose you have a point. I’ll try my best to help you first.”

In the end, they successfully deciphered the message despite mocking the almost illegible script and typos along the way. They were fortunate that the first characters spelled, “A Letter of Challenge.” From there, they used that context to decipher the rest of what was being said. Sure enough, it was a letter from Keiji Kuhara challenging Takuto to a duel. He wanted to establish who was stronger and requested a showdown in the desert wilderness near Ironhenge.

“A showdown, eh? Somebody watched too many Westerns,” Takuto said drolly. 

“We have already put this Keiji in his place. Surely there’s no need to play his foolish games again?” Atou asked.

“But judging by the contents of this letter, I’ll have to visit him at least once.”

The word choice, content, and sloppy writing all gave insight into the writer’s state of mind. Keiji’s letter of challenge was poorly written, but it clearly revealed what was going on inside his mind. Takuto sensed an entertaining development there. He didn’t know what happened to Keiji, but he seemed more determined and motivated than when he’d holed himself up out of harm’s reach. 

A mischievous grin spread across Takuto’s face at Keiji’s apparent change of heart. Joy won out over his caution to learn that the man he’d considered a formidable opponent hadn’t broken yet. 

Moreover, Takuto never ran from a challenge. His pride as Eternal Nations’ top player and his pride as a person wouldn’t let him. He wasn’t intimidated by old-fashioned tactics. He crushed any opponent who stood in his way. He took them head-on and obliterated them. Such was Takuto’s way. 

“You plan to settle things with him once and for all,” Atou said, knowing her master’s personality best. She understood how he was feeling from the enthusiastic, warmongering grin dancing across his face. 

That’s what he’d do. That’s what her king and master would decide. That was the Takuto she had known since she was simply a character inside the game called Eternal Nations. 

But a certain something sucked the wind right out of their sails. 

“Well, I’d love to do just that, but I can’t. Did you forget the Great Ritual is still in place?” 

“Ah,” Atou gasped. She covered her mouth with her hand. Surprise and awkwardness over having forgotten such an important factor colored her expression. 

Takuto chuckled lightly at her forgetfulness. They were all for fighting Keiji, but their current circumstances wouldn’t allow it. They knew why, but it was still hard to accept. 

“How will it all play out then?” Atou wondered. 

“A lot easier now that he doesn’t have his GM Authority. We have to convince him to join forces somehow.”

“Will he even be useful?” Atou asked, worry lacing her tone. 

Takuto expected her to wonder as much after reading the letter, and knew he had to correct her misconception.

“He will absolutely be useful,” Takuto said firmly. “I don’t view him as my number one threat for nothing. It’s hard to say what he’s capable of pulling off at this point, but he’s not someone we should underestimate.” 

“Even though he’s someone you’ve already defeated once?”

The TRPG faction had already dealt Mynoghra a crippling blow once. It must’ve been especially difficult for Atou to speak to their weakness when they were the very faction that had captured her. But they had faced off and Mynoghra came out victorious. The outcome should be the same no matter how many times they clashed. Especially now that Keiji had been stripped of his near-invincible GM status. This was why Atou wondered if he’d be useful anymore. But Takuto still claimed he would be.

“He’s lost once. When someone gets too cocky and suffers a big loss, there are generally two possible outcomes,” Takuto explained, holding up his fingers. He’d prepared this explanation for her in advance. Atou held her breath for the answer. “Either they don’t get back up again, or they rise and grow from the experience.”

Defeat can greatly change a person’s destiny. This is especially true when it’s a crushing defeat. Takuto spoke from personal experience. After all, after losing Isla in his own crushing defeat, he completely let go of any self-indulgence. Of course, he still couldn’t say with confidence that he’d perfectly overcome his flaws. But at least he’d gotten rid of his bad habit of taking things lightly. 

Takuto’s defeat had taken him to a new level. It was unclear which way Keiji would go. But he had sent a challenge. He was challenging Takuto, who’d defeated him. An opponent with whom matters should’ve been settled. He’d made the first move before Mynoghra even located him.

“Never let your guard down. That’s one thing we must never forget.” To Takuto, this was the most important lesson he’d taken away from his time in this world. 

Takuto Ira undeniably acknowledged Keiji Kuhara as a worthy opponent. Even if any means of settling the matter directly had been blocked, even if it were impossible for them to harm each other…

In this world, you never know what’s going to happen.

“It’s time for the showdown. I know it’s probably foolish to think this under the circumstances, but…” Takuto laughed, “I’m looking forward to it.”

His laugh, his smile, was that of the King of Ruin and the evil god worshipped by a great many followers.
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Chapter 10: Quandary

 

TENSION hung thick over the confrontation between the two factions. A barren wasteland stretched out in every direction. A strong gust occasionally whipped up the sand, and not a soul could be seen with the naked eye. But the Botchling Takuto had brought with him had Detected several people hiding in plain sight. Though Takuto noticed their presence, he didn’t give any special instructions to the Botchling. He wanted to see how his opponent reacted first—such was Takuto’s personal policy. 

After a long while, the space in front of Takuto distorted, and several people appeared. They had finally made up their mind to move forward with the interaction. Atou promptly shifted into a combat stance, but Takuto raised his left hand, staying her. He took a moment to observe his opponents.

“Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-Y-You d-d-did well to a-a-answer my ch-ch-challenge, Takuto Ira!” shouted a young boy, his voice shrill. He stuttered, and his words came out as tremorous as the tremble in his bottom lip, giving away just how nervous he felt. One good look and Takuto saw his legs shaking so hard his knees were smacking together. 

Impressed by how much courage his opponent had mustered just to show up, Takuto decided to do some light taunting first to see how the boy would react. “Is that you, Keiji boy…? You sure have shrunk since the last time I saw you. You made me feel awfully lonely when you didn’t respond at the conference. How have you been? Good?”

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!”

A single remark was enough to overwhelm the boy, causing him to take an instinctive step back. 

Hmm. Takuto analyzed his extreme reaction. He just confirmed he’s Keiji Kuhara with that. His voice is higher-pitched, but there’s enough similarity to what he sounded like when we spoke in Lenea. 

Takuto shifted his gaze to the two ladies taking up positions to Keiji’s left and right. They were easy to recognize, especially since they still wore the same elaborate Saint attire. How considerate, he thought. 

Seeing as Saint Soalina and Saint Fenne are both with him, it looks as though their partnership is still going strong. 

He couldn’t see Fenne’s face through the veil, but Soalina was glaring daggers at him. She clearly hadn’t gotten over Erakino’s defeat at his hands. 

Keiji’s letter of challenge was starting to feel less like a joke. The contents were written in an archaic style with sloppy penmanship, but Keiji was serious about the challenge. 

After such a spectacular defeat and their fleeing in different directions, I’d estimated the chances of them reuniting were low, but it seems Keiji has his own charm…

Perhaps a Player wouldn’t be chosen by a god unless they had something captivating about them, or perhaps Takuto’s own acceptance of Keiji as a worthy rival skewed his appraisal in a better light? Either way, the same truth stood before him: the TRPG faction had reunited.

But there was one among their ranks that screamed aberration: a girl who looked just like Erakino. Her different color scheme and hairstyle led one to believe she might be someone else, however. 

Tabletop RPGS have character creator systems. Elemental Ward 4th Edition, the game Keiji brought to this world with him, also had character creation baked into its rulebook. 

Takuto couldn’t verify it based on visual information alone, but it was possible Keiji had created a new character. If he did, that’d be a huge pain. Takuto suppressed his desire to sigh. 

“Are you Erakino?” Takuto asked. “…No, you can’t be. I killed that one. Another character, then? Did you create a new character sheet?” 

The girl tossed up both hands in a mocking manner and cocked her head to one side as if to say, “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Her bold, brazen manner resembled Erakino’s, but there was something different about her, too. She came across as someone who preferred to operate in the shadows more than Erakino ever did.

Either way, she’s not an ally, that’s for sure. Drawing conclusions without enough information leads to mistakes. 

“This is why TRPGs are a pain to deal with. Unlike CRPGs and other types of board games, there’s a lot of room for interpretation baked in, allowing you to play fast and loose with the rules. Lucky you.”

Takuto was wary of TRPGs for this reason.

The game system for a tabletop RPG is typically discovered through its rulebook texts: the mechanics, numbers, rules, and procedures that players and Game Masters are instructed to use. The rulebook provides the potential game, but the real game happens in the interaction between the rules and the people playing. Through conversation. The degree of freedom and interpretation are on a completely different scale from those of other types of games. As long as everyone agrees, it’s possible to ignore or bend the rules laid out in the rulebook. Even from its earliest days, players understood that the rulebook is only one way to open the door.

In short, anything goes as long as everyone agrees, and it leads to the experience they want as a group. The main purpose of this type of game is for the group playing to have fun together without friction. 

This high degree of interpretation presented by the TRPG system posed the greatest threat to the way their new world operated. 

Takuto made his comment on TRPGs to remind his subordinates of the dangers they faced, so he was surprised when Erakino’s imposter of all people responded. 

“Now here’s somebody who gets it! I mean, duh, you are the guy who handed this gambling trash his ass on a platter! Oh, by the way, call this aberration Echo, would ya? It’s the shattered remains of Erakino; just a happy-go-lucky specter spectator!” 

Takuto desperately schooled his features before he accidentally let what he was thinking show on his face. Now that’s an awfully ambiguous origin story. She might’ve been ordered to hide her information, but I doubt it. Someone like Keiji isn’t the type to think ahead. 

TRPGs have a relatively easy way of adding new characters to the campaign through character sheets. But even if that were an integral part of his game’s mechanics, the other game systems would be at a complete disadvantage if Keiji could just add new characters to his faction whenever he felt like it. No matter how he analyzed the situation, Takuto just didn’t think that was the case here, especially considering the subtle changes in Keiji’s attitude. 

There was more to the situation than meets the eye. He could be bluffing, but he never came across as the sort to resort to such roundabout methods. At least based on Takuto’s impression of Keiji so far…

So, she’s an exception to the rules? Is she the original Erakino? People who act the part of the fool like Vittorio are frightening because they often pull the carpet from under you when you least expect it… Takuto noted Echo as someone he needed to be especially vigilant of. 

In any event, his original plan for the encounter remained unchanged. Due to the ongoing effects of the Great Ritual, Mynoghra couldn’t engage in interfaction combat. He was still on track to use dialogue to recruit the TRPG forces. 

“Keiji. This time I’m considering forming an alliance with you rather than engaging in hostilities,” Takuto said. 

“What alliance?” Keiji raised an eyebrow.

The two Saints flinched but said nothing. All decision-making power had been left to Keiji this time, it seemed. 

Takuto was grateful they weren’t going to needlessly muddy the waters. He was afraid they would interject, and the ensuing chaos would get them off topic, so this was a welcome deviation. 

“Regarding the Succubus situation. I’m sure you’re aware that we are now officially at odds with the Lawful Continent Alliance, since you were there at the All-Faction Conference, Keiji. We’ll eventually come to blows with them, so the more people we have on our side, the better,” Takuto asserted, forcing himself to speak with more passion than usual. 

In reality, it was Takuto’s 4x faction and Yu’s RPG faction that were now at war with the Lawful Continent Alliance. Keiji’s TRPG faction wasn’t a party to either side, so they were more or less left out of the initial hostilities. The conversation would derail if he pointed that out, so Takuto quickly pushed past it. Of course, the TRPG faction couldn’t remain bystanders forever. The Lawful Continent Alliance would eventually come for them, too—it was only a matter of time. 

Yield or team up. Confront the enemy head-on or run to the ends of the earth. Those were the only options. They needed to decide sooner rather than later. They would preferably choose to become Takuto’s ally. 

“Why don’t we set aside our grudges for the moment and team up? The Succubus Army is making life difficult for all of us. You of all people should know that we’ve come to a crossroads, Keiji.”

A conflicted look clouded Keiji’s young face. He was considering Takuto’s offer. He looked torn, as if unsure which path to take. Takuto saw that moment of hesitation and seized it.

“Or would you rather offer your Saints to the Succubus?” he challenged, delivering a decisive blow. 

A dramatic change overcame Keiji. But not the one Takuto had expected. Gleaming eyes, blazing with newfound resolution, pierced him. It wasn’t righteous fury blazing within, but the eyes of a man who had made up his mind. 

I screwed up. He’s shaking like a leaf, so I thought they’d dragged him here against his will, but it seems he chose to come of his own volition, even if he’s still a coward at his core…

Keiji looked over his shoulder to confirm something. His gaze flicked between his companions—two Saints and an Echo—for confirmation. 

Takuto’s back was unguarded, but he merely watched the scene unfold, unbothered. He couldn’t be harmed with the Great Ritual in place, and even if they defied those rules, his pride wouldn’t let him react any other way. 

“You say it. You’re our leader~♪,” Echo encouraged.

“Be a man,” Fenne told him.

“Do your best, Mr. Keiji,” Soalina said. 

Following a dismissive, almost encouraging, response from his companions, Keiji faced Takuto.

Takuto and his retinue watched and waited. 

“Don’t think you can trick me with pretty words, Takuto Ira! I won’t fall for it! I’ll d-defeat you! Become the top dog! And then I’ll win this war and revive Erakino!” 

“I’m pretty sure you can revive Erakino without having to defeat me…”

“O-Oh, okay…”

Takuto was starting to understand what Keiji was after. Rather than exacting revenge, he wanted to regain the dignity he lost during their last confrontation. 

Various methods for reviving the dead existed in this world. Many were extremely complicated, but not impossible. Which was probably why the idea of settling things with Takuto became one of Keiji’s goals. 

He wanted closure, not revenge. 

Such things are appealing to video game players, but this was the real world for them. Takuto wanted him to focus on the problem at hand, rather than being swayed by sentimentality and petty discord. 

The immediate problem was dealing with the Lawful Continent Alliance. 

“B-But Fenne…”

“Why are you asking me? Man up.”

Keiji was wavering. Takuto knew he was on the right track. The two Saints seemed intent on letting Keiji decide their fate. Takuto didn’t know what had gotten into them, but it certainly worked in his favor. 

Now’s the time to go all in. Takuto kept his desire to grin to himself as he welcomed the strange atmosphere that had fallen over their two factions despite being here to have a final showdown.

“Keiji, the truth is, I also have someone I want to revive, and I’ve laid the groundwork for that. If you cooperate, I’ll help you revive Erakino in return. This is the biggest concession I’m willing to make as the party who was attacked first by your faction.” 

If that’s all it took to seal the deal, then great. A so-called clincher. TRPGs use words to play. If Takuto could recruit him through persuasion, then that could be considered a very TRPG-appropriate encounter. Maximum effect with minimum effort.

Besides, they were going to have plenty of annoying interactions later on to reconcile information and build a minimally cooperative relationship anyway. Takuto wanted the first step toward that to be as easy as possible. He really just wanted to get this over with, and although he had complicated feelings when it came to Keiji, he didn’t harbor any particularly strong hatred or animosity toward him.

Whatever the TRPG faction’s thoughts on the matter, Takuto was serious about recruiting Keiji. At the same time…

Yeah, I know it’s not going to be that easy. Never is. 

…A part of him knew his attempts at using persuasion had failed. 

“No,” Keiji said firmly. “If I let myself get swept up in the moment and join your side here, I’m done for. I’ll revert right back to my old self—a weakling who couldn’t make a decision to save his life. I decided I would settle things with you here and now. And so I will settle things with you!”

I knew it’d come to this… Takuto wasn’t surprised by Keiji’s response. Sure, the manchild was as spineless as ever, his indecisiveness glaringly obvious to the point he was liable to seek advice from his allies at any moment now. Yet, perhaps his defeat had fostered some growth within him. Takuto could sense that he now possessed a certain inner strength, something akin to a steadfast pillar running through his being.

A strong, massive pillar—one that would never break, never yield. 

I need to consider the possibility our talks might fall through… Takuto bit the inside of his cheek. 

Betraying absolutely no sign of his frustration, Takuto succinctly stated the facts. “I’m afraid I have some bad news on that front. I currently have a Great Ritual active. It cast a massive barrier over the Dark Continent to protect Mynoghra from the Lawful Continent Alliance. This barrier halts any hostile actions between involved parties while active.”

Any kind of duel or battle between them was impossible from the start. Whether they mutually consented to fight or not, the effects of the Great Ritual would obstruct any attempt. Some exceptions existed, such as neutral NPCs, but Keiji and his cohort belonged to the TRPG faction, which encompassed them within the effects of the ritual. 

Simply put, no matter how much they whined about it, they couldn’t settle things now. 

“That cannot be—”

“Is that why I can’t read anyone’s mind?” 

Only now did the Saints mutter their concern. 

Reading minds was the Miracle bestowed upon Saint Fenne by her holy god. Takuto had learned of her ability while he was infiltrating the Divine Nation of Lenea. Naturally, the act of reading someone’s mind against their will counted as hostile action. There was no reason for her alone to be exempt from the restrictions put in place by the ritual. 

“Oooh, that’s awesome! But! I’m awesomer!” Keiji worked himself into a frenzy, letting out a shout that bordered on pure bravado. Though, if anything, it sounded more like a rabbit trying to roar at a lion… His lack of understanding was painfully apparent. 

Sighing inwardly at the fact that he hadn’t gotten the situation across to him, Takuto took the time to offer a patient, detailed explanation to Keiji. “No, it has nothing to do with being awesome, Keiji. A duel also counts as hostile action. We can’t attack each other. Period.”

“May I try?”

“Be my guest.”

Fenne was the first to respond to Takuto’s clarification. It seemed the Saint had finally lost her patience, deciding that Keiji was simply too unreliable to handle the situation.

For his part, Takuto was eager to bring a swift conclusion to this conversation, which was beginning to drag on in a rather aimless fashion, so he readily gave his consent. After all, the Great Ritual had repelled even the Succubus Army’s overpowered onslaught. There was simply no chance a mere Saint could overwhelm it.

“I won’t hold back then.”

A powerful shockwave exploded before their eyes. Takuto flinched slightly at the loud sound, but that was the extent of it. 

“You wench!” Atou cursed, furious at the sudden attack. 

It was actually more problematic trying to telepathically rein her in. 

“Do you understand now?”

“Yes, I do. A terrifying ability, indeed.”

Fenne appeared satisfied, and just like that, the full import of what Takuto was trying to convey finally sank in for the opposing side. No matter how much Takuto might have tried to explain it, Keiji wouldn’t have understood. However, he was bound to believe it if Fenne said so. At least, that was Takuto’s hope and Fenne’s intent with their little demonstration.

“So, what are you going to do, Keiji?” Fenne asked. “At this rate, a war of words is the absolute most you can hope for. Unfortunately, when it comes to verbal sparring, you don’t stand even a one-in-ten-thousand chance of winning. Or rather, you’ve already suffered crushing defeat.”

“D-Don’t listen to her, Mr. Keiji!”

“U-Uh…yeah, what should we do now?”

Keiji was at a complete and total loss. He had come all this way with a singular focus: to settle the score with Takuto Ira. Even if he had anticipated that Takuto might employ some trickery to try to avoid a fight, he couldn’t have foreseen the possibility that engaging in combat would be rendered utterly impossible from the outset.

A palpable sense of dismay radiated from the two Saints as well.

This is it, Takuto thought. He jumped on the opportunity to strike with a persuasive rush of words. 

“So, now that that’s settled, why don’t you temporarily join forces with us? I know we have much to discuss, and given that we were once enemies, I admit we probably won’t be friends any time soon. But we can still shake hands while keeping a dagger hidden behind our backs. For the sake of your objectives and ours, we need to deal with the Lawful Continent Alliance first.”

Takuto gauged their reaction. Confusion reigned supreme. The fact that they hadn’t outright rejected the idea suggested they were already falling right into Takuto’s trap. For now, the plan was to steer the conversation toward shelving the conflict; after that, he could absorb their forces piecemeal over time. The risk of being stabbed in the back would always linger, but now that their true objective—resurrecting Erakino—had been exposed, he figured he could handle anything they threw at him.

Or so he thought…

“Bzzzzt, wrong. You’re completely wrong.”

Echo chose that moment to break her silence. All eyes turned to her. She was grinning with absolute amusement and a hint of displeasure. 

She chooses this exact moment to jump in? I knew it, she’s the TRPG faction’s Vittorio. Still, there should be close to zero moves she could play h—

〈！〉ERROR NUMBER 447

(Abnormal operation was performed.)

Exceptions have been added to ritual effects.

Combat between the SLG 4x faction and the Tabletop RPG faction is temporarily permitted.

The impact of this modification on game balance is MINOR.

Takuto sharply inhaled.

“What the? That felt weird. What just happened?” Keiji asked.

An impossible interference with the rules was conveyed to Takuto through the Eternal Nations’ system. Takuto had experienced this feeling before—this supernatural presence that existed far beyond the scope of their collective understanding. Takuto grimaced. Of all the dire possibilities he had anticipated, the absolute worst-case scenario had just become reality.

Oh, give me a break. You’ve really gone and done it this time, Keiji!! Takuto cast a resentful glare at Keiji, who was glancing around with a dumbfounded look on his young face. Of course, the idiot didn’t even realize the hell his side had just unleashed and was peppering Echo with questions about it.

“Just this once,” Echo sneered. “I’ve temporarily overwritten the settings to lift the combat restrictions. Sorry, but this little bug really wants to see Master show off for once. Sucks for you, but you’ll just have to play along!”

“Don’t do things I didn’t ask for,” Keiji chided the cackling Echo. 

Takuto was in no mood to listen to their antics anymore. If Echo was to be believed, then the Great Ritual’s effects were already null and void. All attacks were back on the table again. And that same sense of impending crisis was shared by Takuto’s subordinates, who had remained silent observers until this very moment.

“King Takuto, let me join the fight…!” With a hint of panic in her voice, Atou declared her intent, simultaneously unfurling tentacles from her back.

Letting her join would be a grave mistake. 

“No. I want you to stay back, Atou.”

Takuto could certainly allow Atou to join him in this fight, but doing so would undoubtedly draw additional enemies into the fray. The two Saints were hardly a threat since he’d already learned their tricks. However, it was impossible to predict how Echo would intervene when she’d declared her desire to see the two Players duel it out. Turning this into an all-out, chaotic brawl was the last thing Takuto wanted. 

It wasn’t that he feared Echo. 

Rather, as long as the unpredictable entity known as Echo remained a wild card, capable of pulling any stunt at any moment, there was no telling what the gods lurking behind this world might decide to do.

“Oh, and I know this is rich coming from me, but I’ll ask that you let me warm the bench this time. This aberration wants to remain as a spectator as much as possible. I swear I won’t interfere again! So, pretty please with a cherry on top?” Perhaps sensing the rising tension, Echo offered up a sheepish excuse. 

Takuto seriously doubted there was any truth to her words, but he decided to play along to prevent the tension from escalating further. “Fine. I accept the duel. On one condition.”

He delivered a calculated countermove. After all, simply taking it on the chin without striking back was an affront to his pride.

“What? Duels can have conditions? Since when?” 

“I want Echo to bow out. To be precise, I want her chip removed from the board entirely. Games are no fun when non-Players butt in to make a mess of things.”

“Wh-Why?! She’s got nothing to do with this!” Keiji objected in a flustered panic, but such feeble protests were hardly enough to sway Takuto.

“She’s got everything to do with it. She just intervened no less than a second ago. Besides, regardless of what I have to say, she is still your ally, is she not? Take responsibility for your people.”

“Urk,” Keiji grunted, then fell silent. 

Takuto couldn’t back down now. Even if it meant souring the relationship between their two factions, he had to find a way to neutralize the threat posed by Echo. The moment she intervened, his priorities had shifted. The unexpected can happen at any time. But he never imagined it would come in such an unwelcome manner today.

Even now, he could sense Saint Fenne’s probing presence reaching out, attempting to delve into his mind. She would’ve learned everything if not for Ira’s God Authority, he realized with grave dismay and cursed the TRPG faction for always breaking the rules to screw with him and his preciously laid out plans. They really, truly are the most obnoxious faction, he felt with his whole being. 

“Hey now, all this bug did was lift the restrictions. You sure came up with some flimsy excuse just to drive up the stakes on our side. Somebody getting cold feet about this duel? Are you chicken~?” Echo taunted. 

“If you are going to intervene in others’ fights, then you’d better be prepared to be pulled into the fight yourself. It’s as simple as that.”

The smirk vanished from Echo’s face, even though she was the one who’d been provoking him. Apparently, this turn of events wasn’t exactly to her liking, either. 

“It’s a tale as old as time. Rarely in history has the phrase ‘just this once’ actually meant just this once. So, consider this a polite invitation for the guardians to take their seats in the spectator stands or be banned from the field altogether.”

Takuto presented her with an ultimatum—one he was certain Echo would understand. He didn’t know how Keiji would interpret it, but as far as Takuto was concerned, he’d had enough of Echo’s meddling. If nothing else, he’d made his intentions clear. He said his piece and fell silent, waiting for his opponent’s next move. 

The ball had been thrown into the TRPG faction’s court—to Keiji Kuhara. 

Someone clicked their tongue in annoyance. Was it Echo? Or Keiji? Either way, a decision was made. 

“No,” Keiji said. “Echo is my ally. She’s a pain in the ass, always mockin’ me and beatin’ the crap outta me when I mistake her for Erakino. I mean, hell, I don’t even know who or what she is, but…regardless, she’s on my team.”

Takuto didn’t like where this was going. He immediately shifted gears from negotiation to combat. 

The atmosphere palpably shifted. Some of those present couldn’t hide their unease as the tension escalated at an alarming pace. 

“Are you seriously taking on a fight thinking you’re going to lose? Isn’t this where you declare you’re going to beat me?” 

“Don’t be an idiot. What I’m saying is that my allies aren’t trophies to bet with.”

Aaah, and here it is, the worst-case scenario in full force. Keiji Kuhara has steeled his idiotic resolve. This sucks. It really is the worst of the worst. 

The Player whom Takuto had been wary of, the leading figure of the very faction he dreaded facing, had steeled his resolve in the truest sense of the word. The time for using clever words to obfuscate and mislead his opponent was over. From this point on, nothing would stop—could stop—this conflict until a definitive conclusion was reached.

Echo cackled. She cackled with an expression of sheer delight, joy, and profound satisfaction.

“You’re pretty good yourself, but you still fall short compared to this guy, Takuto Ira. Keiji Kuhara is the best Player. In fact…I’d go so far as to call him the number one Player in the world!”

Takuto understood perfectly well that Echo’s words were a deliberate provocation. Yet, even so, he found himself unable to suppress the surge of emotion rising within him.

“It is what it is: a matter of shifting priorities. Just don’t hold a grudge against me if you end up dead, Keiji boy.”

The rational side of Takuto noted that it’d been a long time since he felt this irritated. Even he wasn’t entirely sure what the source of that seething irritation was. For now, his sole focus lay on the battle ahead. 

Takuto took a single step forward. As he did so, he shifted his own self-perception ever so slightly—away from Takuto Ira and toward God Ira.

With a viscous, slithering motion, an aura of hideous darkness and power surged forth from Takuto, coalescing into a dense, perceivable shadow.

“…That’s my line!”

Keiji crushed his fear beneath the weight of his resolve and declared the start of their battle without once averting his eyes from Takuto.
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Chapter 11: Obstinance

 

THE rematch between the King of Ruin and the former Game Master began with a snap. The sharp smack of a finger-snap. Keiji Kuhara had snapped his fingers in a deliberate gesture, his expression hardening. 

Observing this, Takuto realized that his opponent had seized the initiative and taken some form of action. A routine move? Is he visualizing himself rolling the dice with that finger-snap as the trigger…?

Allowing your opponent to take the first move carries a certain degree of risk. Takuto knew this well. Yet, Keiji had made such a grand, dramatic declaration in his bid to force this decisive duel with Takuto. He must’ve had an ace up his sleeve. Takuto’s plan was to verify exactly what that was, while never letting his guard down. 

Keiji loudly snapped his fingers several more times. 

Surprise flickered across Takuto’s face, then he clicked his tongue. “So that’s your angle…”

No System Messages appeared. Keiji was hiding his dice rolls. 

Hiding dice rolls from other players at the table is a common technique in TRPGs. Players can hide their dice rolls and show the results only to the Game Master, although the other players will hear the dice being rolled. The GM then uses their discretion to adjudicate the outcome, adhering to the established campaign and rules. This technique is commonly known as a Secret Dice roll. While GMs often use this system to heighten the dramatic tension of a campaign, Keiji was utilizing it to gain a significant advantage for himself.

“Aaah, I can’t let this continue,” Takuto murmured as he drew a sword from beneath the folds of his traveler’s cloak. In his hand he held the Regalia Sword, the Hero’s Sword, he’d received from Yu of the RPG faction. 

Fulfilling one of the key conditions for achieving an Ascension Victory, this Regalia Sword also served as a potent piece of equipment capable of directly enhancing the combat capabilities of its wielder. Moreover, Takuto also possessed Ira’s God Authority. Each power was already an unparalleled force to be reckoned with on its own—together, they put Takuto on another level. 

Keiji never stopped snapping his fingers. The rhythmic snaps followed one after the other in fast succession, each indicating a die roll. 

Takuto shook his head, then drew his sword back in a wide, sweeping arc.

“Remember you asked for this…”

“…!”

Faster than the blink of an eye, Takuto materialized directly before Keiji. He teleported? No. It only appeared that way due to the sheer, blinding speed of his dash. He’d closed the distance in an instant through nothing but raw running power. Accompanied by a roar that tore through the very air, he unleashed a single, glinting strike aimed with flawless precision at the nape of Keiji’s neck.

Not a soul present could react in time. Neither the Saints, nor the wicked forces of ruin…

A truly divine feat. Such was the power Ira’s God Authority had bestowed upon Takuto.

But—

“I figured you’d pull a stunt like this!”

His opponent had been anticipating just such a move.
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An odd, high-pitched sound unlike anything Takuto had ever heard rang out as his blade made contact with something. In the brief instant that sound vibrated against his eardrums, Takuto witnessed the very slash he’d unleashed transform into a kind of sharp force field that came hurtling right back at him. 

“Guh!”

Crimson sprayed in a fount of blood that slammed down on the ground with an unceremonious splat. Takuto’s right arm had been completely shorn from the shoulder down. Blood gushed from the life-threatening wound, pulsing in time with his heartbeat.

“King Takuto!” Atou screamed in time with the clang of the Regalia Sword hitting the ground some distance away from her king. 

Keiji snapped his fingers to launch a follow-up attack, then took a crouched stance to deliver the finishing blow. “Ha!” he laughed. “You look pathetic— AUGH!”

The one sent tumbling across the ground with an explosive thud was none other than Keiji, the man with the upper hand. Takuto had landed a powerful kick to his solar plexus before he could deliver the killing blow. 

“Nooo! Mr. Keiji!” Soalina cried. But everyone’s attention was fixed on Takuto.

Takuto’s right arm had been obliterated—that was an undeniable fact. Everyone had seen its destruction with their own eyes and believed that moment had marked the decisive end to the battle. 

The sound of flesh rending, the wafting scent of fresh gore, and an overwhelming aura of death—

Every bit of it was real.

Yet, Takuto remained utterly unfazed. As if it’d never happened. His shorn right arm, the waterfall of blood, and his torn clothes all appeared as they had at the start of the battle. 

Shock struck the Saints like lightning. 

One thing was certain: it was no illusion. The deflected Regalia Sword still lay a distance away from Takuto. If not an illusion, then it had to be the work of a frighteningly powerful regenerative ability. 

No, regeneration alone didn’t cover it. Physical regeneration didn’t restore one’s clothing to its original state as it did the flesh. What the King of Ruin had just used was more on the level of Rewind and Redo. 

“You little shit! That hurt!” Keiji howled after landing where the kick had sent him flying. 

Just like Takuto, Keiji had also used some power to skirt a life-threatening blow. The slash Takuto had unleashed as his opening move, as well as the kick he’d delivered squarely to Keiji’s solar plexus in a lightning-fast counterattack, were both imbued with enough force to reduce an ordinary human to a lump of mangled flesh.

Takuto held absolutely nothing back. He had channeled the full might of Ira’s God Authority into his strikes, attacking with the explicit intent to kill.

Yet the reality was that Keiji was still alive and kicking. Sure, he was clutching his stomach, screeching about how much it hurt, but it should have done more than hurt—it should have killed.

In that fleeting exchange of blows, the two Players had demonstrated their respective supremacy with overwhelming force. The subordinates on both sides realized then and there that the conflict unfolding before them belonged to a realm they could not intrude upon.

“Now that gave me a bit of a scare, but I’m glad you’re still alive. I would’ve been disappointed if you went down from a single kick.”

“Owwww…” Keiji moaned, then snorted. “Ha! You sure have a lot of bark left in you for a guy who just had his arm blown off! Should I blow off your left next?!” 

The spectators weren’t the only ones left surprised by their brief exchange of blows. Both combatants had experienced their own sense of shock and astonishment. 

Did he stack a whole bunch of defensive actions on top of his Reflect? He’s lightning-fast at launching counterattacks, too. He must have his intuition, initiative, and other sensory stats buffed through the roof. Damn! He’s smart! Not knowing all the things he rolled for is seriously an unfair disadvantage! This is exactly why I didn’t want to go at it with Keiji! Takuto raged inside. 

Losing his right arm right off the bat was a devastating and humiliating blow. He knew Keiji was laying a trap and had deliberately taken the bait, leaping in with the intent to crush him. So much for that. Keiji was far cleverer than Takuto had given him credit for. Not being able to see his opponent’s specific actions or abilities might actually make facing Keiji worse now than when he was fully exercising his GM Authority.

Rapidly analyzing his opponent’s combat potential, Takuto began to formulate his next move.

Meanwhile, Keiji was also cursing the fight with Takuto. Damn, that was close! I’d be dead if I didn’t land a critical Examine Enemy as my first move. And seriously, thank the gambling gods I stacked a mountain of Defense bonuses before coming to the fight! Speaking of which, I’ve got Reflect stacked too, right? How’d he get his damn arm back like he’d never lost it?! How’d he twist the rules this time?! Damn it, this is why I haaaaate dealing with this slippery bastard!

Forcing strength into his trembling legs, Keiji rose to his feet and started another round of finger-snaps. Unless he reapplied the extinguished buffs and bonuses, the next round would be fatal. But would he be given the window to do it again? 

Takuto spread both arms wide in a summoning gesture. Dark clouds materialized overhead, and thunder rumbled. Lightning bolts, massive enough to be mistaken for falling trees, rained down upon Keiji, striking with a precision that suggested they wouldn’t miss their mark.

“Holy crap! Holy crap! Holy frightening crap!” 

Keiji let out a pathetic string of shrieked curses as he utilized his stacked Dodge buffs to evade the onslaught. Without pause, Takuto swept his hand through the air, and razor-sharp blades of ice appeared. They flew toward Keiji with the lethal speed and force of bolts fired from a ballista.

Keiji dodged them all, moving with the light, nimble steps of a dancer.

The converging lightning strikes and freezing projectiles possessed a lethal potency—a single misstep would spell instant doom. Yet, as Keiji continued to dodge as if guided by an unseen force, the specter of death remained nowhere in sight.

“A question for the system: are excessive dice rolls and the stacking of bonuses not considered inappropriate conduct within the context of Tabletop RPG gameplay?”

Takuto clicked his tongue in annoyance when he received no response to his query. Asking was a longshot, but he figured it couldn’t hurt to try. The system had previously intervened only because inciting a Disciplinary Motion against the GM was a strictly exceptional situation. Under normal circumstances, such rulings fell entirely within the GM’s jurisdiction. With that in mind, he expected not to get a response this time. 

“Lookin’ for GM intervention? Sorry pal, but he’s probably enjoying a nice vacation in Hawaii about now! All because you fired him!” Keiji taunted. 

“So, it’s a total free-for-all with no Arbiter to keep things in check? This is going to be a nightmare to deal with!”

As he dodged an incoming attack, Keiji whipped several iron stakes from his pockets and Threw them. They were nothing extraordinary, just simple iron rods sharpened at the tip, yet in the hands of a TRPG Player, they transformed into a lethal weapon.

“Take this! Distracting Strike! True Strike!” 

The iron stakes flew toward Takuto’s brow with terrifying speed, tracing a trajectory so utterly impossible it seemed almost sentient.

But Takuto remained unshaken. Slowly, yet with absolute precision, he directed his open palm toward the stake.

A deafening roar erupted as an explosion tore through the air. Keiji’s iron stakes shattered into dust, no longer a threat.

“I was pretty good at FPS games too, you know.”

To accurately target and destroy an object flying along Distracting Strike’s trajectory would require incredible visual acuity and skill. Keiji was just about to lodge a complaint with Takuto for always being able to pull off these utterly insane moves when the Danger Sense reaction he’d kept in reserve flared to life. 

“Damn it!”

Pushing his Player buffs to their absolute limit, Keiji Dodged with a massive leap. He tumbled across the ground as the deafening roar still rang in his ears. He snapped his gaze back to Takuto and reached into his pockets again.

“Then why don’t you try this on for size, Takuto IRAAAAA?!”

What followed was another volley of iron stakes, but this time, the sheer number was insane. Launched in such volume that they seemed to blot out the very sky, this was the entire stockpile Keiji had painstakingly Crafted and frantically Stored. He was throwing every last stake into this single, all-or-nothing move.

Even Takuto, unflappable as he usually was, couldn’t help but let a complaint slip out at the sight of such utter absurdity. “Ugh. Where the heck were you keeping that many?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know? I’ll tell you if you live!”

Dealing with the downpour of iron stakes individually wasn’t an option. Any other opponent, and this would have spelled their demise. But Takuto didn’t panic. He directed his right hand toward the ground, then executed a swift, forceful motion, as if he were heaving something massive upward. Cued by that very movement, a colossal wall of ice surged up from the earth with terrifying speed. 

The wall of ice was on a scale entirely different from a simple shield or blockade. The width, height, and depth were on par with a castle rampart. 

It was now down to a clash between the ultimate spear and the ultimate shield, unleashed by two rival Players. Which would prevail in this battle of contradictions? 

The answer began to reveal itself amidst the painful barrage of shattering ice. 

“Haha! Looks like I brought more ammunition to the fight!”

“Just ice can only do so much, after all.”

Keiji laughed, and Takuto conceded the point. 

The wall of ice shattered violently with the iron stakes, breaking into shards that scattered in every direction. A massive breach opened in the icy rampart; it could no longer serve its defensive purpose. 

Keiji charged toward Takuto, snapping his fingers to unleash his next move. Takuto swung his arm at the same time. 

The clash of opposing forces rocked the scattered shards of ice and iron stakes, sending them rocketing toward their respective enemies, as if they’d remembered their true purpose. 

“Don’t go forgetting this is in play too!”

Pressing his advantage, Takuto raised his hand, and the thunder, which had fallen silent, roared back to life. 

Surging toward Keiji came a barrage of ice shards and a storm of lightning.

Surging toward Takuto came a hailstorm of iron stakes.

Which attack would land first?

They struck simultaneously.

But the stakes were raised before the dust settled. 

“Reflect! And True Strike for good measure!” Keiji roared as he threw himself directly into the superstorm Takuto had unleashed.

In that fleeting instant, accompanied by that odd, sharp sound, every single attack flipped course, redirecting their deadly aim squarely at Takuto.

The distance between them was now a mere dozen or so paces.

There was absolutely no time left to react.

At the end of this dizzying exchange of offense and defense, the attacks, imbued with the effects of True Strike, pierced deep into Takuto.

“I hereby Nullify the lightning, ice shard, and projectile attacks. No harm may befall a God.”

Unfortunately for Keiji, the person on the other end of his attack was the one who leads the evil forces of ruin, the King of Ruin himself, Takuto Ira. 

“Fine, then I Nullify your Nullify! SUCK THAAAAAAAAAAAT!”

And standing against the King of Ruin was the man armed with unyielding resolve and determination: Keiji Kuhara, the Arbiter.

The acuity and power of both combatants clashed violently, igniting the flames of their wills and convictions.

The defensive blaze unleashed by Takuto erupted in a massive BOOM, blowing everything away.

What the onlookers witnessed were two figures standing atop a colossal crater. Both unscathed. Takuto, thanks to the Nullification Fire granted by his God Authority. Keiji, thanks to the layers of Defense bonuses and Fire Resistance he had stacked using dice rolls in advance.

Neither had managed to land a decisive blow.

What the hell, Takuto Ira! Quit screwin’ with me! How the hell did none of that hit you?! I totally just Nullified your Nullify! Since when did you become a friggen’ GOD?! Stop pullin’ these bullshit invincibility settings out of your ass! Give a guy a fraction of a chance to win already! I’m dying over here! Keiji screamed internally.

Where the heck does he get off Nullifying my Nullify?! How’s that even possible? At this rate, we’re going to end up in an infinite nullification loop! Yuck. And just because there’s no GM present to make rulings, you’re taking way too many liberties with your interpretations! I stripped you of your damn Authority—so why are you still trying to drag me into this same old bullshit conceptual warfare?! Takuto cursed internally.

They hurled every insult imaginable at the other, albeit only in their minds. Each regarded the other as utterly nonsensical, while simultaneously believing that they themselves were merely doing their best to somehow keep pace with the other’s absurdity. Had Yu—the RPG Hero—been present, he would’ve buried his face in his hands, aghast at the sheer lawlessness of this battle where established rules were treated as if they didn’t exist. 

Still, this was a battle unfolding in real time. The clash of their respective twisted interpretations of their abilities repelled all outsiders, sublimating into a supernatural conflict of the highest order. One could say that the genuine threat posed by the very existence of Players was manifesting right here. 

And both sides remained full of fighting spirit. Their battle was far from over.

Everyone watching thought as much, as did Takuto and Keiji.

But the end arrived abruptly. 

“What the? Why?”

Before he could snap his fingers again, Keiji dropped to his knees as if his strings had been cut. He tried in vain to get back on his feet, but a dull ache and tremors spread through his limbs. 

Is this another of Takuto Ira’s shady attacks? Keiji snapped his fingers to roll for Examine, and his expression soured with horror and dismay at the result. 

“What the hell? This has to be some kinda bad joke! Whoever heard of Accumulated Fatigue as a freakin’ debuff?!” 

Takuto clearly heard the two words that indicated the battle’s end. Everything has a weakness. Takuto understood this well, and throughout the battle, he’d been searching for the inherent flaws in Keiji’s abilities. He didn’t expect fatigue of all things to be it.

“Fascinating. No matter how much you can boost your abilities by scum-rolling, it’s impossible to roll for a way out of a problem you never accounted for… It seems you lacked the necessary foresight for this battle, Keiji.”

Takuto was equally surprised by the outcome. While scum-rolling and stacking bonuses might appear to grant invincibility, there’s simply no way to counter a problem you don’t even know exists. Granted, given the fierce fight they had leading up to this stumbling block, the battle likely would’ve ended in Keiji’s favor if his opponent had been anyone other than Takuto. 

“Damn it! Investigate! Examine Enemy! Rest!”

Keiji didn’t let that squash his will to fight. If anything, he seemed more keyed up than before. He snapped his fingers until the skin was raw, rolling the dice with every sharp smack. He was scum-rolling until he landed on an outcome that could overturn his predicament. But it was impossible to find a solution in such a short time. If it were possible, then he wouldn’t still be on his knees. 

“Fatigue isn’t something you can cure with a single roll. It usually requires a long rest. Or, at the very least, the right items, skills, or stacking a day’s worth of slow and steady rolls.”

Even when confronted with this undeniable fact, Keiji’s spirit remained unbroken. This unyielding strength of will, this absolute resolve, was something the Keiji Kuhara of the past never possessed.

I won’t fail again. I won’t lose anything ever again.

Takuto could almost empathize with the emotion pouring off Keiji. 

“Don’t you dare look down on me, Takuto Ira! I can still beat you!” 

Bravado. A desperate outburst, born of sheer anguish. 

But everyone present understood the battle was not true and fully over yet. 

It’s settled.

We won.

The enemy is powerless. 

It is precisely in such moments that danger lurks.

Past experience had taught them all that bitter lesson, which was why they remained in a state of taut tension, knowing the conflict was far from over. They also recognized that this was the most critical moment in the entire struggle between the two factions. In one form or another, the very next move would determine the fate of this battle.

Everyone braced themselves for that inevitability, but…

“No, our fight ends here. Let’s call it a draw.”

Just as the tension, wound to its absolute limit, seemed poised to snap, the words that rang out in the very next instant were, surprisingly, a declaration of ceasefire from Takuto.

Everyone was knocked off kilter, their expressions betraying their utter astonishment. Even Atou and Soalina, who had been poised to intervene to save their person, even if it meant sullying the honor of the duel, took a moment to process what had just occurred.

Looking a little tired, Takuto peered up at the sky before returning his attention to Keiji.

“…Huh? Why the hell would you do that? It doesn’t take a genius to see you won. What’s gotten into you? Some sick sense of pity?” Keiji asked, his voice and expression tinged with disgust. Perhaps he felt their duel had been insulted by calling it a draw.

But Takuto was reluctant to claim victory given the circumstances, and he mostly wanted to do whatever it took to avoid extended combat. 

“Why, indeed? Whatever the answer, the fight is over. I’m tired,” Takuto said tersely. 

Keiji was even more confused by the slight annoyance and sulking attitude he sensed from Takuto. Saint Fenne came to his aid, having made her way to his side after the fight stopped. 

“Perhaps he’s reached the limit of his ability’s usage for the fight? Instantaneous recovery of not only his wounds but also his attire would normally come at a high cost,” she reasoned. 

Keiji only understood half of what she said, but at least it was the half about his opponent reaching his limits, so it sufficed. 

Echo appeared at his side next to further elaborate on Fenne’s explanation. “That’s not the whole picture, but things definitely would’ve gotten nasty if you guys kept going. He’s not lying about calling it a draw. This aberration guarantees it. You did it, buster! You protected this aberration’s existence!”

“Oooh, good?” Keiji let out a rather anticlimactic grunt as he was tended to by a worried yet delighted Soalina. 

Even if he didn’t fully understand what was going on, the others did. The matter had been settled. He’d established his rank: they stood on equal footing. And with that, Keiji Kuhara’s quest for revenge was fulfilled. 

Meanwhile, as Takuto watched Keiji being thoroughly manhandled by Echo, his hair ruffled vigorously, he sensed a presence at his side.

“K-King Takuto…”

“I know. Sorry, Atou. I let you see me be less than perfect. The risk just wasn’t worth it. Any further and it would trigger unwanted consequences…” Takuto said, shuddering at the idea. 

“Y-You d-didn’t trigger it, right? You’re still good?! Please, tell me you are!”

“Barely. I came a little too close for comfort.”

“O-Oh, K-King Takutoooo!”

Takuto had expected Atou to be disappointed in him, but it seemed she was far more concerned for his safety—and triggering a certain clown’s nasty trap for him—than anything else. In truth, he still had plenty of energy left in reserve. He’d been bluffing. It was also a small courtesy extended to Keiji. 

Takuto’s ultimate objective remained establishing an alliance with the TRPG faction. Defeating Keiji at this point would have been nothing but a waste of effort. All the toil, without the spoils.

Still, I came into this expecting things to unfold differently… Takuto thought, annoyed with the overall battle. Losing his right arm at the start had been a major misstep. Regenerating it, or rather, rejecting the very event of having been wounded, had drained a significant amount of his power.

Ira’s God Authority was an ability that allowed him to become the god his followers believed him to be. God can’t be harmed. God can’t shed blood. If such a thing were ever to happen, it was a mistake that must be righted.

The scriptures really went overboard with the lore for the God Ira, to the point where he sounds like some overpowered anime protagonist, so I thought I’d be able to coast through this fight. But that turned out to be a deadly delusion on my part.

Ignoring the inexplicable urge he suddenly felt to see Vittorio, Takuto decided to accept this favorable outcome—for now, at least. After all, it was never a battle worth risking his life for. He certainly fought with every intention of killing Keiji. He had gone into the fight fully intending to eliminate everyone involved, Echo included, but given how things ultimately played out, he found this was a perfectly acceptable conclusion. Since both sides had successfully demonstrated their respective capabilities, this seemed like as good a place as any to call a truce. 

All’s well that ends well, I suppose. Though just as I clean up one problem, another rears its ugly head. 

The enigmatic nature of Echo remained a persistent threat and was his primary concern now. On the bright side, Keiji Kuhara’s sheer straightforwardness had actually worked to Takuto’s advantage. They had clashed just enough to clear the air and leave no lingering bad blood. Takuto felt confident that, provided he promised to facilitate Erakino’s resurrection, their negotiations would proceed without a hitch. And indeed, the TRPG faction’s reaction seemed to confirm that prediction.

As for Echo, he’d have to put his concerns about her on the back burner. Takuto had issued a firm warning about future interference, and it appeared the entity in question was devoted to Keiji. At the very least, if he kept a tight leash on Keiji, Echo would likely refrain from causing any unnecessary trouble. That was the strategy Takuto had settled upon.

“Huh, it was a draw… I…actually did it.”

Meanwhile, Keiji was as satisfied as Takuto had predicted he’d be. His desire to defeat Takuto had been driven, above all else, by a strong need to finally put his past failure to rest.

Keiji’s objective had already shifted to resurrecting Erakino and fulfilling his dear companions’ dreams. To obsess over Takuto Ira any further, only to invite yet another tragic outcome, would be utterly self-defeating. On the contrary, Keiji viewed this situation as the absolute best possible result.

“Hahaha! I see! I get it now! It was a draw! A total draw! I’m down for that! I can’t believe I actually got THE Takuto Ira to admit to a draw! Buahaha! Would you look at that? Turns out I’m not the lost cause everybody thought!” 

Supported by Soalina as his body trembled with exhaustion, Keiji struggled to his feet. Then, with a beaming expression, one overflowing with such confidence and satisfaction his companions had never seen before, he addressed them.

“Soalina, Fenne. Did you see? See what happens when I go all out? Aaah, wait, don’t say it. I know, don’t let it go to my head, right? I know all right. I’m no better than a baby chick right out of the egg. A total noob who just took his first steps. BUT! Someday, I’m going to become a mighty eagle capable of soaring through the vast skies!”

“You said it, Mr. Keiji!” Soalina beamed at him. 

“I have never seen someone more delighted to have their fight end in a draw,” Fenne drawled, shooting him a skeptical look from under her veil. 

Echo stood a short distance away with her arms crossed, nodding along in satisfaction. 

It was a scene imbued with an air of lightness and serenity, so much so that one might wonder if their violent battle had ever happened at all.

“I’m making progress! Are you watching me from heaven, Erakino?! I ain’t stopping until I bring you back to me!” 

Keiji thrust his fist high into the air. Soalina clapped, her smile bright. Fenne shook her head, exasperated with him, while Echo gave a big nod, her eyes closed. 

It was a single page added to their unfolding story—a key moment symbolizing bidding farewell to the past and the dawn of a new future…

“Then let’s jump right into a meeting as soon as we get back to base. Congratulations, Keiji, your draw just won you a mountain of paperwork.” 

Takuto ruthlessly revealed his true nature as the evil King of Ruin by interrupting their special moment with the mention of the wickedest thing known to man: admin work.

“Paper-what?” Keiji croaked. 

Judging by the complete lack of such a reaction from the ladies gathered around him, it was abundantly clear that he was the only one who hadn’t caught on. 

“I told you we would be teaming up to take on the Lawful Continent Alliance. Since our match ended in a draw, we’re of equal standing. We have no choice but to proceed exactly as I proposed at the start, right?”

“Awful-continental what? Is that like a continental breakfast?”

A collective realization dawned upon both parties, yet no one could bring themselves to point it out. Keiji Kuhara had gotten completely caught up in the moment. They couldn’t help thinking, Is he the type who doesn’t think ahead at all?

“Actually, I wanted to discuss this earlier, but your goal is to resurrect Erakino now, right? If you don’t do something about the Succubus Army’s alliance, they’ll utterly crush any hopes you have of that. You understand that much, I hope?”

“N-Nah…well, sorta? I mean, I figured if I just beat the crap outta you and won, everything else would just sort itself out naturally. You are the strongest, after all.”

There was no denying that Echo’s interference had forced them into the duel. But it was Keiji who had gotten himself all hyped up and spouted exaggerated boasts all on his own. 

If this had merely been a duel to settle a personal score, it would have been understandable. But Keiji was behaving as if landing a single blow against Takuto and ending the match in a draw had magically solved all their problems and ushered in a rosy, trouble-free future.

It was only natural that others would be left feeling exasperated. 

In fact, everyone present, save for Keiji himself, felt a distinct twinge of unease regarding his attitude.

Finally sensing that he was the center of attention, Keiji glanced nervously around, his voice cracking. “Wh-What’s that look for?”

Takuto let out a long-suffering sigh. “They’re exasperated with you.”

“Are you mocking me?!”

“Th-That’s not true, Mr. Keiji! It’s not that, but, um…erm… It’s just not true!”

Soalina’s lame attempt to smooth things over fell on deaf ears as far as Keiji was concerned. He had matured just enough to realize, however vaguely, that she was merely trying to spare his feelings. He certainly couldn’t come up with any appropriate words to salvage the situation.

“What’s the big deal?! What’s so wrong with that?!” Keiji shouted, throwing a hissy-fit. That was his usual schtick. How he always reacted to unfavorable situations. 

Takuto let out another loud sigh at the sight of him falling back on his old ways. He had deemed Keiji to be a formidable threat. Now, however, he felt a twinge of anxiety, wondering if he would feel the same with him as an ally. His reliability was questionable at best.

“I’m happy to have you on our side, Keiji. Let’s conquer the world together, okay?”

Misgivings aside, he had achieved his ultimate objective.

Takuto had secured a new ally, and with that, the strategic formation he had envisioned for their counterattack was finally complete.
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Chapter 12: Treasure Ship

 

“WE would be greatly humbled if you would come to accept another tribute from us.” This offer arrived from the Maritime Nation of Sutharland just as the Dark Continent Alliance was taking shape, and its various members were forging ahead with full force in their respective tasks. 

Takuto, and by extension, Mynoghra, was the acting leader of the DCA as they prepared for the intercontinental war looming just around the corner. It was entirely within the realm of expectation that Sutharland, eager to elevate its standing within this hastily assembled alliance, would make grand overtures and attempt to curry favor at the last second. 

They want me to go to their domain to accept it personally, eh? 

Requesting Takuto to come to them introduced a whole slew of problems. The most problematic of which was that it called into question Takuto’s authority and served as a power play between their two nations. 

Although Sutharland possessed a respectable degree of national power on the Dark Continent, at the end of the day, it was merely a single nation within the alliance. For such a nation to summon the King of Mynoghra and the leader of the DCA so casually did not look good. Regardless of how the matter was framed, outsiders would see it as an inferior member of the alliance pushing the leader around. The Sutharland Dwarves appeared fully aware of the impropriety involved in their request, for their written proposal was couched in language of the utmost humility and deference.

They must believe it’s worth the trouble, then. 

The Sutharland Dwarves possessed an extraordinary amount of confidence in this tribute of theirs. Mynoghra had already received an Armored Dragon as tribute from Sutharland, making this latest offer somewhat superfluous. 

Then again, Takuto had deemed the Armored Dragon to be of middling combat utility and ordered it to be returned to Sutharland to serve as breeding stock. Consequently, the Sutharland Dwarves likely felt the need to redeem themselves.

What to do? I am quite curious to see what they have in store for me this time… 

While the text of their missive was permeated with an exhausting degree of deference, the paragraphs describing the tribute itself positively overflowed with confidence and pride. The self-laudatory rhetoric, expressed in an unnecessarily convoluted style, suggested that they would never have spoken in such terms unless the tribute in question was truly something extraordinary.

And all this pomp and fanfare for a gift they intended for Mynoghra. 

Screw it! I’m sending my double! I can worry about what others think later. I’ve got enough time to see what all the fuss is about. 

Mynoghra’s Botchlings could act as body doubles by utilizing a combination of remote commands and their Mimic ability. By making use of his subordinates in this way, Takuto could pay a “visit” to other nations fairly safely. While operating a body double required intense concentration and thus demanded that his real body be under strict protection, it remained an efficient method that saved considerable travel time.

Heck, I just want to see this tribute for myself. 

Takuto decided to accept their offer, though mostly for personal reasons. He knew his decision would involve persuading the Dark Elves and Atou. Doing this might even expose an unnecessary vulnerability to the TRPG faction, who were currently swamped with mountains of paperwork and mind-numbing meetings in Dragontan. 

Even with the potential risks and annoyances, Takuto couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something akin to destiny woven into this offer.

◇◇◇

“WELCOME! And thank you for coming, our great and mighty alliance leader, King Takuto! Come, come! I’ve prepared a seat for ya right here. It’s the prime spot in my estate, offering a panoramic ocean view!”

“Hrm. Rooftop seating? While the view is impressive, it’s not exactly ideal from a security standpoint…”

At that snide remark from Tonukapoli, Fleet Admiral Doban twisted his craggy, rock-hard face into a grimace. Tonukapoli had accompanied Takuto despite Phon’kaven not having any direct involvement in this matter. However, when a tribute of such magnitude, one capable of swaying the King of Ruin himself, was being exchanged within the Dark Continent Alliance, they could hardly afford not to send an envoy to gather intelligence. 

Moreover, Phon’kaven would serve as a vital buffer should relations between the two nations take an unexpected turn for the worse. It was from this strategic perspective that Tonukapoli, a Staff Holder, had been dispatched to attend.

She cast a glance in Takuto’s direction, silently asking what he wanted to do. Even with the Great Ritual in place, they couldn’t entirely rule out the possibility of an ambush. And then there was the greater problem of potential spies in their ranks. She voiced her objection to the rooftop seats with these concerns in mind. Now she awaited Takuto’s decision. 

Takuto, however, was of a different mind on the matter. He was going all-in on seeing what Sutharland had for him. 

“Now, now. I’m happy with this spot…”

“I have no further complaints if you’re content, King Takuto. Forgive my meddling, Fleet Admiral.”

“Bah! It’s water under the bridge, dear Tonukapoli!” 

The conversation proceeded with no hurt feelings. They were all mature leaders who understood that taking offense at every little thing accomplished nothing. They were veterans in the art of negotiation, not some greenhorn merchants who were too big for their britches. 

Of course, neither Sutharland nor Phon’kaven knew they were actually in the presence of Takuto’s body double, while their alliance leader partook remotely from the safety of the Accursed Lands. Takuto wasn’t so naïve as to reveal his hand to allies—temporary or otherwise. Always taking safety precautions was a must in this world. 

I’m so swamped preparing for war right now, I couldn’t have made the journey without using a body double…

Takuto had successfully cleared the first stage of his grand strategy: uniting every nation on the Dark Continent under Mynoghra’s banner. Allocating a provisional chain of command among the various nations was the second stage of the DCA strategy. This was being done in conjunction with the third stage, which involved building up arms and formulating joint tactics for the impending war.

In short, everyone was stretched to their absolute limit.

Piled atop all of that was the monumental task of building a somewhat cooperative relationship with the TRPG faction, verifying Keiji’s abilities, and briefing the returning RPG faction members on decisions made during their absence. The situation was so overwhelmingly demanding that Takuto wished he could clone himself to do it all. 

Takuto never could have imagined how much groundwork, interpersonal skills, and human interaction were required for an alliance. Yet he somehow managed to field the deluge of greetings pouring in from his ever-expanding network of associates, all while vividly hallucinating the image of his inner, socially anxious self weeping inconsolably in a dark corner.

“Before we begin, Sutharland wishes to express our heartfelt gratitude for the support you have extended to us in so many ways since the signing of our alliance, King Takuto. In particular, yer assistance in matters of agricultural reform and timber exports touch deeply upon the very survival of our people. I doubt any other nation on this continent could possibly offer aid on such a scale!”

To foster friendship between their nations and secure a firm hold on Sutharland, Takuto provided several forms of support to his new ally. The first of which was agricultural reform. The efficacy of Terrain Enhancements using the Dragon Vein’s Earth Mana had already been proven in Phon’kaven. It just so happened that Phon’kaven’s fertilization process had reached a natural stopping point, leaving many of the Spirits of Ruin dispatched to the region with little to do. Redirecting those idling units to support Sutharland next was a highly cost-effective tactic. 

Even a maritime nation like Sutharland still engaged in agriculture. Their staple foods, such as bread and ale, were produced from wheat. Any increase in harvest yields was welcomed with open arms.

In that regard, the export of timber proved no less significant; it was nothing short of a godsend for them. Their ships required a staggering amount of timber to build and maintain. While such raw materials were notoriously difficult to procure within the desolate lands of the Dark Continent, the Accursed Lands were an exception. Trees grew there in such abundance that they went to waste, and Mynoghra had Reforest unlocked—a magic capable of accelerating tree growth to incredible speeds.

It was little wonder that the Sutharland Dwarves, who’d initially entered the alliance driven more by fear and survival instinct than anything else, had done a complete about-face. Now they sang Mynoghra’s praise. It seemed a perfectly natural conclusion that Doban would go out of his way to address Takuto as their Supreme Leader. 

Takuto nodded back with an air of magnanimity. In most instances, this gesture alone would suffice to conclude the matter. There was no need for Takuto to offer any verbal response, nor did they expect one. All that was required was to maintain the stance of listening to what they had to say.

And thus began the second official meeting between Mynoghra and Sutharland, arriving not too long after the first.

Representing Mynoghra were (Botchling) Takuto and Elder Moltar, who had managed to carve out the time through sheer force of will.

Representing Sutharland was Fleet Admiral Doban and several Commodores. 

And Tonukapoli sat in as an observer on behalf of Phon’kaven. 

Since this meeting was strictly unofficial and clandestine, it gave off a rather intimate, small-scale impression. The truth was simply that everyone was too busy to make this into a big affair. The Mynoghra delegation even intended to make a hasty return home immediately after the meeting concluded. Although they had received invitations to a banquet and other festivities from the Sutharland side, they had politely but firmly declined.

“I apologize for the urgency, but we are all too busy to dally. I request we skip the pleasantries and proceed as quickly as possible,” Elder Moltar interjected, cutting to the chase with uncharacteristic bluntness. 

Such behavior during international talks would normally warrant a stern warning, but Mynoghra was the larger power, and both nations had their hands full. Both sides shared the desire to get this over with as quickly as possible and realized the comment had more to do with that than political maneuvering. 

“Hear, hear! I’m with ya on that… truly, I am…”

Elder Moltar and the Mynoghra delegate as a whole found Admiral Doban’s word choice strange. What was there for Sutharland to hesitate over? Didn’t both sides want this to be done and over with pronto? Sutharland had no reason to drag things out, nor did it seem likely that they were laying a trap or trying to use this occasion to wheedle more out of Mynoghra. Even Elder Moltar, a seasoned veteran and shrewd operator when it came to negotiations, found Fleet Admiral Doban’s reaction baffling.

“Is something the matter? You sound troubled…” Elder Moltar ventured, offering the Dwarf a lifeline. Or rather, he realized the conversation would stagnate if he didn’t prod it along. 

Doban merely grimaced. One might even go so far as to say he looked as if he were enduring some form of physical agony.

“Let moi guess! You need to dump a lump off the bow, but don’t know how!” 

Everyone turned to look at Vittorio. 

What in the world is he doing here? Everyone from Mynoghra, Takuto included, shared this singular thought. 

The Dwarves shared a similar thought, along the lines of, “Who the hell is this?!” 

In any case, everyone agreed that he wasn’t supposed to be there. 

“You seem troubled, or like something is weighing heavily on you, Doban. Tell us. Nothing can begin until you do.”

And so, when Tonukapoli spoke up as if Vittorio wasn’t there, not a soul thought to question it. Mynoghra knew full well that this was the correct course of action. And the Sutharland Dwarves decided that if Mynoghra was going to let the weirdo slide, they might as well do the same. 

“I was thinking ’bout the deep blue sea. The deep blue we used to sail ’cross together…” Doban murmured, his voice barely a whisper. 

From there, the dam burst, and the words came out unbidden. As if the anguish that had plagued him just moments before had vanished into thin air, the stalwart man of the sea suddenly became garrulous, speaking with uncontainable fervor.

“We put on a shameful display the last time. We prided ourselves on the belief that Sutharland stood a ship deck ’bove the other Dark Continent nations, but when the chips went down, we found out that wasn’t the case. Even if we couldn’t best Mynoghra, I’d hoped we could show more of what we’re made of…”

Dwarves are a proud and noble race. Or perhaps, describing them as stubborn was more accurate. Regardless, they tend to place immense value on appearances and saving face.

Their ultimate trump card, the Armored Dragon, unleashed as a desperate, all-or-nothing gambit, had surrendered like a whimpering pup. The shock of that defeat was staggering. Even for the stout-hearted Dwarves, the humiliation was so profound that they felt they could scarcely show their faces in public ever again. 

And no one felt that sting more acutely than the Fleet Admiral himself. He was the de facto leader of Sutharland. The weight of all responsibility rested squarely upon his shoulders.

“But, Admiral, your nation’s dragons are priceless. They will surely prove their worth if you succeed in breeding them. And rest assured, from the forbidden texts to the technologies you so graciously shared with us, Mynoghra has never once taken your sincerity for granted. We are simply far superior is all. There’s nothing more to it…”

“Wowie, talk about adding fuel to the fire,” Vittorio quipped at Elder Moltar. 

The Dwarves had to bite their tongues in frustration. The gleefully grinning jester was right: they hadn’t taken the sage’s words well. For Elder Moltar’s part, it had been an earnest attempt at consolation—a statement carefully phrased to respect their lesser standing. Yet there was no denying that it came across as condescending.

Doban’s face twisted with anger. Anger born of having his Dwarven pride wounded. Yet his anger wasn’t directed at Mynoghra, but toward himself and his people for their inadequacy. That was precisely why Doban had worn such a look of bitter anguish, and why he’d chosen this tribute as the means to reclaim Sutharland’s pride.

“We lacked the resolve, ya know. The resolve to board this ship. The resolve to cast our lot in with the Supreme Leader and set sail together on the seas of fate. Or maybe we were just tryin’ to haggle a better deal. Heh-heh-heh! Seems I’m makin’ the poor judgments of a sailor who’s still getting’ used to his sea legs rather than thinkin’ like a captain, much less a fleet admiral. But it’s never too late to redirect your course and steer things straight…”

At those words from their admiral, the Commodores broke their anxious, solemn silence to interject for the first time.

“Ya sure ’bout this, Admiral?”

“We feel ya, but I don’t know ’bout this…”

“Doban. That’s the diamond of yer fleet—of our nation!”

They made the tribute sound like an extraordinary treasure. Yet no matter how much value it may hold to them, there was no guarantee the same applied to Mynoghra. Nevertheless, they valued this treasure. Even though they were fully aware of the overwhelming disparity between Mynoghra and Sutharland, a gulf so vast that even dragons could not bridge it, they never once wavered in their belief of its worth.

Their attitude piqued Takuto’s curiosity. He cast a single glance at Elder Moltar.

“…Pardon the interruption, but what exactly is this treasure of yours?” the old sage asked, correctly interpreting his king’s signal. “You have piqued His Majesty’s interest.”

“Well met, Supreme Leader! Behold Sutharland’s pride and joy!”

The treasure that would prove Sutharland’s worth—not only to Mynoghra, but to the entire DCA was about to be unveiled.

The Fleet Admiral strode to the railing of the rooftop deck and bellowed a prearranged signal at the top of his lungs.

“Set the Merulian’s sails!!!”

No one in Mynoghra could have anticipated what they were about to see. Emerging from the vast expanse of ocean visible from the rooftop, a single ship appeared. A single ship on an entirely different caliber from all others. 

Sailing toward them from across the deep blue was a massive, stunning white warship. The design could only have been the work of another country or, mayhap, an entirely different entity from Humanoids. 

Takuto understood at once how the Dwarves had acquired the ability to traverse the vast ocean to another landmass from a continent where seafaring technology remained rudimentary. He understood why, despite having abandoned their ancestral lands and mines, they still managed to maintain such a formidable nation.

And more than anything else, he understood the sheer magnitude of resolve the Sutharland Dwarves must have mustered to reveal this ship to him. 

“Hidden in plain sight with Disguise… No, that was Invisibility. But more importantlyyyy, is that what moi thinks it is?” Vittorio wondered with surprise, voicing Mynoghra’s sentiments perfectly. 

Mynoghra had brought a Botchling of the Stalking variety with them to this meeting. Possessing the Detect skill, it could see through illusions and disguises, allowing it to react instantly should its master face any peril. While the unit was restricted from taking any overt action during the meeting, it certainly should’ve been able to issue a warning to Takuto.

But Mynoghra’s prized Botchling didn’t react. 

This could only mean one thing: the ship had a form of Disguise not even the Botchling’s Detect skill could see through. It had to be hidden by a high-level skill then.

Another Regalia…

A colossal, gleaming white galleon. The flagship of the Sutharland fleet: the Treasure Ship Merulian.

Still, for it to appear at this exact moment…almost feels intentional. 

It was no wonder Vittorio was surprised. Not even Takuto could have predicted this. He was constantly on guard against the possibility that their enemies might surpass them. He tried never to show weakness, always preparing for the worst. Yet, he had never imagined that such a staggering secret existed within Sutharland—a place he’d viewed merely as a preparatory staging ground for their war against the Lawful Continent Alliance.

Silence washed over them.

Everyone, including the Dwarves, stood gazing in quiet awe at the colossal white ship bobbing upon the sea. 

Fleet Commander Doban began to speak slowly, savoring every single word as if weighing its very essence. “That ship embodies our very spirit. A great many men shed their blood and tears for her. A number of good men died for her. Many more became too injured to ever sail again. Every last one of ’em was captivated by her, and together with her, we built a massive trade empire… She’s a damn fine ship. So fine, she deserves better than to serve the likes of me and mine.”

“I can tell. She’s a magnificent ship. There is truly nothing else like her in the world. She’s something you have every right to take pride in.”

Takuto spoke for the first time since the meeting started. Until this point, he’d only nodded and signaled his subordinates to speak for him. He’d finally addressed the Dwarves himself to offer praise. He affirmed their pride and joy’s worth, affirmed that she was indeed a treasure of immense value. Worth the trip. 

The king wasn’t a man of many words, so when he praised the Merulian in such a way, everyone knew then and there that the Dwarves had reclaimed their pride and place.

“Supreme Leader, we entrust our flagship to you,” Doban said, keeping his words short and sweet. 

The Commodores said nothing. They understood the weight of the Fleet Admiral’s words better than anyone. They understood the weight of his decision and what he must be feeling in offering his flagship. 

As things stood, regardless of how the fate of the world was ultimately decided, the future for the Sutharland Dwarves remained bleak. Even if Mynoghra’s alliance emerged victorious, Sutharland’s position would remain painfully weak. 

The Dwarves had triumphantly presented their dragons to little fanfare. Their golden ticket was a joke. To erase such a humiliating line from the annals of history, to fulfill their destiny as proud men of the sea, they put their greatest treasure on the line. 

The Great War just on the horizon was not Mynoghra’s fight alone. The fight would come to Doban and the Sutharland Dwarves. They couldn’t afford to be cowards. To be inferior. 

We will not run with our tails between our legs a second time. 

Such was the resolve of the descendants of those Dwarves who, in a bygone era, had abandoned their homeland and fled to the very edges of the Dark Continent. This was the collective will of the Sutharland Commodores led by Fleet Admiral Doban. 

Their resolve resonated with Takuto. It was powerful enough to overturn the assessment he had previously passed upon Sutharland—the judgment that they were a people easily bent to his will.

I’m completely floored that this is what they had prepared. I’ll need to rethink how I treat them going forward…

Takuto was gathering Regalia at a rapid pace. Almost as if it were all a part of some grand design. 

No way was Takuto going to let go of the Regalia Ship when it was legitimately transferred to him as a gift. That meant he was going to have to keep looking after Sutharland’s interests well after the upcoming war, but he’d already walked that road with Phon’kaven. A small price to pay for a Regalia. 

The bigger question was what to do with them once Mynoghra had achieved the Ascension Victory, but Takuto already had a handful of solutions in mind. They had more than proven their worth. To simply cast them aside like yesterday’s trash once they’d served their purpose would be a stain upon Takuto’s pride.

“Your ship’s a Regalia: an item of great importance to my nation. I hope you are aware that, unlike the dragon, I won’t be giving this back. Ever.”

Takuto sought final confirmation. This was their last out, a binding contract. 

“Dwarves never go back on their word. I might grumble ’bout it over a drink or two, though!” Doban bellowed, infusing humor to shake off the last of his regrets. This wasn’t really the appropriate time for jokes, but no one missed the misty glimmer in his eyes. 

Not a soul could fault him. They understood the significance of a gruff and proud man of the sea being brought to tears. 

Savoring the weight of the Fleet Admiral’s words, Takuto gave a clear and firm nod that no one could miss. “Very well. I’ve duly accepted the heart and soul of your nation. And I give you my word: I will absolutely reciprocate with something of equal or greater value. I swear this in the name of the King of Ruin, Takuto Ira.”

“Aye, aye. We’re sailin’ to yer winds now, Supreme Leader! Our mighty and steadfast King of Ruin!” 

〈！〉Unit Transferred

Treasure Ship Merulian

◇◇◇

THE rest of the meeting was a lost cause.

Fleet Admiral Doban wailed openly, and swept up in emotion, the Commodores wept with him. Producing ale from only-the-Dwarves-know-where, they launched into a banquet that practically screamed farewell party, and now they were swapping stories of their fondest memories aboard the Merulian.

Perhaps the one saving grace was that the Mynoghra delegate was left completely out of the loop. Takuto was seriously grateful for that, since getting roped into their rowdy partying would’ve been nothing short of a nightmare for him. After all, he currently reigned as the king of an evil empire, a position where he answered to no one! Being conscripted into a spontaneous drinking party at this point in his life was unacceptable! 

Leaning against the rooftop railing, Takuto gazed out at sea. He set his sights on the Merulian, bobbing on the gentle waves, and began to assess her abilities. She boasted substantial cargo capacity and impressive speed as a Regalia. With the unexpected emergence of this new class of military asset, various strategies that he’d previously deemed impossible suddenly began to take on an air of reality.

“But a ship, huh? Oh, the possibilities…”

“Oh, mon dieu, could it be? Were we thinking the exact same thingy? Mm-mm-mmmm! Now that’s love!” Vittorio chimed in with a playful quip, magically appearing at Takuto’s side. 

It was patently obvious that he was thinking the exact same thing. Otherwise, the mere mention of a Regalia Ship wouldn’t have gotten him buzzing with such excitement. But expecting anyone else to draw the same conclusions as these two was asking for the moon. 

“Hm? Of what do you speak, my liege? I can certainly appreciate that it is a fine vessel. One that will undoubtedly serve our great empire well. However, if I may be so bold as to speak a different opinion, I must point out that the coming conflict will be waged upon the land, not the sea. What role could it possibly serve there…?” Elder Moltar queried, politely entering the conversation. 

Takuto loved that Mynoghra fostered the sort of relaxed atmosphere that allowed for questions and open dialogue. In other nations, such informality might be considered an affront, yet for Takuto, being treated with excessive deference was far more uncomfortable.

However, this was hardly the ideal location to discuss national secrets. 

Takuto cast a fleeting glance at the Dwarves. They had begun singing at the top of their lungs, ale swishing over their mugs as they drank and made merry. Then Takuto’s gaze flicked to the jester perched on the railing beside him. 

“Vittorio, do you think we can pull it off? I believe we might just barely be able to manage it.”

“Au contraire… I reckon it’ll be mighty difficult, mon dieu. Fulfilling the conditions that is, not things unfolding according to your unholy machinations. Even if we can clear the tech requirements, the costs are going to be astronomical given the sheer scale of the vessel. Lemme repeat: astrooooo-nomical.”

“True enough. Even if everything goes according to plan, it’ll be a real nailbiter whether it’ll make it in time for the war.”

“Baaah!” Elder Moltar groaned. He could tell from Takuto’s furtive glances at their surroundings that this was a sensitive topic. But he felt his frustration building as he watched his king and Vittorio talk with great enthusiasm about something he couldn’t join in. He was less jealous and more bitter and resentful over his own inability to keep up. That said, it was unreasonable to expect him to divine the nature of their conversation with what little they gave him to go off of. 

Sensing his subordinate’s bewilderment, Takuto revealed just a sliver of the strategy brewing within his mind. 

“We’re talking about using a new Hero to get up to some mischief, you see?”

Astonishment flashed across Elder Moltar’s wrinkled face, his eyes going wide. 

He never expected to hear that, of all things, come up in a place like this. A word with absolutely no conceivable connection to the matter at hand, no matter how he tried to link them.

Yet Takuto looked absolutely delighted. As if he had just hatched the most deliciously wicked scheme imaginable, he began to hum. 

“The very Hero whose exploits I look forward to witnessing every single time!” Vittorio appended. 

That was enough to set off alarms for Elder Moltar. Should he feel that apprehensive when Takuto seemed so delighted by this Hero, though? It was anyone’s guess. 

One thing alone was certain: another massive wave of change was upon them. 

〈！〉A new Hero unit is available for production:

Rainbow-Sparkle Cosmic Mushroom
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Chapter 13: Allied

 

<Phon’kaven, Capital City of Crescent Moon: Grand Assembly Hall>

ONE month remained until the Great Ritual lifted and all hell broke loose. Everyone at the Dark Continent Alliance conference shared a profound awareness of the gravity of the situation. 

Gathered around a massive, oval-shaped table sat the leaders of each major Dark Continent faction:

・Staff Holder Pepe

・Fleet Admiral Doban

・RPG Hero Yu Kamimiyadera

・Game Master Keiji Kuhara

・King Takuto Ira of Mynoghra

Every one of them was either the renowned Commander of a Dark Continent nation or a Player wielding ungodly powers. They had convened this meeting to finalize their strategic direction and specific courses of action regarding the imminent commencement of the Great War. Since the broad outlines of their strategy had already been formulated, the gathering served more as a pep rally to galvanize their forces than as a session for actual decision-making.

Shifting uncomfortably in his seat, Keiji glanced back at his companions seated behind him.

The leaders of the various factions weren’t the only ones present. Their direct subordinates and companions had also assembled in full force. Seated in the chairs arranged behind their respective faction heads, these attendants quietly observed their leaders’ decisions.

Incidentally, the leaders of the two city-states had voluntarily chosen to take seats in the back rows instead. They had reasoned that even if they were to sit at the main table with the major powers, they wouldn’t be granted an opportunity to speak anyway. This choice also served as a show of humility. Although no one would dare point it out or scorn them for it, their decision was driven in large part by a lack of courage to share the table with the powers that be. 

“I still can’t believe we’ve gathered all the big boys here just to pick a stupid name,” Keiji griped. 

Yet, despite being the heavyweights of their respective nations and Players capable of wielding mysterious powers that no conventional military force in this world could hope to match, what currently had them racking their brains was a relatively trivial matter in the grand scheme of things. 

The great baffling question was this: what should they officially name the alliance that had gathered under Mynoghra’s banner? 

“Why don’t we just stick with the Dark Continent Alliance?” Pepe suggested, without giving it much thought. At all. Not only did he have no interest in the topic, but he was honestly fine with whatever. He figured that was what they’d been calling it up until now anyway, so he lightheartedly threw the name back into the hat. 

“Poppycock. I ain’t for people thinkin’ we copied those northern blighters instead of thinkin’ for ourselves. Can’t we come up with somethin’ grander?” Fleet Admiral Doban opined. 

From his perspective, the Dark Continent had finally united, even if it was just until they took down the Lawful Continent Alliance. He wanted to avoid any name that came across as a pale imitation of their northern enemies. Besides, even if the faction leaders didn’t care about the name, he knew the opposite was true of their proud people.

It’s a leader’s duty to inspire. They should never neglect the duty of providing a banner beneath which those who follow can march with pride and courage, holding their heads high.

Takuto knew this well enough. They were about to embark on an epic war. He wanted to kick things off on a high note just as much as his Dwarven allies. 

Good ideas, however, never come when you need them most. He was drawing a blank. He’d already spent several agonizing minutes racking his brain, squandering precious, invaluable time in the process, and he still couldn’t come up with a name that felt right.

After feeling like he’d wasted enough time, Takuto decided to play his trump card.

“Keiji, got any ideas?”

He turned to the TRPG Player, Keiji Kuhara. 

“Huh? Why’d you ask me?” Keiji frowned. “Whatever, I can give it a go. Idea.” He snapped his fingers as though Takuto was twisting his arm. The sound of the dice roll, inaudible to anyone but him, rang out, harkening an immediate answer. 

“Uh, let’s see. Something about regal lye? Treats? Sobriety? Regal Treat Sobriety?”

“Regalia Treaty Society… Regalia certainly are one of the things that bind us together.”

Takuto immediately grasped the name that had been revealed through the guidance of the dice while Keiji was still grappling with it. 

So rolling for Idea doesn’t mean it has to be within the realm of something you can think up yourself… The TRPG abilities remain as terrifying as ever. Regardless of how he got the idea, I like the name. Takuto scrutinized both Keiji’s actions and the name derived from them. 

They hadn’t actually drafted any formal treaties, nor had they formed any kind of society, joint organization, institute, or consortium. Yet, as a name to stand in opposition to the Lawful Continent Alliance, it struck him as having decent impact. Plus, he couldn’t help secretly enjoying that the RTS abbreviation held the double meaning of Real-time Strategy, another subgenre of strategy games.

“What’s this Regalia you speak of, Supreme Leader?” Doban asked, curious. 

“It’s another word for treasure,” Yu explained. “It refers to treasures like the sword I gave the king and the ship Sutharland gave. It was a ship, right?”

Doban inclined his head to show his gratitude. Yu responded by raising his hand in acknowledgement and smiling. They politely kept their walls up. An appropriate attitude to have, given they were still potentially rival powers. 

“What? I never handed over any treasure!” Keiji protested.

“Neither did I!” Pepe chimed in.

These two, on the other hand, acted like they were completely at home with each other. 

Takuto gave a wry smile, not knowing what to do with the lot of them. He didn’t mind Pepe much, as they had known each other from the very beginning. 

Keiji was a different story. Apparently, he took immense pride in the fact that he’d managed to come out of a fight with Takuto that ended in a draw. He’d started to view Takuto as his great rival ever since. If that wasn’t annoying enough, he didn’t know how to respect personal space. He came way too close for comfort. As a lifelong introvert, Takuto did not like people getting right up in his face or being overly touchy-feely. 

In truth, Takuto was equally responsible for Keiji’s weird rivalry with him, since he’d spent a fair amount of time goading the former Game Master. This was one fact he’d be far happier never realizing. 

He decided to fill them both in. He started with Pepe.

“Phon’kaven has been Mynoghra’s ally since the early days of our great empire, so you don’t need to worry about it. In return, I’ll probably ask you to help us out wherever you can…” 

“Hey! Takuto Ira! What about us, then?”

“In your case, Keiji, you yourself were the goal of the alliance. As long as you use your powers to the best of your ability and don’t betray us, we’re good.”

“Does that mean…I’m the TRPG treasure?” Keiji whispered scandalously to the Saints seated behind him, only to receive a hushed rebuke in return.

Jokes aside, Keiji’s observation was astute. 

The Regalia were a crucial element in establishing the alliances currently in place. However, that applied only to a select few nations and factions. To be precise, it was relevant solely to Sutharland and the RPG faction. As Keiji had observed, it did seem somewhat ill-suited to serve as a unifying symbol for all the parties involved.

But, Takuto mused, come to think of it, we could simply consolidate the various interfaction agreements regarding this conflict into a single, comprehensive treaty. Or perhaps even formalize the relationships that have deepened between us over the past year into an established societal body, like a confederation. 

“I think it’s a pretty good choice. Sounds prestigious. Doesn’t it sound kinda badass to have a relationship forged by treasure? I’m a big fan of that kinda thing!” Yu exclaimed, and the others nodded in agreement. 

It’s the duty of historians to record the history of nations. It remained to be seen how this name, chosen primarily for its impact, with its actual substance yet to be defined, would be portrayed in the years to come.

Let’s hope it goes down well, Takuto told himself, resolving to formally establish this as the name unifying their alliance now and into the future. Names are important. Especially in a world full of gods and miracles. 

Takuto had high hopes for the name Regalia Treaty Society for another reason too. Gods existed in this world. And as long as Regalia existed, he couldn’t underestimate the power of a name. By applying Regalia to their alliance name, he hoped fate would bind them all together.

“Then let’s make it official. The alliance of all factions gathered on the Dark Continent shall henceforth be known as the Regalia Treaty Society.”

The Grand Assembly Hall erupted with applause. A dignified yet powerful applause. 

Everyone harbored high hopes for the birth of this formidable new unified power. At first blush, it seemed like a perfectly ordinary decision. One that appeared to hold little significance. Yet, for those present in the moment, such a ritualistic exchange was precisely what they needed. 

True unity can’t be achieved through rationalization or calculations of gain and loss alone. Especially when bringing together such a powerful and eclectic group of individuals. 

On this day, the Dark Continent became truly united. 

And thus, the Regalia Treaty Society was born.

“With that said and done, though we’re all separate factions with our own motives, we’ve cast our lot in together for now.”

“Hey now, is our alliance seriously built on ulterior motives?” Yu asked, one eyebrow arched with skepticism. 

“Would you expect anything else from a hastily assembled alliance?” Takuto pointed out with a sly grin.

“Heh-heh! The Supreme Leader says it like it is!”

“Hey! Dwarf-man. Shouldn’t you at least pretend to be hotter stuff than you are? They’re gonna walk all over you, shortie.” 

“Ha! Ya should try that line again once ya’ve grown a few more feet yerself, runt.”

“I’m no shorter than you!” 

Doban had chimed in to support Takuto, only to end up in a shouting match with Keiji. 

“Really gotta wonder if these people are capable of cooperation…” Yu sighed.

“I believe being able to openly air your complaints with one another is the sign of excellent teamwork to come!” Pepe interjected optimistically. “Don’t you agree, my buddy Takuto?”

“I suppose you could say that…”

Being overly rigid and constantly keeping one another in check would defeat the whole purpose of the alliance. Perhaps this level of informality was actually for the best. Reconsidering the matter in that light, Takuto found himself accepting the current state of banter between them.

There was much work left to be done. If all they needed to do was decide on a name, there would’ve been no need for all of them to gather in person.

“Okay people, why don’t we each report on what we’ve achieved over the past year?” 

Takuto clapped his hands, drawing everyone’s attention to himself. His primary objective was to prevent Doban and Keiji from getting too heated. Fortunately, the room fell quiet. 

“I want to make sure we share information thoroughly, especially since Yu only just returned and has been too busy since.”

Yu responded with a nod, to Takuto’s satisfaction.

The RPG Hero had just recently returned from his training. Since then, he had been occupied with meeting the Sutharland Dwarves and Keiji, conducting various checks, and getting a grasp of the current situation. Consequently, the alliance had missed the opportunity to formally share and scrutinize their respective achievements.

However, as luck would have it, every faction’s leader and all their key members had assembled for today’s meeting. Takuto intended to lay all their cards on the table and formulate their group strategy.

“Also, I think it’s about time we heard what aces everyone has up their sleeve. If we miss the opportunity today, there’s no telling when we’ll all be able to gather like this again.”

“H-Hold your horses there! Is that really what you want, Takuto Ira?! You want us to spoil it now?! Aren’t these things supposed to be unveiled dramatically at the very last moment for the ultimate payoff?!”

Keiji reacted first. Even he had prepared several tricks he’d yet to reveal to Takuto. Though, rather than being something he had devised entirely on his own, these were precious aces he had painstakingly thought through in collaboration with his companions. He felt a twinge of anxiety about disclosing them here—even to allies within the same alliance.

“You mean you want to play right into the ‘unveil your secret move at the last second’ trope? In reality, your allies aren’t going to be happy with you if you don’t share your tactics before going into battle together.”

“I-Is that how it works…?” Keiji murmured. 

“Reality isn’t like what you see in games and movies, after all… He means we should keep the theatrics to a minimum!” Yu exclaimed, nodding sagely like he knew exactly what Takuto was getting at. 

Despite agreeing with Takuto’s logic, Yu had no intention whatsoever of revealing all his cards. The RPG faction actually harbored the most secrets. He was more than happy to cooperate with the others and had absolutely no intention of betraying the alliance, but he saw no reason to go blabbing secrets that didn’t need to be shared. 

“Naturally, Mynoghra will be disclosing our information as well. You might want to prepare yourselves for quite the surprise.”

The alliance reached a tentative consensus at Takuto’s words. Setting aside Sutharland, Phon’kaven, and the two city-states, there was simply no telling what kind of shocking revelations might emerge from the Player factions. 

“This ought to be interesting.”

Takuto’s words echoed the sentiment shared by everyone watching the proceedings from the seats just behind those sitting around the table.

◇◇◇

“WHAT a ridiculous amount of firepower…” Doban muttered, falling silent with a grim expression.

“I suppose that goes to show just how much is needed for this fight…” Pepe picked his jaw up off the floor and followed Doban into silence, as if to imply they were out of their league.

Meanwhile, the three Players shared the same sentiment regarding the trump cards laid on the table in front of them: These guys had some seriously insane cards up their sleeves!!

Every single person in the room was flabbergasted. They didn’t think the others capable of pulling it off—of preparing such outrageous cards in such a limited span of time.

True, their opponents commanded a formidable army spearheaded by ADV Succubi. On top of that, they had a powerful lineup consisting of Paladins, Saints, broken Spell Cards straight out of a Trading Card Game, and a gamer’s paradise worth of Hack-and-Slash equipment.

But did they really have to go this far? Did they truly have to prepare this much? They honestly couldn’t help wondering if they’d gone overboard. At the same time, it became glaringly obvious that, even if they never intended to do so before, none of them could risk betraying each other now.

The Players instantly grasped that this exorbitant display of trump cards had locked them into a three-way stalemate. Likewise, the neutral nations understood that the very moment they attempted betrayal, those inconceivable powers would come crashing down upon them.

Everyone wore an indescribable smile, something akin to a wry, duplicitous grin.

Don’t you dare do anything foolish. Let’s stick to the plan and strike down the Lawful Continent Alliance together. That was the unspoken pressure, and mutual agreement, hanging in the air.

“But I’ve gotta say…I didn’t expect you to use the old girl that way,” Doban muttered, breaking through the suffocating tension. 

One of the strategies Takuto had unveiled involved the Merulian. Sutharland had willingly transferred the ship to Mynoghra, so they no longer had a say in how it was used. Nor was this the time to raise concerns. Doban and the Dwarves understood as much, but Takuto didn’t brush him aside. 

“Did my plans offend you, Fleet Admiral Doban?”

At this quiet inquiry, the man who bore responsibility for every ship in the alliance slowly shook his head. “Nay. She’s yer ship now, Supreme Leader. Ya won’t hear me bellyachin’… There’s just one thing I wanna ask of ya.”

“…Provided it’s within my power. What is it?”

“Give her everythin’ ya’ve got, without givin’ a damn ’bout the consequences. Let her live up to her potential.”

“Of course. I plan to do just that.”

Doban looked like a man who’d just steeled his resolve. Takuto dismissed the faint flicker of nostalgia he thought he saw there as merely a trick of the light. The last lingering doubts had vanished. Takuto decided to make a minor adjustment to his strategy.

“With that settled, we need some more Magic Power to pull it off… Can any of you contribute items of monetary value?” 

Takuto addressed the room, although the question was primarily aimed at the other Players. Asking the neutral nations to contribute funds would be too unreasonable of a burden to place on them. They could never come close to contributing the amount Takuto required. 

“We all want more money,” Keiji scoffed. “Where do you get off asking for it, Takuto Ira?”

“I’m going to convert it into Magic Power using Mynoghra’s Market system, then use Emergency Production to upgrade the Merulian, Keiji. I’d like to use whatever’s left over to replenish Mynoghra’s forces as well.”

“Heh, you can do that kinda stuff? Cool,” Keiji responded, sounding convinced. 

Takuto had hoped he’d be able to do something about the problem with his TRPG abilities, but apparently not. It’d be a different story if he still had his GM Authority, but that wasn’t an option for obvious reasons. 

“Then I’ll put up the Gold. That was always the plan, wasn’t it? How much do you want?” Yu offered a lifeline. 

Takuto nodded to show his gratitude. He’d hoped to gain access to the RPG Gold, but since he didn’t know how much Yu had on him, he was reluctant to ask and was grateful for the offer. They were temporary allies. Asking for things between Players was especially tricky. 

But Yu had made the offer himself. Reasoning that it wouldn’t hurt to push his luck just a little, Takuto made an outrageous request.

“Give me everything you can spare. You know what we’re up against.”

Yu furrowed his brow. He looked less offended and more conflicted. 

“What’s wrong? Is there a reason you can’t do that?” Taken aback by the unexpected reaction, Takuto found himself blurting out the question true to his real self.

“…Nah, it’s just that I have close to like 10 billion?”

“You maxed out your Gold?! Okay, okay… Let’s hash out the details in private later.”

Yu had the complete opposite problem from what Takuto had expected. It was no wonder it got that kind of outburst out of him. 

When Yu said ten billion, he didn’t mean ten billion yen or dollars—he meant ten billion Gold. It was difficult to accurately gauge the true value of a single Gold coin in this world, or within Eternal Nations. Even if you assumed that a single coin minted from pure gold was worth one Gold unit, it became abundantly clear just how vast his assets truly were.

Takuto hadn’t anticipated such a staggering figure, so he was momentarily stunned…then he grew excited over the possibilities that number just unlocked. Plans he had previously shelved, such as upgrading his soldiers’ equipment, could now be put back in play. 

 If you had this much all along, you should have told me sooner! Takuto griped internally. However, he was the one who had been keeping his own cheat—the ability to convert Gold via Mynoghra’s Market—a closely guarded secret. The bitter irony was that he couldn’t bring himself to criticize Yu.

“Mmm, that all went right over my head, but I could tell it’s all very promising!” Pepe chimed in.

“We’re the rear guard, so we won’t be seein’ much action on the front lines. And from what I’ve heard, it sounds like a battlefield we wouldn’t be able to keep up with anyway,” Doban remarked. 

As the leaders of the two most powerful neutral nations, they expressed their support without quite fathoming the more surreal details. The Players were grateful they didn’t press for an explanation. There was plenty they couldn’t share with non-Players. By refraining from prying into extraneous matters or asking unnecessary questions, Pepe and Doban proved themselves worthy of leading allied nations.

“All right, let’s each focus on doing our part. With a fighting force of this magnitude, we have more than a winning chance.”

With those words, Takuto brought that part of the meeting to a close. However, there was still a mountain of topics on the agenda. The conference that would decide the very fate of the Dark Continent showed no signs of ending anytime soon…


    

  
    
      
[image: System Message Alliance Formed Regalia Treaty Society or RTS]


    

  
    
      
 

 

 

Chapter 14: Calm

 

LOCATED south of Seldoch lay the transition zone connecting the northern and southern halves of Idoragya. The transition zone just so happened to be a grassland plain situated precisely along the border between Mynoghra and the El-Nah Alliance of Elementals. It was upon this very plain where the great battle to decide the fate of everything would commence. 

Takuto stood facing north, Atou at his side. 

“The day is finally upon us…”

The Army of Ruin stood at the ready behind him. Their numbers consisted primarily of units Takuto had produced, and a special strike force spearheaded by Dark Elves armed with firearms.

“Strike Force Captain Gia and Riflemen reporting for duty!”

“Sage Moltar and Mage Squad are also in position.”

The Dark Elf squadrons announced their presence with fervor. Every one of them was an elite warrior or mage armed to the teeth with guns. Their indomitable spirits forged through assiduous training remained unshaken, even in the face of the Great War.

“What’ll you do, Vittorio?” Takuto asked the empty space beside him. Vittorio materialized there. 

Takuto had asked the question assuming Vittorio wouldn’t be far, but seeing him appear right next to him, like a stalker dogging his every move, left him unnerved. Atou bristled with palpable displeasure, her expression warping with disgust at her fellow Hero. Fortunately, she and Vittorio had the good sense not to bicker on this occasion.

“Hum-de-hum. I find myself interested in this warfront, and that one, and that other one, and over there looks quite tantalizing. I think I’ll just wander wherever my twisted little heart leads me!” 

“Duly noted. Do as you please. That’s always been your style. I won’t cramp it now.”

“Hõ hõ hõ! My fingers are tingling with the thrill of battle for the first time in far too long, mon dieu!” Vittorio trilled, sounding more gleeful than usual. He was looking forward to this war as much as Takuto. For the Gleeful Spin Doctor loved nothing more than mayhem and destruction, chaos and madness…

“Looks like the Elfuur Sisters and Krähe’s squad are in position now. They’re ready to go on their end,” Takuto said, turning to Elder Moltar to run through the final checks.

“It was fortunate indeed that Lady Krähe has military command experience. She’s just the person to command the tempestuous Paladins of Ira.” 

Takuto had no actual need to do any checks with his ability to grasp every piece of information through the Eternal Nations’ system. He was putting on a strategic performance. This wasn’t a one-man army. Nations, like organizations, can’t function if the person on top tries to do everything alone. Takuto understood this and the importance of conducting verbal confirmations with his subordinates. And his subordinates fully grasped the significance of articulating those confirmations aloud.

“She was quite the find. I need to handle the matter with her Saint properly too…”

While I know achieving the Ascension Victory will give her exactly what she wants, I’d much rather resolve the matter sooner for her. Keiji’s supposed to be handling the Scribe Saint. Will he pull his weight? 

As Takuto conducted a final review of their forces with Elder Moltar and Gia, he simultaneously reconfirmed the deployment of each allied faction. This conflict didn’t allow for oversight or mistakes. Immediate support needed to be provided if anyone had issues at this point. 

In war, victory or defeat is largely determined by the quality of prior preparations. Since every subsequent outcome would stem from the state of readiness achieved at this very moment, Takuto couldn’t overlook a single detail. 

I’ve assigned the various factions to the most optimal positions. I don’t see any better strategies to play than these. But I’m bothered that we still don’t have any new leads on the Succubus Army or the Hack-and-Slash factions. How the Lawful Continent’s Saints will factor into this fight is also a matter of concern. I suppose I’ll just have to deal with those unknown elements as they come into play…

The other allied factions, specifically Yu and Keiji’s, were assigned to handle different battlefronts. Meanwhile, the Elfuur Sisters, Krähe, and the Paladins of Ira had been assigned to handle the Qualia side of the fight. As the primary objectives for the Phon’kaven and Sutharland troops were to serve as the rear guard and maintain control over occupied territories, they had been positioned behind the main force led by Takuto.

The battle about to unfold would be a clash of supernatural abilities waged by powerful beings backed by the gods. Even equipped with the armor and weapons Takuto provided, this world’s average soldier stood no chance in this confrontation. The Dark Elves were the strange ones for relentlessly insisting they serve on the front lines. 

Takuto shifted his gaze toward the lands of El-Nah, shrouded in a thin, dark veil that hid what lay beyond. A soft, warm breeze, utterly incongruous with the battle that lay ahead, brushed gently against his cheek.

“King Takuto.”

“Atou…”

His most trusted subordinate and companion stood right beside him. That alone was enough to lift some of the gloom weighing on his spirits. And yet, Takuto’s inner thoughts remained complex. He had thought his life had ended on a sickbed, only to find himself transported to this strange new world. He had expected to spend his days here just as he had back home: living as a shut-in. But instead, he now found himself thrust onto the very front lines of a Great War. 

Takuto sighed. “I never imagined things would turn out like this. All I wanted was to live in peace, yet before I knew it, I’m staring down the barrel of a full-scale war.”

“Things were still peaceful enough when we were merely assimilating the Dark Elves into our empire, but once those Paladins came sniffing around, our situation clearly began spiraling in a less than pleasant direction…”

Takuto sighed in unison with Atou.

If he were to claim now that “things were actually pretty good back then,” would his past self be shocked to hear it? Back then, he had been content to focus solely on the affairs of his own nation and nothing else. But a succession of battles and heart-wrenching partings had inexorably propelled Takuto into the position he held today.

For the longest time, he had puzzled over why he seemed to be plagued by endless trouble. Recently, however, he had realized that these conflicts were not mere coincidences but rather deliberately orchestrated events. That realization helped him understand better, but it definitely didn’t make him any happier about it. 

Takuto turned his thoughts toward the mysterious entities who had summoned them to this world. Beings who had bestowed upon them something as grandiose as game systems, and who now seemed to be deriving amusement from watching the chaos unfold.

“Ultimately, everything going wrong is the fault of those eccentrics amusing themselves behind the scenes with us as pawns in their great board game… As much as I’d love to do something about them, we’ve got more immediate problems. Ugh. I really don’t feel like playing war games.” Takuto let out a long breath. 

“But just think, we have emerged victorious from every major conflict thus far. Your Atou believes with all her heart that you will claim victory in this battle too.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Takuto remained unshakable in his resolve. Having already experienced the bitter taste of defeat before, he had banished his former complacency. The countless perilous battles he had fought since then had only served to further temper and refine his growth.

The Takuto of today was already several levels more competent than the Takuto Ira in his heyday. Few things can stand in the way of a man who, rather than merely viewing the world from the detached perspective of a video game, has experienced the reality of the battlefield—the visceral exchange of life and death—and truly grasped its significance.

For this battle, and every one before it, Takuto had formulated every strategy and tactic with a singular objective in mind: victory.

He was the Takuto Ira. The legendary player who once held an unshakeable grip on the number one spot in Eternal Nations’ global leaderboards. 

The word defeat didn’t suit him. Only victory. 

Takuto desired victory. Overwhelming, absolute victory. 

“Just another step toward an Ascension Victory…”

To guide every single citizen toward true happiness. 

To secure a world where they need not be dragged into such a senseless war—a world where they can live out their days in peace, their thoughts focused solely on their nation and neighbors. 

To reclaim the happiness that was lost.

Ascension would be secured no matter the obstacles they had to overcome to get there…

The true intentions of the gods lurking in the background is still shrouded in mist…though that mist is beginning to lift. 

Takuto faced a multitude of problems. The biggest and most deadly of which entailed facing the gods themselves. The gods were entities of such staggering magnitude that even Takuto couldn’t hope to contend with them. A direct confrontation was absolutely out of the question. That didn’t mean he was going to give up. He couldn’t stop now. 

I can’t predict how such powerful interlopers will impact our objectives. But we can’t afford to halt our advance… Besides… 

Takuto pulled his thoughts back from the depths to which they had strayed, refocusing his attention on what lay before him. 

“I can’t stand being toyed with without getting a chance to strike back.”

Deep within him, the power of the abyssal darkness signaled that the appointed hour had arrived. Takuto raised his hand with a fluid motion. 

Gia fired the signal flare. Upon confirming the signal, the troops moved to take up their designated positions.

Takuto turned on his heel with Atou to board the secret weapon they had waiting at the back. 

“Come, let’s begin, Atou. It’s wartime. Nothing out of the ordinary for us. Just another war. Business as usual for Mynoghra.”

Like a single, colossal beast, the army stirred to life. Acting as a flawless extension of Takuto’s will, they were a true army of ruin. They throbbed with the latent power to incinerate all in their path, waiting with bated breath for the moment they would hear the screams of their prey.

Feeling the warm breeze stroke his cheek, Takuto smiled. He smiled the same exact merciless smile he would occasionally make while playing Eternal Nations. 

“Time to begin Mynoghra’s—Takuto Ira’s—war.”

The legion of ruin began their march of doom to strike down every foe and trample every obstacle underfoot.
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Chapter 15: The All-Faction Holy-Evil War

 

<Lawful Continent Alliance Constituency: El-Nah Alliance of Elementals’ Borderlands>

THE Lawful Continent Alliance had erected a brand-new fortress as their first line of defense. Not just any kind of fortress, but one built as the successor to Etroqual, the Elves’ Absolute Defense Site that had been lost to the Succubus Army’s attack. A military stronghold several times the size of that former defense site had been constructed here, right on the front lines. Situated on a grassy plain lying just south of the nearby Elven cities, the structure built upon this site struck any observer as something bordering on the grotesque.

“Whoopsie, I might’ve screwed up, ehe. I never expected the King of Ruin to resort to such a naughty strategy. Who knows what lies in store for us? I’m so terrified, even I might wet myself from the terror, mm~♡!”

Standing at the vantage point offering the clearest view from the top of the fortress, the Queen of the Succubi, Chaste Witch Vagia, lamented her blunder. She fixed her gaze upon Mynoghra’s domain, shrouded by an inky veil. 

The massive ritual spell unleashed by Takuto Ira during the All-Faction Conference had spread to encompass the entire Dark Continent, forming a barrier that permitted absolutely no interaction between either side.

The Lawful Continent Alliance naturally hadn’t spent the last year sitting idly by. They had exhausted every conceivable and inconceivable avenue to find a way to breach the barrier until the timer ran out. The fact that the timer had indeed run out spoke to their lackluster results. Vagia could clearly see the enemy had stolen the march on them, so it was little surprise she felt a lick of panic. 

“My queen, surely there is no cause for concern?” said one of Vagia’s bodyguards and the highest-ranked succubus second only to the queen herself. A slender Succubus with an icy aura, Freesia was one of only two people in whom Vagia placed her absolute trust. “We are overwhelmingly more powerful. The King of Ruin admitted as much when he fled like a scared little virgin from the conference. No amount of time, much less a piddly year, could possibly be enough for them to bridge the difference.”

Vagia sought another opinion in the opposite direction from Freesia.

“Y-Yessie, Your Majesty. She’s right. We had the same amount of time they did. Mr. H’s special equipment has been distributed to every Elf and Succubus. Even Qualia used this last year to transition into a war machine. All that’s left now is to wait for the day of victoryyyy~!” Goliath said. She was a petite and timid Succubus who served as Vagia’s second personal guard. 

As Vagia’s treasured subordinates and companions, Freesia specialized in offense and Goliath in defense. They both stepped up to assuage their queen’s fears, as any elite subordinate would do. An outsider might judge their comments as misplaced optimism, but they spoke true. 

Clad in the finest legendary gear provided by Mr. H, Freesia and Goliath served as the Succubus Army’s main fighters. As one of a few Noble Succubus, they served a similar role to Mynoghra’s Atou and the TRPG’s Erakino. In other words, they were overpowered monsters capable of handling a thousand soldiers. They stood in a league of their own, far removed from the average Succubus. And it was through their eyes and experience that they assessed the probable outcome of this war with confidence.

While Succubi are considered a race of optimists, they were at a level where they wouldn’t let their idealism cloud their judgment. As such, they spoke not of what they wished was true, but what was. They had reached this verdict after a thorough analysis as elite guards serving the queen. 

“I suppose you’re right…” Vagia agreed out of consideration for her bodyguards, but her thoughts were less obliging.

Still, it’s been a whole year…

Lucky for them, Qualia’s Mystic Saint had divined the crucial time limit of one year. Vagia was genuinely grateful for the information, since maintaining a war stance for an unknown duration was trying for even the best of Commanders. 

But knowing the timeframe didn’t do anything to shorten it. What could Takuto Ira accomplish in the year since he’d slipped the noose she’d prepared at the All-Faction Conference? What had he been preparing to counter her? Vagia was on pins and needles worrying about the possibilities. 

The Succubus Army and their allies seemed high on the knowledge they once possessed an overwhelming upper hand, but a year was more than enough time to scheme and close the gap…

Yet, Vagia had no intention of spouting doomsday theories and debating it. No matter how she worded it, it’d be difficult to convince the optimistic Succubi, and besides, it remained an unshakable fact that the LCA was a military coalition boasting world-conquering power. Compared to Vagia’s worries about what could be prepared in a year, her bodyguards’ assessment that nothing could possibly be done to overturn the odds in a year rang true. 

But they were up against the King of Ruin himself: Takuto Ira. 

Vagia gave her head a hard shake and crafted a smile. She felt she had grown perhaps too accustomed to playing this character, this persona she had adopted, yet even so, she could say with confidence that this version of herself felt truer to who she was. After all, this was who she had wanted to become. And so—

“Oh, what a naughty girl I’ve been, worrying all silly-like~♡! I certainly can’t please the gentlemen if I’m not cute and perky, ehe~! Alrighty, the time for fun is upon us! Darlings~! Are you ready and heady~♪?!”

And so she took on the mantle of Chaste Witch Vagia. To fulfill her side of the deal with the God of Expansion. To deliver her love to infinity and beyond. 

“Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!!!”

The Succubi responded with resounding cheers. Every Succubus was drop-dead gorgeous, good-natured, loyal to lust, and most importantly: powerful. The army Vagia had formed allocated their skills to more than just the art of seducing men. And decked out with the epic equipment from Mr. H’s Hack-and-Slash game, Avicii, they stood as an unrivaled force to be reckoned with. 

On top of that, Vagia had meticulously scrutinized and selected the best spell cards for the fight from the Trading Card Game, Seven God Kings. All of these advantages had been shared with their non-game-based allies, ensuring a flawless state of readiness for the whole alliance. Besides that, they still had a handful of Saints to dispatch, though their numbers had shrunk. 

Vagia had even prepared additional trump cards beyond that too. In terms of sheer military might, one could safely say they possessed more than enough to ensure victory. Plus, Vagia had already trounced Takuto Ira and Yu with this deadly combo once before. They could reorganize their forces all they wanted—their efforts would be futile all the same. 

And yet…

“My woman’s intuition is tingling, telling me it’s going to be an intense and heated encounter, aaahnn~♡,” Vagia announced with a moan.

Time to get serious, Vagia. It’s game over if you don’t win… she told herself with a seriousness she didn’t let reach her voice. 

Was she simply looking forward to the Great War before her? Or was this shift in demeanor a natural, subconscious defense mechanism against her own mounting tension…? Whatever caused it, Vagia’s expression morphed from that of a languid invitation to bang her into a malicious, dangerous grin. 

And then, at long last—

As if announcing it to every faction gathered on the continent…

As if the gods gazing down upon the game board were making a grand declaration… 

As if every warrior marching into battle were screaming for it from the very depths of their souls…

…the veil of darkness lifted… 

—the moment had arrived.

MESSAGE

The Great War Session is about to begin.

Don’t forget to greet each other.

MESSAGE

Oh, how the sOuL trembles

Looks like the ＊Great War＊ is here

MESSAGE

It is a day of destiny.

All fight for their pride.

The Great War has begun.

MESSAGE

Scenario: The Endless Final Battle

Entering the Great War Route

The Great War engulfing the entirety of Idoragya had finally begun.

◇◇◇

THE curtain rose on the Great War to dramatic, shocking, and overwhelming effect. The veil of darkness lifted, and the legions of ruin emerged. 

The Succubus Army, the fighting force of the ADV faction and the powerhouses of the Lawful Continent Alliance, didn’t doubt their overwhelming power for a minute. 

Ravaging and conquest. Invasion and expansion.

Acting upon the commands of their patron deity, the God of Expansion, and driven by a lust for dominion etched into their very instincts, they spread their wings, poised to devour everything in their path.

But then, their advance ground to a halt. Staring at the scene unfolding before them, they stood dumbfounded for a moment, wondering if they had somehow strayed into a dream world.

“What the devil is that…?”

The words murmured by a nameless Succubus the instant hostilities commenced gave voice to the thoughts of everyone who beheld that surreal sight.

“What insanity is this? How can such an absurdity exist?!” cried out Queen Vagia’s trusted confidant, Noble Succubus Freesia. 

“EUGH! Why…? Why is something like that running across the plains?!” Goliath, another of Vagia’s trusted confidants, recoiled in terror. Though she knew her show of fear would undermine morale, she couldn’t help but stumble backward, trembling in dread of the shocking developments that were surely to follow.

What met their eyes was something that defied all logic. Something utterly unforeseeable. No matter how many possibilities they considered, no matter how many strategies they analyzed and tested, this tactic was impossible to predict. Such an impossibility was bearing down upon them as a tangible, terrifying threat. 

Even Vagia, commanding her forces from atop the fortress ramparts, stared wide-eyed at the spectacle.

She went into this fight believing she hadn’t underestimated the enemy’s strength or potential. She had marshaled her full military might, leaving absolutely nothing to chance. She had invested considerable time and resources into constructing this fortress specifically to absorb the enemy’s eventual siege and launch a counterattack.

Through the tireless efforts of the Succubi, this massive magical fortress—analyzed and adapted from a design richly interwoven with Spirit Arte enchantments—had attained a level of durability and counter-offensive capability that far surpassed even that of Etroqual, the Elves’ former Absolute Defense Site that it was based upon.

Everything was in perfect order. Whether it be guns, magic, monsters, or even Players, the LCA possessed both the preparations and the confidence to crush them all.

But the thing charging down the plains toward them? That was too much. A bridge too far into the absurd. Asking anyone, even an evil genius like Vagia, to anticipate something like this was just plain cruel. 

The colossal abomination that absolutely didn’t belong on land cackled and whooped as if it were high on an exceptionally dangerous drug. 

“AH-HYAHYAHYA-HAHA! I SPY WITH MY LITTLE EYE A PINK ELEPHANT! IT’S PINKY THE ELEPHAAAAANT!!”

With a distorted, sleazy voice, one that grated and creaked like grinding gears, it crowed.

A colossal ship…crowed.

This brilliant white vessel, its entire hull crisscrossed with red veins that throbbed and pulsed as if infected by some vile corruption, was none other than the Hero Mynoghra had deployed for the first time into this battle. The massive galleon had been transformed into this monstrosity by integrating the peculiar Hero unit known as the Rainbow-Sparkle Cosmic Mushroom and was now advancing across the plains as if sailing the open ocean, sweeping aside everything in its path.

“Oooh, Mr. Elephant. You’re so cute, Pinky the Elephant! LET ME FERRY YOU TO THE GREAT BEYOND!!!”

Cackling maniacally as it spouted all sorts of things that called its sanity into question, the massive vessel sailed across the sea of land. Nothing could stop it. The decision to choose an open grassland as the site for their great battle, made out of fear guerrilla warfare might erupt within the forests, had only compounded the disaster.

Though its speed was glacial compared to that of the other supernaturals waging war on the field, it still moved at a pace far too swift for ordinary soldiers to outrun. Maintaining a velocity absurd for an object of its size, that colossal mass charged forward in a straight line.

“I-It’s going to crash right into the fortress!” Goliath shouted. While it was hardly the time to state the obvious, her cry served its purpose: snapping the Succubus defense force stationed on the fortress back to their senses, for they had been dumbfounded by the surreal ship.

“Cast our counterspells! Support squads, attack squads, all available units! Launch every attack at your disposal at that monstrosity!” Freesia ordered. 

The elite members of the Succubus ranks scrambled to begin their incantations. 

A kaleidoscope of attacks rained down upon the frenzied Merulian. Some were enabled by Mr. H’s gear, others came from inherent Succubus skills, and others were facilitated by their Elven allies. 

“Aaaaaaaaaaaahhh!! MUSHROOOOOOOOOMS! I need more shroooooooms, Mr. ELEPHANT! SOMEBODY GIMME MUSHROOOOOMS!!” 

As the hulking white vessel drew closer, its deranged shrieks grew ever louder. 

Vagia watched the fight unfold, beads of sweat trickling down her forehead. She’d heard stories of how people consumed by narcotics could unleash terrifying strength once their senses and pain receptors dulled enough that their mental limiters were removed. She felt as if she were witnessing that very phenomenon in her newest foe. Though, it hardly seemed fitting to call the deranged vessel a drug addict…

“Uh-oh! The attacks aren’t working!” Goliath cried. 

“Strike from its flank! Don’t get in front of it! Board the decks!” Freesia shouted.

Almost every member of the Succubus Army was gripped with a singular thought: What is that?! What the devil is that thing?! I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never faced a monster like it before. The warrior frenzy empowering them wore off. They fell into stunned silence, some even letting out frightened cries, as if witnessing the Merulian had doused their fervor and morale with ice-cold water. 

Yet the Succubus ranks were also composed of elite warriors, each worth a thousand men. Though shaken, their discipline was far too honed to crumble from a shock like this. Utilizing their innate ability to fly, they followed their orders: avoid a frontal assault and instead strike at the Merulian from above and from the flanks to destroy it. 

Succubi swarmed the Merulian from the left, right, and high above, tracing elliptical arcs through the air as they divebombed it. 

But surely, Takuto Ira had anticipated a tactical maneuver of that caliber? Surely, Takuto Ira had already prepared a countermeasure for an attack of this magnitude? The answer, naturally, was a resounding yes.

“Aaaaaah! It’s kicking in! The mushrooms are really kicking in now, my little pink elephant! Come, take my hand! Let’s go see the ocean together! Let the gentle ripples sway you as you caress my hull with that adorable trunk of yours! Oh, Mr. Elephant! Mr. Elephant! Aaaah! No! You’re being too rough!!”

A sharp, intense buzzing marked the ship’s incredibly lewd commentary. In that same instant, any Succubus touched by the beams of light shooting from the Merulian erupted in a spray of blood and plummeted from the sky. 

Plummeted was an understatement. It’d be more accurate to say they exploded on the spot. 

They obviously realized that they were facing immensely powerful weaponry, but they couldn’t fathom what kind of firepower would be required to pull off such a feat. Even if these were only the lower-ranked members of the Succubus Army, they were still powerful Succubi. And they had all been further enhanced by the specialized gear provided by Mr. H. Yet they were still blown out of the sky like gnats.

Faced with the unfathomable depth of the military might Takuto had assembled, a creeping sense of uncertainty and terror began to spread through the ranks of the Succubus Army.

“Take flight, my pretties. Anyone who stays here will be ravaged before they can say ‘I do,’ ehe~♡!”

At the sound of Vagia’s composed voice, the Succubi regained a fraction of their own composure and hastily took flight from the fortress. 

The defensive line visible beneath them was being torn apart like tissue paper. Neither the multilayered magical barriers nor the constructed trenches and chevaux-de-frise stood a chance against the forward charge of that colossus. The Succubi and Elves deployed on the ground launched a desperate counterattack, but the ship’s overwhelming firepower kept them from getting close and they were unable to inflict any meaningful damage due to its immense size. 

A hellish scene was unfolding before their eyes. In just the few short minutes since the battle began, everything had been thrown into utter chaos. 

However, the true hell hadn’t even gotten started. 

For this was a Great War involving every faction…

“Urgent report! There’s been an unexpected attack! Monsters! Monsters have appeared and are attacking us from the rear! Simultaneous strikes are hitting the capital and our Mana Source defense strongholds! Enemy forces are presumed to include Players—as well as multiple Noble-class entities!!”

“Distress call from the Holy Kingdom of Qualia’s defense forces! Soldiers are defecting en masse. Paladins equipped with H-Weapons have turned on their own ranks and begun engaging in fragging!”

“Additional report! We have confirmed the entry of Players, Saints, and Witches into the fray along the Qualia defensive line! Qualian forces are countering with their own Saints, but they are currently at a disadvantage due to the enemy’s unknown abilities!”

“Impossible!”

“Absurd!”

Vagia’s two confidants turned all the paler. They had just realized how abruptly the tides had shifted. Worse yet, attacks were erupting simultaneously across multiple　fronts. Judging by the desperation in their voices, it was easy to surmise that an assault on a scale comparable to this one was likely underway elsewhere.

Vagia gritted her teeth in frustration. For buried within those reports was a piece of information that spelled absolute disaster.

They seized our Mana Sources…! Damn it! Now my Spell Cards are little more than pieces of pretty paper, ugh.

Vagia had stolen the card deck from the TCG faction—had stolen the very source of their power. Since the game wasn’t one she was familiar with, she had struggled to grasp its mechanics and nuances. Nevertheless, she believed she’d acquired sufficient skill and understanding to steer this battle in her favor.

Even allowing this seemingly foolish frontal assault had been part of a plan: she’d intended to lure the enemy deeper in, then trigger a counterspell in conjunction with the fortress’s defense mechanisms. But now, all those plans were ruined.

The Seven God Kings is a card game where Mana powers the cards’ various effects. Taking any action becomes impossible if that energy supply is cut off. 

Vagia couldn’t determine exactly how much Mana remained in their reserves without checking them directly. If that wasn’t bad enough, attempting to force a spell without knowing their precise Mana levels risked triggering a catastrophic Mana Explosion or Mana Starvation. 

Vagia wasn’t the Seven God Kings’ original Player. The limitations of using another Player’s system were blowing up in her face at the worst possible time.

But there was an even greater mystery plaguing her. 

Aside from their capital’s World Tree, a well-known Mana Source, the locations of all other Mana Sources and crystallized Mana deposits were kept strictly confidential. That information constituted classified intelligence—knowledge entrusted to only a select few among the Succubi and Elves. An indiscoverable Achilles’ heel.

How the heck did they find them?! How the heck did they investigate the locations?! Those questions raced on a loop through Vagia’s mind with no answer. Perhaps they had used some special ability to unearth the secret, but she had neither the time nor the mental capacity to dwell on such speculation now.

“Ah, crap. Mm-mm, I’m screwed…~♡.”

For at long last, the ship of ruin had reached its destination. At almost exactly the same time as Vagia’s carefree comment. 

The white galleon slammed into the fortress with a maniacal laugh. 

The fortress’s defensive and counterattack enchantments, crafted with the combined expertise of the Elves and Succubi, were effortlessly shattered by this single blow. The sturdy stronghold itself, built from precious stone and ancient trees blessed by the Spirits, was reduced to a mere mountain of rubble. 

The roar of explosions. Billowing clouds of dust. Screams and shrieks of terror.

The battlefield was thrown into such chaos that it seemed impossible for either side to execute any coherent military maneuvers. Everything was a total mess; everything was pure pandemonium. Each combatant attacked whatever enemy crossed their path, expending every last ounce of their strength in a desperate bid to annihilate their foes.

“Aaaah, my precious pink elephant… You were excellent today, too.” With a languid sigh that seemed to imply, “Who cares about what’s going on around me?” the Merulian fell silent.

The aftermath of the collision between two huge, solid masses could be described in a single word: devastation. The perverted ship had barely managed to retain its original shape. Its bow was crippled, and gaping holes pockmarked its hull, rendering it incapable of further movement. However, the damaged sections could be seen slowly regenerating. Despite its questionable character, the vessel demonstrated the resilience of a true Hero unit. It was abundantly clear that Takuto had already factored this level of damage into his calculations. 

The fortress, on the other hand, suffered catastrophic damage to its keep—the very heart of its operations. All that remained of its original structure were a few stone walls and a handful of surviving storehouses and sheds, all so battered they barely mattered now. 

Having taken to the skies to assess the situation, Vagia descended onto the mountain of debris. A section of the fortress’s spire had miraculously survived the impact, though it was bent out of shape, leaving a perch at just the right height to look down upon the ship’s deck.

Vagia peered down at the Merulian’s deck. Her eyes held an unusual mix of panic and shock, tinged with a fierce resolve and will to fight. Those eyes looked straight at the man she regarded as the most dangerous figure in the world. 

“Hiya, Chaste Witch Vagia. I’ve come to propose a rematch. Would you care to join me for a dance?”

“What a passionate invitation~♡! It’d behoove a lady not to accept, mm. But the question is: can you keep up, good sir?”

Witch Vagia casually retorted back at Takuto Ira. He had taunted her from the wrecked deck of his ship as if this were just any other day. 

I must stop this man in his tracks. I’m the only one who can. Vagia was prepared to try.  

“I’ll have you know that I’m quite the expert at leading men by the nose, ahn~♡!”

Vagia wielded her concealed weapon with both hands. Mr. H had lent her this legendary weapon. An overwhelming surge of power erupted, swirling around her like a gale of pure magic. Her aura alone was enough to threaten their surroundings. 

Fearing they might be caught in the crossfire, the armies on both sides instinctively backed away. Instinctual terror gripped the battlefield, and for a fleeting moment, every eye was fixed upon Vagia. 

In the face of her little show of power, Takuto Ira merely laughed—a sound of pure, unadulterated delight.
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Side Story: Their Kind of Surprise

 

EVEN amid all the chaos begging for his attention, Takuto strove daily to tackle the crushing workload weighing like an anvil upon Mynoghra.

“All right, just because we can’t devote as much time to Domestic Affairs as we’d like doesn’t mean we can ignore it. We still need to ensure everything is on schedule and in working order. Seldoch is of particular concern.”

Today, he would be addressing various domestic matters. While these tasks had been completely sidelined in favor of his ultimate goal—the unification of the Dark Continent under Mynoghra—Takuto viewed Domestic Affairs as the true essence of empire management. The very endeavor to which he felt he should devote the most passion and energy. In many ways, it served as a form of mental respite and something he felt compelled to pursue, even if it meant carving out the time and sacrificing something else to make it happen. 

“I agree, my king. Setting aside matters in the Accursed Lands and Dragontan, we have ample personnel available for Seldoch. We have entrusted its governance to the twins and Krähe, but I agree it would be prudent to provide them with some general direction.”

Atou seamlessly fell into step with the conversation without the need for any explicit explanation, offering support and advice to her master. As Takuto’s closest confidant, she often grasped his vision. 

Takuto glanced up at the ceiling, his mind racing as he processed and reconfigured various pieces of information, distilling them into the foundation for his next decision.

“Seldoch might be our third city, but it’s actually Mynoghra’s largest city to date… Its production capacity is on a completely different scale from the rest. I’ll be honest: we can’t afford to let it sit idle,” Takuto murmured his thoughts aloud. 

“Definitely not!” Atou agreed wholeheartedly. “Its industrial power surpasses even that of Dragontan. I’m certain it can handle the production of any unit or building we require… Oh, the possibilities! I can’t wait to see what the future holds for it!”

Seldoch demanded the highest priority when it came to Mynoghra’s Domestic Affairs. Not only had very little time elapsed since Mynoghra wrested control of the city from the Divine Nation of Lenea, but Seldoch also boasted immense potential in terms of both economic and industrial power. Takuto might’ve entrusted the city to the twins and Krähe, but he couldn’t resist the urge to tinker with its development himself.

“And sooooooo, I actually constructed a new building!”

“What? Wh-When did you have the time to do that…?” Atou squeaked, bewildered by this sudden declaration. Of course she would be. After all the complaining and insisting he had absolutely no time, working himself to the bone day in and day out, this announcement came completely out of left field.

When in the Accursed Lands did he have the time to do that? And he sounds so excited, he must be particularly fond of this project, Atou thought. It was obvious he hadn’t simply issued the construction orders and left it at that.

Perhaps sensing her concern, Takuto looked away awkwardly.

“You can make time for anything…if you don’t sleep,” he confessed the pathetic confession of every workaholic who gets obsessed with a project. “D-Don’t look at me like that. I-I’ll be fine. The king of an evil empire would never collapse from exhaustion…probably.”

He’d rendered Atou speechless. No way was she going to let him get away with this. Her look of stunned silence gradually shifted to exasperation, which in turn morphed into anger.

With practiced ease, Takuto shifted into a formal kneeling position upon his chair, prepared to take her scolding. 

“K-KING TAKUTO!” she shouted. “You have gone too far! Too far! You must stop this irresponsible behavior at once! You don’t know what will happen if you don’t get enough sleep! Please get proper rest! A good amount of it!”

“I’m fine! Totally fine! I just handled my days much like when the Eternal Nations’ World Cup was going on! Heck, I’ve been getting way more rest than I did then… I mean, come on, who doesn’t want to see and make their cities flourish firsthand?!”

“I want to do that too, but still…!”

In the end, Atou kicked up a fuss, yet overwhelmed by Takuto’s enthusiasm, she reluctantly came over to his way of thinking. 

◇◇◇

“MMM! Just feel this atmosphere! The ambiance! Boy, am I glad I sacrificed sleep for this!” 

Making full use of his Botchling body double, Takuto reveled in the cityscape of Seldoch to his heart’s content. A single shadow served at his side.

“You didn’t listen to a word I said about getting more rest,” Sludge Atou, Mynoghra’s strongest weapon, grumbled. 

Not willing to leave Takuto to his own devices, she traveled all the way to Seldoch in person to be there for him. Although she also had ulterior motives. This presented the perfect opportunity for her to steal some alone time with her beloved master, even if it was just conversing with his controlled body double. Whatever the motive, Takuto and Atou had traveled to the city of Seldoch together. 

“King Takuto, you claimed you were coming to do an inspection, but you seem to have a clear objective. What in the ruined world do you have planned that you would sneak into the city without informing the twins?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see for yourself!”

“You’ve been obsessed with some new building project, right? What could you have possibly built that has you this excited?”

Takuto was clearly excited about something, and the answer was upon them.

“Oh?” Atou reacted. “I recognize this building, but what is it again? Will you tell me, King Takuto?”

Takuto led her straight to a massive building. While the building was undeniably one of Mynoghra’s unique facilities, its architectural style blended elements of Qualia design, leaving Atou at a loss to identify it. 

Before she could puzzle it out, Takuto blurted out the answer, too excited to wait. 

“Hehe, behold a Doll Workshop.”

“A D-Doll Workshop?!” Atou repeated, utterly dumbfounded. “That requires extremely advanced technology to build! How in the name of ruin did you do it?!”

The Doll Workshop she knew of was a facility primarily dedicated to unit production that only became available toward the end game. Takuto had built one. Now. Such a feat should be impossible at their current technology level. He had to have used some exploit to make it happen. 

Takuto chuckled as he watched the storm of emotions flash across Atou’s beautiful features. Smiling like a boy who had just successfully pranked a girl he liked, Takuto revealed his big secret to his most beloved companion. 

“The Automatic Torture Machine we defeated was key.”

The Automatic Torture Machine was a legendary being Atou had defeated in battle, and Mynoghra had recovered what remained. While it’d been a reasonably powerful NPC, for Atou, it served as little more than a sparring partner. Once she’d taken its skills for herself, she thought it held little value, but even a world boss that had been reduced to a trophy on their wall could undergo a magnificent transformation in Takuto’s hands.

“Did you gain new tech by analyzing the machine’s wreck?!” Atou guessed.

“Something like that. I actually enlisted the help of the Dwarves to analyze it, and it turned out the core was still active. So, we were given a choice: either spend the resources to revive the Automatic Torture Machine itself or construct the Doll Workshop.”

“Oh, I see! So, analyzing the wreck triggered a kind of bonus event? Wow! This is huge!”

Joy lit up Atou’s face. The Dark Elves would’ve been confused about what was so exciting, but anyone who knew Eternal Nations would react the same way. After all, acquiring the Doll Workshop meant gaining the ability to produce its powerful, unique units early. 

“Yeah, this is huge! The Living Doll unit can usually only be produced in the late game. Its combat specs are a bit lackluster, but its true value lies in its cost-efficiency!” Takuto raised his voice with delight, echoing Atou’s sentiment. 

Nothing could be more exciting to them than gaining access to the Living Dolls early! 

“Living Dolls have zero maintenance cost! Provided we have the time and resources, we can produce armies of them! Is there anything more convenient?!” Atou gushed. 

“Better yet, since they’re dolls, they’re treated as inanimate objects,” Takuto added. “Poison and mental attacks don’t work on them, just like golems.”

“The perfect force to face the Succubus Army…!” 

The Living Doll was a doll-type unit designed to fully match Mynoghra’s grotesque aesthetic. Though they came equipped with one pair of legs and arms like any other bipedal, their joints could move in any direction, and they crept forward like a living creature. Each doll concealed within itself an intricate, lethal mechanism—a deadly trap designed to swiftly usher any unwary intruder into the embrace of death.

Devoid of both pain receptors and emotion, they would attack the enemy until one of them was destroyed. Dolls of death, imbued with the very essence of terror and ruin—that was the Living Doll. 

Takuto grinned. His smile was not that of a Commander pleased to have secured a valuable new addition to his army in time before the Great War, but that of a boy delighted to have gotten his hands on an unexpectedly entertaining new toy.

“So, now that you know, my plan is to divert all of Seldoch’s production capacity into this project, holding back the bare minimum necessary for the city. Boy oh boy, I wonder just how many Living Dolls we’ll end up with by the deadline? I can’t wait to find out.”

“What a stroke of luck, King Takuto!” Atou exclaimed, getting swept up in her master’s infectious enthusiasm. They were kindred spirits when it came to such matters.

“I know, right? Without further ado, shall we take a peek inside?” he invited. This was what the journey was all about. 

Who in the world would come this far without taking a tour of the facility? 

Atou giddily accepted Takuto’s invitation and followed him toward the massive door.

“You know, now that I think about it, how do you suppose Living Dolls are produced?” Atou mused.

“By hand, perhaps? Or machine manufacturing? The curiosity is killing me.”

The door creaked open. Everything within Mynoghra fell under Takuto’s purview. The Doll Workshop was no exception. And yet…Takuto grimaced upon seeing the pitch-black void before him. This was not what he expected. 

“Huh? What’s going on? It’s pitch-black in here. Where are the lights?”

“The king himself has graced you ingrates with his presence, and yet no one has come to greet him?! Infidels! Is anyone here?! Anyone at all?!” 

Takuto fumbled around for the lights while Atou aired her complaints. Meanwhile, the door slowly creaked shut behind them until their vision was engulfed by total darkness. 

What in the empire of ruin was happening? They were within Mynoghra’s territory, conquered or otherwise, and one of their civilization’s unique production facilities at that. An enemy attack here seemed inconceivable, yet the situation warranted concern. 

The pair of them stood in the dark in total confusion. And then it happened, before they could even conceive of what was happening. 

“…What now?” they asked in unison, ever the in-sync pair. 

Tiny points of light, reminiscent of fireflies, began to flicker into existence, steadily increasing in number. An eerie, strange scraping noise that sounded neither like metal nor wood accompanied the lights, growing closer and louder by the second…

With an arrhythmic clacking, whatever was in the dark surrounded them! 

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!”

A sea of eyes stared unblinkingly at the king and his confidant. 

A horde of Living Dolls had spilled out of every corner of the dark. 

Faced with this terrifying spectacle ripped straight from a horror movie, the King of Ruin and his right-hand woman could do nothing but cling to one another, letting out the most pathetic screams imaginable…


    

  
    
      
 

 

 

Afterword

 

FEHU Kazuno here. Thank you for reading Apocalypse Bringer Mynoghra Volume 8. It’s been about a year since the last volume. Thank you for waiting such a long time… Well, the delay is mostly due to me, Fehu Kazuno, being such a slow writer!!

By the way, this volume should be released in Japan around the time the anime airs for the first time. I’ve been helping the production team in various ways, and I’ve gotten a chance to see how life is breathed into Takuto, Atou, and the gang before my dear readers do. 

Boy, all I can say is that I’m moved! Moved and impressed! This is some amazing stuff! 

I’ve dreamed of seeing Mynoghra made into an anime someday. The emotions are starting to hit me like a delayed wave as I watch it all come together and take shape as an anime. All the impactful scenes are there, and I believe they will live up to your expectations. Please look forward to watching it!

I must say, the only reason why I get to make such an exciting announcement about an anime adaptation is only because of all the support I have received from you, the readers. I hope to repay the favor somehow!

…What’s that? You want me to write faster?

…Good point. (I know I set myself up for that one). 

I’m hoping to release the next volume faster. After all, the story is finally reaching its climax, with the various factions starting to make their power moves and the big battle heating up!

I’m sure you’re all eager to read the next part soon!

I’ll do my best to make that happen!

Now that that’s all said and done, I would like to move on to the acknowledgments. To Illustrator Jun, the editing department at GC Novels, my editor, the proofreaders, the design company, everyone else who worked on this book, and last but not least, my readers—thank you again! Please look forward to the next installment.
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Elemental Ward Rulebook

What to do When the GM is Absent

A GM is essential to progressing a campaign, but there may be times when,

due to unavoidable circumstances, the GM is unavailable. In such cases, a new
GM must be selected immediately with the consent of all players.

The absence of a GM to direct the campaign will fundamentally disrupt the
game. Everyone acting as they please will significantly diminish your gaming
experience and make it uninteresting. The GM’s role is to prevent players
from acting selfishly and from interpreting the outcomes of rolls in ways that
suit them. The GM’s absence denies the ability to play a healthy and fair

game.

All players are asked to keep this in mind as they enjoy the game.
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

The following units have rejoined Player Keiji Kuhara:

<< Saint Soalina of Blooming Burials>>
<< Veiled Saint Fenne Kahmair>>
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

Identified the following unlearned technologies belonging to
Sutharland:

<<Optics>> <<Astronomy>> <<Ocean Navigation>>

<<Basic Logistics>> <<Cultural Appreciation>>
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

The following Great Ritual has ended:
Great Ritual: Dark Nation
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SYSTEM MESSAGE
[Event Chain] The Beginning of the End: Great War

The Regalia Treaty Society has declared war upon the Lawful
Continent Alliance!

The Great War begins!

Supreme Leader, Takuto Ira

~Come, let’s enjoy ourselves until everything is reduced to ruin.~
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Sludge Atou gained the following abilities by defeating units:
{Inorganic)
(Bleed)
(Mental Immunity)
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

An alliance has been formed with the following faction:
[Tabletop RPG Faction: Player Keiji Kuharal
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

An alliance has been formed with the following nation:
[Maritime Nation of Sutharland]
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An alliance has been formed.

[Regalia Treaty Society]
Leader: King of Ruin, Takuto Ira

Factions:

* Mynoghra

* RPG

* TRPG

* Phon’kaven
* Sutharland
* Gramfil

* Ironhenge

Until the alliance is dissolved, combat between allied
nations is prohibited. In addition, declaring war on other

nations will involve all allied nations. This decision can only

be made by the leader.
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SYSTEM MESSAGE

An alliance has been formed with the following nations:
[Gramfil, the City-state of Slaves and Criminals]
[Tech Nation of Ironhenge]
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Breaking Up Was the Plan, the Duke

Falling For the Villainess Was Not!
@ Kotoko Ataka

Grace was reincarnated as the villainess of her favorite novel.
All she has to do is break up with the icy duke to get her
happy end, but that's easier said than done!

AR Strawberry Princess: The Time Loop
@ : Defying Villainess
@) Hanami Nishine @M Renta

v
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& The Merulian

Regalia

Strength: 10 Move: 3

<<Ship>> <<Transport>>
<<Invisibility>>

*% Ships can only traverse water
NO IMAGE

terrain.

~A brilliant white castle floating upon the sea,
sailing forth, bearing naught but the dreams of man-~

The Merulian is the only galleon ship of its kind in the world. Equipped
with the distinct features of Transport and Invisibility, this vessel can
navigate the high seas with absolute safety, making it particularly
effective in maritime trade.

The origins of this ship remain a mystery. Although the Sutharland
Dwarves once owned it, their records contain no trace of when or where
they acquired it.

%% There are no restrictions on using Regalia.
Any Alignment, Race, or Faction is capable of wielding Regalia.
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& Sutharland

Alignment: Neutral
Distinct Features: {Maritime) {Mercantile)

~A second home for those who have left the mountains for the
high seas.~

Sutharland is a neutral nation established by Dwarves who have adapted to the
coastal region and the high seas. Its main industries are maritime trade and the
acquisition of marine resources, making it a somewhat unusual Dwarven nation.
However, the people have not completely lost their original Dwarven spirit. Their
craftsman spirit has carried into their impressive shipbuilding and seafaring
architecture, as well as the development of a powerful naval force.
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& Scribe Saint Lytrain

Combat Unit

Strength: Unknown
Move: Unknown

~She has nothing left anymore. Not even the journal where she
recorded her memories.~

Lytrain Nerim Quartz is one of the Saints. She always carries a
massive journal, and she suffers from memory loss in exchange
for using God’s Miracles. This allows her to use more Miracles
than other Saints, but at a loss of self.

Her journal serves as an external record of her memories before
she loses them, helping her regain herself. Unfortunately, there
is a risk that she will become incapacitated if she loses the
journal.
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& Regalia Sword

Regalia

<<Weapon Modifiers>>
Strength Bonus +30%

Gain: <<True Strike>> <<Piercing
Strike>> <<Anti-Evil>>

~A single blade, key to reach the very end.~

The only one of its kind in the world, this legendary sword
grants its wielder immense power and a devastating
effectiveness against evil.

While the Regalia were originally intended to serve as a catalyst
for the Ascension Victory, they manifest in the world in a variety
of forms, and this sword is one such manifestation.

% There are no restrictions on using Regalia.
Any Alignment, Race, or Faction is capable of using Regalia.
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& Ira’s God Authority

* Grants bonuses to combat stats based on the current propagation
level of the Cult of Ira religion.

* Acquire new skills based on the current propagation level of the Cult
of Ira religion.

* Increases Marriage Counter by 1 each time you use it.

¢ Ability Exclusive to Takuto Ira.
¢ The Marriage Counter decreases over time.
*% When the Marriage Counter reaches a certain number, a Marriage

Event will trigger.
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Strength : HE  Move : HE

~The shattered remains of Erakino. Her echo.
In other words, call this aberration Echo!~

ERROR.

The corresponding unit does not exist.
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& Dwarf

<<Race Traits>>

Maritime Bonus +5%
Commerce Bonus +10%
Production Bonus +15%
Research Bonus -5%
Food Production Bonus -5%

~An ancient race of the earth.~

Dwarves are a race closely tied to the earth. Bold and cheerful, they are relatively
friendly toward other races and actively trade when it is beneficial. Dwarves
enjoy high production and commerce bonuses, giving them an economic and
industrial advantage over other nations, and a playstyle that focuses on these
aspects works the best. These Dwarven traits are also inherited by the Dwarves
of Idoragya, who have adapted to coastal and oceanic regions.
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& Mental Immunity

Nullifies mental debuffs.

Eterpedia

& Deadly Poison

Strength +10%
When the attack succeeds, there’s a chance that the opponent will
be inflicted with Deadly Poison.

% Units afflicted by Deadly Poison will take damage at the end of
their turn.
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& Inorganic

Increases resistance to various debuffs.

Eterpedia

& Bleed

Strength  +10%
When the attack succeeds, there’s a chance that the opponent will
be inflicted with Bleed.

%% Units afflicted by Bleed will take damage at the end of their turn.
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& Gramfil

City-state

Alignment: Neutral
Distinct Features: {Criminal? Economic)

~A makeshift paradise for criminals.~

Eterpedia

& Ironhenge

City-state

Alignment: Neutral
Distinct Features: {Technology) (Trade)

~An old, backward country that worships technology.~
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& Armored Dragon

Combat Unit (Mabeast )

Strength:10 Move: 1

<< Predation >>
<< Flesh Eater >>

NO IMAGE

~What do you get when you equip the greatest dragon
with the greatest armor?
The strongest dragon in the world!~

Dragons are powerful mabeasts. On top of coming naturally
equipped with razor-sharp fangs and earth-rending claws, some
are even capable of flying and using magic. Dragons vary
greatly in strength, so they are generally classified by how
strong and old they are, with High Dragons posing a greater
threat to mortals. Armored dragons are Mature Dragons
outfitted with combat armor prepared by Dwarves, giving them
strength comparable to that of High Dragons.





