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      ■■■  First Day of Summer 1192: Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #500, “Eternal Fortress,” Twentieth Floor: Holy Sword Knight, Tsurugi Arthur Caledfwlch


       


      Dungeons have a number of rules. One of these is the Barrier Rule. Another is that the dimensions shift, changing the terrain every twenty-four hours. There are many others, too. One must not harm the Yalda Series, or they risk summoning a terrifying executioner. If a party reaches the dungeon’s treasure floor, it can never be reached by anyone ever again. And so on, and so forth.


      Principles, laws, the will of the gods. All of them boil down to one thing—rules.


      For adventurers like us who descend into the depths of the unknown, these decrees set by the creator gods are beacons in the night that light our path. They decided on and placed the midpoints. They made it so that the creatures lurking in each dungeon increase in strength the farther one descends. They forbade additional parties from entering an area where battle with a guardian has begun.


      “Kanon!” I call out to Kanon Soraki, one of my party members.


      We’ve found ourselves on a floor of the dungeon approximately 650 by 1300 feet wide with marble flooring and high ceilings hanging over five hundred feet above us. A crimson carpet stretches out across the glimmering floor so cold it reminds me of ice.


      The former guardian of the twentieth floor, a fearsome Chimera, is now gone. The six of us successfully defeated it only moments ago.


      It proved itself quite the challenging opponent. Its body was over one hundred feet tall. It had the fire-breathing head of a lion, the venomous tail of a snake, and a host of other vexing animal parts that plagued us with a variety of powerful attacks. Another member of my party, Chris, spent the entire battle healing us with a litany of miracles. She didn’t have a single moment to catch her breath.


      Chris, Kanon, Kanata, Fate, and Keisuke—every one of my teammates played a pivotal role in the battle. Luckily, the Chimera had been defeated before, and with the information we collected, we were able to safely defeat the beast’s recreated form.


      “We…beat it, right?” A pink-haired girl nods her head. “We’ve defeated the guardian. I watched it turn into particles of light and dissipate with my own eyes.”


      We conquered the beast, but it took a toll, leaving us exhausted and drained of our spiritual power. Luckily, once we step through the warp gate, we’ll be taken to the midpoint, where we can rest up. But just as we begin to step toward the gate—


      “Uh. What’s that?”


      —he appears. A massive man clad in black steel armor.


      He emerges from an oval fissure. He’s nearly seven feet tall and exudes crimson spiritual power that permeates the room. The red glow deepens, bathing the world around us.


      He’s a trespasser—what other word could adequately describe the being before us?


      “But that’s impossible…,” mutters Fate Witch, my friend and a member of the Rosso and Blu clan. Such a reaction from an adventurer of her caliber is incredibly unsettling.


      But even Keisuke and Kanata, who only became adventurers this past spring and are relatively inexperienced, sense that something is wrong with the figure barring our path.


      “What the heck is going on?” says Keisuke. “I thought no one but us could enter this floor once we started fighting the guardian!”


      “Could it be…an Irregularity?” Kanata asks, readying her glowing blue sword.


      An Irregularity—an errant life-form that flouts even the rules of the gods. A likely explanation. It’s common for Irregularities to be far stronger than the other creatures on a given floor and for them to trespass in places where other foes cannot. However…


      “No. That’s no Irregularity,” Kanon states firmly.


      “What makes you so sure?” Kanata replies.


      “The man who stands before us is neither Irregularity nor guardian.” The pink-haired girl points at the fearsome figure. “That’s the Black Knight. A notorious mercenary.”


      “The fuck?!” shouts Fate. “Kanon, did you just say ‘Black Knight’?! What the hell’s a big shot like him doing here?”


      “I’m afraid I don’t know. However—”


      “Fifth Regalia, activate.” Before Kanon can finish her sentence, a mechanical voice echoes through the crimson world, and the figure manifests a deadly Regalia in the form of a heavy red machine gun. “Vesper Tilio.”


      “What th—?”


      “Keisuke!!!”


      RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT-TAT! The machine gun unleashes a terrifying burst of gunfire, and the noxious scent of burning flesh fills the air.


      I turn toward the weapon’s target. Keisuke, my closest friend, has been mowed down. The gun has torn through his powerful defensive armor as though it were paper.


      “Chris! Heal him!” I shout. “Fate, keep that machine gun busy! And summon Brionac to take care of the knight!”


      In lieu of a response, countless pillars of light rain down from above. They form spears and rush toward the Black Knight.


      I don’t understand why this man has appeared before us, nor can I fathom why he has chosen to attack. But I do know one thing—he is our enemy. Without so much as a word, he shot down Keisuke.


      “Holy sword! I call upon thee!” As such, I am duty bound to draw my blade. “Excalibur!”


      As Keisuke’s friend and this party’s leader, it is my obligation to strike down any being that would threaten us.


      “Kanon! Kanata!” I call out as golden holy light pours forth from my blade. In a single move, I convert the light into a propulsive force that launches me at the Black Knight.


      As I race by, I see Kanata out of the corner of my eye. The talented young swordmaster of the prestigious Aono line slices through bullets of condensed heat.


      Fate’s spears of light attack the knight from the front while Kanon, garbed in crimson armor, follows up with a volley of cannon fire.


      His left side is wide open.


      Kanata uses her sword’s ability to slice through energy and flame to push toward the knight’s machine gun, held in his right arm. Fate and Kanon continue to keep their distance while hitting him from the front. If I aim for his left, which lacks any obvious defense, then we’ll have him flanked from three sides.


      I boost my radiant holy sword to its next level to further increase my speed, and then I spin around the knight’s right leg like an axis and move to slice off his left arm, when—


      “Second Regalia. Third Regalia. Activate.”


      —he manifests an enormous blade of his own.


      Its hilt is so large that even the almost seven-foot-tall knight’s hand cannot fully wrap around it. The weapon is truly beautiful to behold. It’s black, or perhaps deep blue? No—it has the color of a galactic swirl. It looks as though the splendor of the night sky has been somehow contained within its blade.


      “……”


      The starry-night sword draws an arc through the air. That he is capable of wielding such a colossal weapon is nothing short of extraordinary. And what’s more…


      He wields such tremendous force with only a single hand?!


      Every swing of his mighty sword falls upon me with an incredible amount of weight. My holy sword defeated the Chimera with one thrust just moments ago. Yet Excalibur, even in its boosted state, is completely outclassed by the galactic sword.


      The difference in power between us is unmistakable. I feel crushed, as if beneath the weight of a tremendous tempest. Every time our swords clash, I can feel my strength and my sanity draining from me.


      And worst of all…


      “This mercenary… He’s far too strong for us to handle!”


      …Kanata is right.


      The Black Knight fends off my party members with his heavy machine gun in one hand as he overwhelms me with his galactic sword in the other.


      Kanata and I have been honing our sword skills all our lives. And while this may sound rather arrogant, I take a lot of pride in my accomplishments with the blade.


      But the Black Knight’s swordsmanship is so refined, so accurate, that my pride crumbles with every swing of his mighty weapon. He has attained a height of mastery that I could scarcely dream of achieving…


      “Gah…!”


      “Kanata!”


      The knight sends Kanata flying twenty feet through the air with his starry-night sword and immediately aims his heavy machine gun at her head.


      He can’t possibly mean to—?!


      There’s only one thing I can do to save my comrade. I unleash Excalibur’s fourth level, a move that puts its wielder’s life in jeopardy. The holy blade’s light becomes so radiant that it turns the crimson world golden. But I can feel the toll this exacts on me—my body is slowly being burned away.


      Stabbing pain overcomes me as I focus every fiber of my being on knocking away the gun the Black Knight has pointed at Kanata. But as I do, I suddenly realize that something is wrong.


      Why is it…so quiet?


      I can no longer hear the spears of light, nor the sound of cannon fire. I panic as I wonder when it happened. When had Kanon and Fate stopped supporting me with their suppressive fire?


      “…I would suggest you don’t turn around,” echoes the mechanical voice. An unnatural crimson light glows from deep within the recesses of the knight’s black steel helmet. “I’ve already put an end to their suffering.”


      I was too distracted to notice.


      “The fighter was mowed down, the swordmaster fell, and I’ve sent the shooter and the warrior princess into eternal slumber. As for the saint—well, I would hardly imagine it possible to heal four people on the brink of death in the midst of such an onslaught.”


      Chris’s tortured cries echo through the room.


      No one is left. I’m the only one who can fight.


      “You alone remain—wielder of the holy blade.”


      “Why?”


      My mouth moves before I can think. Am I stalling? No. I’m well aware that my time is limited. My sword’s fourth stage is slowly burning my body from the inside out. I need to hurry. I need to find a way through this. And yet I hear myself question him further.


      “Why…attack us?”


      “Because that was my client’s desire.”


      I can’t win. I try to envision a scenario where I defeat him, but my mind is blank.


      “Your client? Who would do such a thing…?”


      It’s so hot, and I’m in terrible pain. My enemy is unscathed, but I am on the brink of death when he tells me.


      “The Eternal Fortress…”


      Maybe he pities us. Maybe he simply no longer cares because he knows he’s won. Whatever the reason, the black steel assailant, with his overpowering bloodred aura, calmly answers my question.


      “…My client is this dungeon itself.”


      And then my consciousness succumbs to the darkness of the void.

    
  

  
    

    [image: ■ Chapter 1: Challenged to a Duel]


    There’s a common trope in web novels that you might call “attack of the loser aristocrat.” A talented youth born with a silver spoon in his mouth gets all uppity and decides he needs to take on the main character. But the protagonist mows him down without breaking a sweat. And then people say, “Wow, did you see how Protag took out So-and-So? What’s his deal?” And the heroine says, “I knew Protag had it in him. I’ve always expected great things from him.” And the protagonist says, “Oh, did I do something?” Yada yada, you get the idea. This kind of scene allows the main character to show off his strength and puts a target on his back, all while boosting the heroine’s affection for him. It’s like killing three birds with one stone.


    But the most important thing is that the challenger, despite serving as no more than a punching bag, is a skilled noble. He has to possess both ability and authority. If he doesn’t, those around the protagonist will stop acknowledging him at the drop of a hat.


    On the flip side, if the protagonist takes down some lowly punk—say, one that has a weird laugh that goes Nyeh-heh-heh—then the best he can hope for is to win the heroine’s affection and nothing more. Don’t get me wrong; that’s important too. But you can’t expect to garner much affection for beating up a loser like that.


    If you’re going to fight some bum, you might as well choose a high-quality bum, right? And that’s how the loser-aristocrat trope was born—a shining star among pushovers, and one capable of entertaining audiences of all sorts across a wide range of stories just by getting their head kicked in.


    Typically, they’re a boorish noble who flaunts their social rank, always makes a point to be obnoxious, and treats the opposite sex like objects for their amusement. If you add a little selfishness and racism, you’ve got the perfect baddie—the polar opposite of a good person. That’s right: A loser aristocrat is the kind of character everyone loves to hate.


    What makes a villainess a villainess? Well, it’s right there in the name: She’s a noble lady who’s a villain. It’s a clownish role designed to make the reader or player despise them. When viewed from the other side as a tragic twist of fate, you wind up with the famous genre known as “reincarnated as the villainess.” (A lot can be said about that, but I won’t go into it here, or the male version, which seems to be quite popular these days.) But suffice to say that our beloved Dungeon Magia has its own character to play this thankless role.


    The man in question came from an illustrious household, was decently skilled, and, for whatever reason, decided that he hated the protagonists and would do everything in his power to make their lives hell.


     


    This is the story of how he and I came to form a rather peculiar friendship.


    
      ◆  Shimizu Home: Living Room


      Declaration of Challenge


       


      Mr. Kyouichirou Shimizu,


       


      Allow me to cut to the chase. You have made quite the name for yourself lately.


      First, you defeated an Irregularity during the Adventurer’s Exam and broke the record for fastest adventurer to become a Regalia user. Then, on your first dungeon crawl, you reached a yet undiscovered floor. These achievements are something that I, a man looking to claim the award for Rookie Adventurer of the Year, cannot abide.


      I’ve heard that you’ve even been rubbing elbows with James Szilard. There is no doubt in my mind that your “friendship” with him is built on little more than shameless flattery. But heed my warning: A lowly commoner like you cannot stand shoulder to shoulder with the leader of one of the Five Major Clans.


      Read this next part carefully, Kyouichirou Shimizu: The mark of a true adventurer isn’t paper-thin achievements or vague claims to companionship with celebrities. It is strength, pure and simple. The strong win and are revered.


      And that is why it is only natural that I, one far stronger than you, am more deserving of renown. My ascendence is inevitable.


      Thus, I hereby challenge you to a mock battle so that I may show the world the difference in our strengths.


      Tomorrow at six PM, come to the simulation battle room in Eternal Darkness. I will carve into your digital body proof that no one is more worthy than I of the title Rookie Adventurer of the Year.


       


      Shion Makibashira, July 3


       


      “…Hmm,” said Albi after reading the letter aloud. “This seems to be what they call ‘fan mail.’ You must be thrilled, Master. Would you like to hang this treasure on your wall, perhaps?”


      “Ugh, cut the crap,” I replied. Trash like this belongs in the garbage.


      “This Makibashira person seems even more aware of the intricate details of your adventuring career than I am. Surely he must be a fan.”


      “Nah. That kind of info’s easy to get with a bit of digging.”


      That wasn’t important—and neither was the revelation that Albi had forgotten all the cool stuff I’d done since arriving in this world, which I decided to coolly ignore like the mature adult I was. The problem was who had sent the letter.


      I gave a tired sigh as I ran my eyes over the writing on the page, lit up by the evening sun. I’d found the paper stuck between some flyers in our mailbox when I got back from school. The post office would never have accepted such a ridiculous piece of epistolary harassment, so I figured the guy must have stuck it in our mailbox himself.


      “Looks like I’ve caught the attention of a real piece of work,” I muttered.


      “Have you any idea who this person might be, Master?” asked the beautiful white-haired girl, an ice cream sandwich in one hand. As usual, she couldn’t stop eating even for one second.


      “I’ve got some idea, yeah. But it’s not the sort of thing I can go blabbing about here. Let’s change locations. Actually, just to be safe—we should make sure Sis and Jupiter aren’t around. Sis is at the supermarket, but what about Jupiter?”


      “My little sister is currently napping in her room. She mentioned something about staying up late to stand in line for a new game and is currently resting up ahead of time.”


      At that, it all came flooding back. I had promised Jupiter that we would go buy the collector’s edition of a new dating sim together.


      So, it’s finally time. Thinking about it is making me a bit emotional. I bet we’ll stay up all night tomorrow playing… Wait. Tomorrow?!


      “Waaaait, hold up! Seriously?! Talk about crappy timing! Why the hell’s this punk gotta challenge me to a duel the very day the hottest new dating sim hits the shelves?! Damn it, damn it, damn it!”


      “Then you should simply ignore him. You have no obligation to comply with this person’s selfish whims.”


      She just doesn’t get it. You don’t get it at all, Albi! That’s not how this works!


      “Okay, think of it like this,” I said. “Say there’s a ramen shop you visit every week.”


      “There are ten ramen shops I visit every week.”


      Whoa, whoa, whoa. Ten is way too many.


      “Right. Anyway. Let’s say one of those shops has a new ramen it’s been advertising for a while. And then they announce that it’s finally releasing tomorrow.”


      “I would be first in line.”


      “Exactly. But then, all of a sudden, on this super-important day, some guy shows up and starts talking crap, saying the two of you have gotta duke it out. What would you do, huh? You really think you could just ignore him and enjoy your ramen? With that gross feeling hanging over you?”


      “……On my honor as the End of Zero Unit, I would terminate him.”


      Albi’s beautiful voice was filled with more ire than I had ever heard before. It sent a chill down my spine. It was as though a mere hypothetical had caused her to lose all faith in the human race and now she was getting ready to wipe them out entirely. I shuddered subconsciously.


      “R-right. That’s basically the situation I’m in now…more or less.”


      “I see. Understood. Then you feel an undying hatred for this vile man and a burning desire to eviscerate him here and now.”


      “Uh. Maybe not quite that extreme.”


      Putting my current situation aside for a moment, I made a silent vow never to get between Albi and her food. When it came to some things (like wicked goddesses), it was better to let sleeping dogs lie.

    

    
      ◆  Shimizu Home: Kyouichirou’s Room


      Albi and I headed to my room. Once there, she sat across from me and slurped high-protein noodles as I explained to her everything I knew about Shion Makibashira.


      “Shion Makibashira is the second son of the Makibashira family, a line of civil officials. Despite being a spoiled rich kid, Shion is an accomplished spirit user.”


      “From the way he writes, one would assume he’s little more than an immature child.”


      “You’re exactly right. He’s basically just a spoiled brat.”


      I double-checked that the door was locked, and in as quiet a voice as I could muster, I explained to Albi the role Shion Makibashira played in Dungeon Magia.


      “The guy hates anyone that stands out more than him or doesn’t pay him enough respect. That’s why he becomes obsessed with the protagonist and gets in his way at every possible opportunity.”


      “Selfish, self-obsessed, prideful, and envious… The very definition of an unimportant side character.”


      She was right. Shion Makibashira was completely irredeemable in Dungeon Magia. Every time he showed up, he’d talk down to the protagonists and challenge them to combat, and always at the worst possible times.


      He was constantly finding new ways to piss off players. He’d use abusive language to reopen the heroines’ old wounds, join forces with the bad guys, and in certain routes, he was even a cold-blooded killer.


      So, naturally, the fan community viewed Shion Makibashira as a piece of crap. People called him “Shit-On,” or “Shit-On Whose Name Isn’t Worth Saying,” or “Shit-On Who Got Three Times Less Votes than Even Kyouchirou in the Popularity Poll.” (……Yep. Whoever thought up that last one’s getting punched in the head someday.)


      “Basically, both the characters and the players all hate this guy.”


      “If this person is even less popular than you, Master, they must be formidable indeed.”


      To be honest, Kyouichirou was just a joke character who said a few goofy lines and then died, so it made sense he was more popular than a baddie who kept getting in the protagonists’ way throughout the whole game.


      “Well? How do you plan to handle this forced encounter, Master?”


      “Honestly, I’m not sure yet.”


      The wicked goddess’s chopsticks paused for a moment. “Then you intend to take him on?”


      “That’s not necessarily what I’m saying. I just don’t feel like I should turn him down sight unseen.”


      Even the protagonists struggled with this guy. There was nothing to be gained from me taking him on directly. But ignoring him outright was a surefire way to make him dig in his heels.


      “The way I see it, rather than risk this dumbass causing trouble for my friends and family, it might be better to just give him a little play fighting. Let the baby have his bottle.”


      “I see. There is a certain logic to that.”


      Shion was the same age as the protagonists, making him fourteen years old at this point in history. You couldn’t just ignore an attention-seeking middle schooler with something to prove. That was just as true in Dungeon Magia and had become the source of many headaches for the protagonists.


      I’m not about to just sit here and let this guy kidnap me and force me to battle him to the death… No, screw that. I can’t ignore him.


      “Besides. I’ve got a more personal interest in this guy.”


      “May I assume this ‘interest’ is of a sexual nature?”


      “You may not.” Get your mind out of the gutter, Albi! You’re not some teenage boy! “It’s nothing like that… I just…could never really hate the guy.”


      Considering all the horrible crap he’d go on to do, there was no doubt that Shion Makibashira was a real bad guy. Listing out his crimes—violence, slander, betrayal, murder—made that dead obvious. It was no surprise other fans of the series despised the guy.


      Hell, I hated him too the first time I played the game. I wanted him to piss off and never come back. He was annoying and always causing problems. And not in a funny way, either. He was a real piece of crap.


      Sure, you might be able to brush that kind of stuff off as being essential to the story, but that didn’t change the fact that he was a pain in the ass… So I’m not kidding when I say I hated the guy at first.


      But after playing through Dungeon Magia countless more times, I began to notice another side to Shion.


       


      Like how happy he looked when the protagonist actually showed up for their duel.


      Or how cool he sounded in the one route where he temporarily fought alongside the protagonists.


      Or how genuinely upset he looked when the hero tore into him after he betrayed them.


       


      I was like, Wait a minute… Does this guy just want to be friends with the hero?


      Once I realized that, I suddenly felt real affection for the guy. He’d been a great character all along. He wanted to be pals with the protagonist, but his pride wouldn’t let him. A classic tsundere. Honestly, it was kind of adorable.


      “Then I was correct,” declared Albi. “It was sexual.”


      “It is not sexual! There’s nothing wrong with finding a tsundere cute! That’s classic moe!” Moe and love are two completely different things! “That aside, the reason Shion Makibashira starts acting out in the first place is the same thing that caused Kyouichirou’s demise.”


      “You’re saying that he, too, was affected by something beyond his control?”


      I nodded.


      Something caused him to be that way. And it wasn’t some innocuous quirk of fate. It was something more specific. Something with a set of rules. A phenomenon with malicious intent that caused real harm.


      And when that certain something—the root cause of the events of Dungeon Magia—spread across the world, people with weak wills (aka losers like us) were inevitably infected or defiled. And that was what caused them to commit such heinous acts.


      “Unfortunately, I don’t know anything about Shion from before he showed up in that one dungeon from Dungeon Magia,” I admitted.


      “Are you implying that this Shion Makibashira is different from the one you know?”


      “I wouldn’t go that far. From the letter, it sounds like they’re pretty similar.”


      Just because someone was infected by the phenomenon from Dungeon Magia didn’t mean their personality did a complete one-eighty. It simply lowered their inhibitions and brought their innermost desires and impulses to light. In other words, all it did was expose their true nature.


      So, just because he’d been affected by something beyond his control, that didn’t absolve Shion Makibashira of his many sins. There was no denying that an evil potential lurked within him and that it was only a matter of bringing it out. And yet…


      “Everyone’s got a dark side to them, right?”


      Hatred, obsession, self-preservation, selfishness, discrimination… We might cover them up, but humans all harbor these negative impulses.


      “If I was to turn my back on Shion, it would feel like turning my back on humanity—and on myself. Just thinking about it makes me feel gross.”


      “Aren’t you overthinking things?”


      “Honestly? I probably am.”


      I wasn’t being logical, nor was I concerned with ethics. In truth, what guided me was more a mix of self-defense and genuine curiosity. Basically, this was all about me.


      “’Kay, I’ve decided. I’m gonna meet with Shion tomorrow.”


      “…This is sounding increasingly like sexual interest, Master.”

    

    
      ◆  Entertainment Shop “Durian Dungeon”: Entrance


      Despite the shop not opening for another thirty minutes, a long line had formed in front of the door.


      It was eleven thirty PM and a battalion of dating sim enthusiasts stood under the night sky, steely resolve flashing in their eyes.


      Digital downloads and online purchases were for the weak. These warrior nerds were a different breed. They had shown up to buy the physical edition in person.


      My people! I know exactly how you all feel.


      In only half an hour, the Canzone fan disc would go on sale. It had been a long, harrowing slog, but this eagerly-awaited piece of media was about to be ours. And it would come with a randomly chosen ASMR track as an in-store bonus! That was enough to make any hardened fan salivate.


      “Are you serious, Kyouichirou?” A silver-haired girl stood by my side in line, clenching our numbered ticket in one hand as she stared up at me as though she’d seen a ghost. “You’re not going to play the game for twenty-four hours straight? You’re crazy. Like a goon.”


      “I think you mean ‘crazy as a loon.’”


      Though I will admit that, as a miniboss from the tutorial, I am probably well suited to being a goon.


      “Sure. Whatever. Anyway. You’re crazy.”


      This kid was harsh, but she had a point.


      “I hear you; I do. It’s practically unheard of for a fan of my caliber to buy a dating sim on release day and then not touch it for almost a whole day.”


      “Despite knowing that, you still choose to walk this thorny path of your own volition…?”


      “…Yes. Even though it means abandoning my first love, I must fight.”


      “But the fan disc’s story is about Takane.”


      “Guh…”


      For a second, I felt my determination waver. Takane was my favorite character in Canzone. She was a moody liar, but she hated to lose and put her all into everything she did. Was I really going to let this fan disc starring my darling waifu sit for a whole entire day…?


      My heart began to race. It begged me to run to Takane’s side as soon as possible.


      “I can’t…” I knew what I had to do. “The instant I start playing, I’ll become unable to leave Takane’s side.”


      Takane was surprisingly fragile. If I abandoned her, I knew she would break down and cry.


      “I’ve already decided! I would much rather hold off on meeting her for a short while than have to leave her. That way I can be with her forever!”


      “Kyouichirou…” The small girl patted me on the back with her tiny hand. “Do what you need to. You can leave your precious Takane to me.”


      “Okay, just… No spoilers, okay?”


      “Of course.” She gave me a thumbs-up and a heartfelt nod as if to say, I’ll hold down the fort.


      “I leave my waifu in your hands.”


      “No prob.”


      We shared a firm handshake under the moonlight in the shopping arcade. With that, I had no regrets. All that was left was to meet Shion in battle.


      “We’re so cool right now,” said Jupiter.


      “Heh. We sure are.”


      We puffed out our chests with pride.


       


      “……”


      “What’s wrong, Jupiter?”


      “…I gotta go pee.”


      So much for being cool.

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #336, “Eternal Darkness,” Simulation Battle Room


      At six o’clock the next afternoon, when I (and my companion Haruka) arrived at the appointed place, we were greeted by the mastermind behind this whole affair, along with the curious stares of a large crowd of onlookers.


       


      “Well met, Kyouichirou Shimizu! I must say I’m impressed you’ve shown up. I expected you to run. Yes, it is I!”


       


      It was Shion Makibashira. He was wearing a fur coat and golden shorts as he contorted his body into an exaggerated pose.


      Here he was, in the flesh. His lame—err, unique—fashion sense was the same as ever.


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu! My sworn nemesis! Your rise ends today. Yes, and it will be by my hand!”


      He had a high-pitched voice, smooth, silky legs, and well-rehearsed lines. Even the glistening waves in his ash-gold hair seemed to exude a purposeful air of wealth.


      It was as I’d expected—the real Shion was a lot.

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #336, “Eternal Darkness,” Simulation Battle Room


      Within the fandom, Shion Makibashira was seen as a classic example of the loser-aristocrat trope. But the term aristocrat was a bit of a misnomer. The Makibashira family wasn’t really all that aristocratic. Sure, they were a distinguished line of civil servants, and they were indeed ultrarich. But there was more to the story.


      Within the empire, there was a true ruling class—a group of people who held special privileges in society and whom everyone had to address with honorifics. But this guy’s family wasn’t one of those.


      And let’s not forget that Shion was a year younger than me and that we started adventuring at the same time. In other words, he was a junior in my same cohort who liked to go around stirring up trouble just because his dad was a big shot.
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    I wasn’t about to bend at the knee for this whelp. So, naturally, the first words out of my mouth were casual and to the point. “I’ve got a couple of things to ask you before we start. So how ’bout we take a beat?”


    “Very well. You shall have your time. I have spoken!” The rich kid in his golden shorts crossed his arms with an arrogant snort.


    Everything he said seemed meant to deride and was spoken loudly enough for all the onlookers to hear. Classic Shion Makibashira.


    “Thank you for your generosity, O Great and Noble Sir.” With a cheeky grin, I dove straight in. “First question. Why do you want to fight me?”


    “It’s exactly as I wrote in my letter. You’ve been acting all high and mighty lately. And you stand in the way of my Rookie Adventurer of the Year award.”


    “I don’t remember doin’ anything like that.”


    “Liar! Ever since you became an adventurer—no! Even before then! You’ve been hogging all the attention! How else would you describe such behavior?” The boy shot out his arm and pointed his index finger at me as if to say, Hold it! You are the murderer!


    I didn’t really get how standing out was the same as “acting all high and mighty,” but it sounded like he just hated hearing about me all the time.


    And then there was the junk about the Rookie Adventurer of the Year award.


    “Come to think of it, didn’t someone in the same school year as you take the award last year?” I asked.


    “Indeed! That damned Aegis! She became an adventurer before me, got the award before me, and has made more of a name for herself than I have!”


    Little Lord Golden Shorts cursed his rival’s name. It seemed like his obsession with her had been around longer than I suspected.


    “Did you send a letter to the main heroi—errr, I mean, to that ‘Aegis’ person as well?”


    “Of course I planned to. But she was caught up in a scandal soon after her debut and was quickly fired from her clan.”


    “And? Just cause she’s a free agent now, that doesn’t negate her accomplishments.”


    “No adventurer would dare do something so stupid as to form a party with someone spurned by one of the Five Major Clans. She’s already a washed-up has-been. And good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.”


    “…Huh. How ’bout that.”


    It was the same deal as in the original story. But hearing it straight from the horse’s mouth still got on my nerves.


    You don’t know a damn thing about what she’s been through, Shion Makibashira. God, this pisses me off. Maybe I should kill this kid after all.


    “What’re you getting so fired up about, Kyou? Chill out.”


    A hand reached over and chopped me in the stomach. It didn’t hurt, but it was strong enough to knock me to my senses. I turned to see the radiant star stifling a yawn.


    “You’re going off on a tangent. What does this ‘Agey’ person have to do with anything?”


    “…Nothing at all.”


    “’Kay, then how about you get back on track? Or I could always take this guy on for you instead.”


    “No, no. I’ll do it.”


    “Good.” Having said her piece, she clapped me on the back as if to add, Hurry up and get on with it. The slight pain was like a silent cheer, pushing me forward.


    Thanks, Haruka. I feel more clear-headed now.


    I was a bit disappointed in myself. I’d brought up Aegis in the first place, knowing he’d talk crap about her, and I’d still let myself get pissed off. It was like I was looking for a reason to hate him.


    …Maybe that was it. I was looking for a reason to make Shion my enemy. The sheer nerve of the guy pissed me off. As if sending me a selfish letter demanding I duel him wasn’t bad enough, here he was taking up precious time I could be spending on the newest Canzone game. And yet, despite all that, I still couldn’t hate him, which only made it harder to vent my anger. And so, my desire to be ■■■■■■■ with him got mixed up inside me, and, well…


     


    “…Sigh.”


    I steadied my breathing and tried to clear my mind.


    Calm down, Kyouichirou. Don’t let Little Lord Golden Shorts here turn you into the villain.


    I was up against Shion Makibashira, nothing more or less. I had to meet him on his level.


    “What’s the matter, Kyouichirou Shimizu? It seems you are done with your questions. In which case, we shall begin our—!”


    “Hold up. I’m not done yet. I said that was my first question, didn’t I? If there’s a first question, that implies a second. And the second one won’t be my last, either.”


    “This is taking too long! I’m not here to converse with a plebian like you! Fight me now, Kyouichirou Shimizu!”


    “Everything’s gotta be done on your schedule, huh? You send this annoying letter to my house, and then what? You just expect me to show up and fight you, no questions asked? You serious?”


    “Ngh…” Golden Shorts faltered for a moment.


    He flinched. Now’s my chance.


    “If you don’t have the time to answer my questions, then I’m afraid I don’t have the time to entertain this little play fight of yours. And as for this threatening letter? I’m sure the authorities would be very interested—”


    “Enough! Fine! I’ll answer all your questions! Just don’t get any strange ideas!”


    Aw, he’s shaking in his little shorts. How adorable.


    “Well, well. I’m touched by your generosity toward the common folk, noble sir.” I shot him a big salesman’s smile and bowed. “All right, then, back to the Q and A. So, why don’t you start by telling me what’s up with the rubberneckers up there in the gallery?”
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    “Huh. So you gathered up a bunch of Makibashira family servants and formed a party with them.”


    “…Indeed! They serve me well, you see! In any case, are you satisfied?! Can we finally get on with it?!”


    The boy’s tired, frustrated cries bounced off the walls of the simulation battle room. His voice, usually high-pitched and arrogant, had grown hoarse after thirty solid minutes of answering my rapid-fire questions. He’d kept up his whole “speaking at max volume” shtick the entire time, which hadn’t helped.


    But thanks to those answers, I had a better idea of the situation. (Luckily, it had nothing to do with the shadowy something or other I was worried might be related.) And so, I figured it was about time to give the kid a break.


    “Right, right. Sorry ’bout that. I was just having so much fun chatting. Okay… How about we get started?”


    My suggestion was met with a sigh of relief, some light snoring, and the sound of jeers.


    The sigh of relief came from Shion, while the snoring came from Haruka, who had fallen asleep on a nearby bench. The jeering, on the other hand, came from the audience above us. They shouted things like “Hurry up and fight!” and “I’m so bored!”


    “Hey, Shion. Did you really need to bring all these people to watch?”


    “Of course I did!” he exclaimed, pointing a finger at me. “They will serve as my witnesses. Yes, they shall observe your demise at my hand!”


    Witnesses, huh?


    “I get the sense they’ll smack-talk the loser no matter who it is.”


    “That is irrelevant! It is I who shall claim victory today! So you will be the one to bathe in their derision!” He looked so confident. There wasn’t the slightest doubt in his mind that he would win.


    “All right, whatever. Let’s head to the cocoons, then.”


    “Don’t order me around! You will do as I say. And I say…let us head to the cocoons, Kyouichirou Shimizu!”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    Did someone of his status really need to constantly assert his superiority like this? It sounded downright exhausting.


    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Plain Stage


      A digital ocean of green spread out for over a mile in every direction. Its electronic glow lit up our two figures in the virtual space.


      “Let’s go over the rules,” I said. “This will be a single match with no time limit. If either of our avatars is killed, or if either of us uses the simulator’s resign feature, that person will be eliminated. We can both choose to begin anywhere within a three-hundred-foot radius of the center line. The fight begins once the starting buzzer goes off. Any objections?”


      “None whatsoever!”


      “Great. Welp, good luck.” I put my hand out to shake on it.


      But Shion didn’t return the gesture. “I refuse to shake hands with my sworn enemy. Hurry up and find your starting position, Kyouichirou Shimizu.”


      This guy wasn’t very sporting. Apparently, asking him a bunch of questions for thirty minutes hadn’t raised his affection level at all.


      My right hand, left hanging, fell limp at my side as I wandered toward my side of the field.


      Guess it’s about time I got serious. This is gonna be an all-out battle. A no-holds-barred…fight to the…


      And yet, something didn’t feel right.


      Sure, this was a duel. But in the end, it was just a mock battle between two digital avatars. And unlike the fight against Szilard, I didn’t have anything riding on the outcome. It was just a regular old battle.


      This wasn’t a fight to the death. The loser wouldn’t actually lose anything. At worst, we’d walk away with bruised egos. And, to me at least, that didn’t really mean much. I didn’t put as much stock in looking tough as Shion did. I didn’t give a crap about the Rookie Adventurer of the Year, either.


      So really, I didn’t even mind losing. As long as the golden boy left me alone, I would be perfectly satisfied. If anything, beating him would probably just make him an even bigger pain in the ass later. As a result, I was at a bit of a loss.


      Maybe I should pull my punches and look for a good time to resign. If I beat him, it’ll just hurt his pride. Sure, it would have been his own fault, and it’s not like I’d feel sorry for him or anything. But I suspect that would only make the guy resent me even more.


      The whole reason Shion Makibashira becomes obsessed with the hero in Dungeon Magia is because he loses to him in a mock battle just like this one. In fact, the more I think it over, the more it seems like losing is the better call here.


      Even if I lost, I wouldn’t be giving up anything of value. Meanwhile, if I won, it would only lead to more trouble down the line.


      Just as I was starting to seriously debate throwing the match—


       


      —an extravagant buzzer rang out across the virtual arena.


       


      My body reacted to the sound as if on autopilot, and before I could even think, my muscles entered combat mode. I was like Pavlov’s dog salivating. After countless mock battles against Haruka, the sound of the simulator’s starting buzzer triggered an automatic response. I began to lash out with everything I had.


      The idea of “fight or die” had been beaten into me. I’d routinely been mowed down by Azure Skies instantly, before I could even put up my Fourth Field. Haruka would sidestep my superspeed combo of Hasten Time into Stride with a carefree smile. And my Desmoterion, usually an imperceptible assault, never hit its mark but was always met with a cheeky That little trick of yours won’t work on me again. I had an eager, combat-obsessed freak as my sparring partner, so this sort of opening played out hundreds of times almost every week.


      And with that kind of training, it wasn’t hard to imagine that I’d eventually learn to stack multiple Hasten Time and Stride buffs the instant the buzzer went off, then close the distance between me and my opponent faster than they could snap their fingers, only to simultaneously trap them with Desmoterion and swing Eckesachs in greatsword form down to chop off their head.


      Actually, there was no need to imagine it…because that was exactly what I did to Shion.


       


      “Oh crap.”


       


      By the time I realized what I had done, it was already too late.


      Mere seconds after the match began, the arrogant rich boy’s head went sailing through the air in a perfect arc.


       


      Before Shion Makibashira could even reveal his spirit, the match was over.

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #336, “Eternal Darkness,” Simulation Battle Room


      “Nice one, Kyou! That was one heck of a match! I thought for sure you’d phone it in or even decide to let him win. But looks like I was wrong. Guess I shoulda known better!” The radiant star gave me a hearty laugh and a warm smile.


      Thanks, Haruka. For better or worse, it’s all thanks to you.


      But, uh, what should I do about the vibe in the arena right now? It feels like someone turned the thermostat all the way down. The crowd that was loudly telling me I sucked a moment ago is now doing its best to avoid eye contact. In fact, most of them have already cleared out.


      “They’re probably just freaked out by how strong you are, Kyou. I bet they were too spooked to even bother mocking the loser.”


      “…Seriously?”


      “Seriously. The second the battle started, they all went dead silent… It was amazing.” The radiant star looked over at the big screen longingly, as if recalling a fond memory. It seemed that, if nothing else, Haruka had enjoyed herself.


      Well, that’s good at least. But…I’m still in a bit of a pickle. An excitable psychopath wistfully reminiscing about watching a livestream of a teenager being decapitated is the least of my concerns.


      The real problem was my affection level with the teenager in question.


      “Hey, Haruka. Where’s Shion?” I asked.


      “I haven’t seen him since the match ended. He’s probably still in his cocoon or something. Anyway, forget about him! It’s my turn! Let’s do it! There’s not a person alive who could watch what just happened and not feel their heart start to race.”


      The radiant star was breathing heavily, her hips writhing, as she begged me to come…and fight her.


      This chick is straight up terrifying sometimes.


      “Whoa there. Calm, deep breaths, Haruka. I’ll fight you as much as you want…later. Right now, I gotta get to Shion.”


      I took a cereal bar out of my pocket and gently placed it into her mouth.


      “Mmm… Ngh… Yum… You promise…? You’d better satisfy me.”


      “Yes, yes. We won’t stop until you’re satisfied. So just eat that and wait for me, all right?”


      “…Fiiine.”


      Her reluctance was palpable, but she let me go. After thanking her and apologizing, I started looking for Shion.


       


      I tried to remember which cocoon the boy with the golden shorts had gotten into. It took me a minute, but I waded through a few rows of them and finally found one that fit the bill.


      The outer safety lock had disengaged, but the light at the top was lit, showing that the pod was still in use. I was pretty sure I had the right one, so I gave it a little knock and waited a moment.


      There was no answer, but I could hear something coming from inside. It was a voice like a growl.


      “I… …ck… …su…”


      It was him, all right. I’d recognize that soprano anywhere.


      “Hey, Shion. It’s me. Kyouichirou Shimizu. I know right now’s not the best time, but can we talk?”


      Still no answer. The mumbling continued unabated.


      After repeating the same line two or three more times, I realized I was getting nowhere, so I decided to take a chance and open the door to the cocoon.


      “Sorry, Shion, I’m coming in… Huh?”


      There, inside the cocoon, was the tiny rich boy in his golden shorts, his face a ghostly white.


       


      “I suck… I suck, I suck, I suck… I’m a lowly worm…”


       


      Yikes. What’s his deal?

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #336, “Eternal Darkness,” Simulation Battle Room


      Shion Makibashira had always been a really positive character. And not necessarily in a good way.


      No matter how many times the protagonists wiped the floor with him, he would never blame himself. He’d simply brush it off as bad timing or unfavorable odds. He’d vow to fight them again, and when the opportunity presented himself, he would do just that, only to lose all over again. Watching him carry on like that, I used to think, Man, what a pain in the ass. This guy never learns. But another part of me was sort of jealous of him.


      I mean, just think about it. The guy lost to the same opponents over and over, suffering bitter defeat every single time. But he never blamed himself or gave up.


      These days, people tend to blame themselves for everything. He was like the exact opposite. It might have come across as shameful, but it was also kind of cool. Metal, even.


      Don’t get me wrong, the Shion in Dungeon Magia was a villain through and through, and I don’t forgive him for any of the atrocities he committed. But I could never bring myself to hate his upbeat attitude.


       


      I just found the guy…really hard to hate.


      “I suck… I’m a useless worm. Wait…maybe that’s rude to worms. I’m just a piece of garbage… I’m not Shion… Just call me ‘Shit-On,’ ’cause that’s my fate… Heh… Ah-ha-ha-ha…”


      Shion was apparently going through an acute depressive episode, wrapped up in his little cocoon.


      What the hell’s going on? Who is this kid? The real Shion would never blame himself like this.


      It seemed my interpretation of Shion’s character had been way off the mark.


      “Shion, get ahold of yourself, man. It was just a mock battle. Are you really gonna let a little sparring match get you down? You haven’t lost anything. You’ll live to fight another day, and things might turn out different next time. So quit your moping and get up.”


      “Kyouichirou…Shimizu?” Shion finally seemed to notice me and blinked. “You! Why are you here…? Never mind. Forget that. What did you just say to me?”


      “Uh, well—”


      “Are you really telling me that I didn’t lose anything? That if I fight another day, I might get different results?”


      “That’s…exactly what I said. So you were listening?”


      “Those were your words, yes?!”


      “Uh. Yeah.”


      With a scary look in his eyes, Shion tore my platitudes to shreds. “Did you see how many people were watching our match? Someone’s probably already posted the video online! Do you really think anyone will watch our match and think, ‘I dunno, maybe he’ll win next time’? Do you?!”


      With a dead-serious look on his face, the little rich boy in his fancy pants was spouting an incredibly negative take on the situation, and he was absolutely right.


      But why does this seem so wrong? I really can’t argue with what he’s saying, and yet…


      “I was the one who challenged you to a duel, but I lost before I could even summon my spirit. Talk about pathetic! You agree, don’t you, Kyouichirou Shimizu? I’m a loser, right?”


      “I don’t. I have no reason to think that.”


      “Stop lying to me, you damned hypocrite! The difference in our abilities couldn’t be more obvious! Still, I challenged you anyway. And I made a fool of myself in front of a crowd of people. It’s over… It’s all over for me.” The loser aristocrat’s head fell limp, and he began to tremble.


      Whoa, hold up. This isn’t how this kind of character is supposed to act. What the hell’s going on?! He’s behaving like some run-of-the-mill sensitive rich kid.


      “You’re overthinking it,” I insisted. “I guess I don’t really have a right to say this, but you should try being more positive, Shion. I think that would suit you way better.”


      “You don’t know anything about me!”


      Actually, I know everything that happens to you in two years’ time and how you end up… Not that I can tell you that.


      Then again, maybe it was wrong for me to compare the little rich kid in front of me to the Shion I knew from Dungeon Magia—the one who’d been infected by some mysterious dark force. What if I had it all backward and this cowering, dejected boy in the pod was the real Shion Makibashira? It was true the Shion before me seemed more realistic than the unreasonably tenacious one from the game.


      “First a girl no older than me beats me to the punch. Then, when I finally become an adventurer, I immediately hit an insurmountable wall. I’ll never be Rookie Adventurer of the Year… I’m totally and utterly pathetic. Has there ever been anyone this pathetic in the history of the world? I doubt it! I’m a complete joke! A buffoon! Nothing more, and nothing less! Heh-heh…ha-ha-ha-HA-HA-HA-HA!!!”


      …He’s real, all right. A real pain in the ass.


      What the hell’s going on with this guy? He’s acting like those self-hating light novel protagonists from a few years ago. Whiny character archetypes are way out of style, man. They’re even less popular than loser aristocrats these days.


      “What’s the matter? Don’t just stand there, Kyouichirou Shimizu. Laugh! That’s your right as the victor! Laugh at the loser! Go on! Laugh at me!”


      “HOLY CRAP! Shut up already, you goddamn pain in the ass!” My patience had completely evaporated. I reached in and scooped him out of the pod.


      “Hey, put me down, Kyouichirou Shimizu! I’m not a child!”


      “Shut your face! Anyone shorter than me is a pip-squeak brat.”


      I ignored Shion’s wriggling and slung him over my shoulder, then carried him out of the room to Haruka.


      “Sorry that took so long,” I said to her. “As promised, I’m all yours now.”


      “That took ages! I can’t stand to wait one more— Wait, who’s that?”


      “Oh, him?” I set the kid down like a piece of luggage and explained the situation to Haruka. “This is our spectator, Shion Makibashira. He’s going to watch our fight.”


      “Excuse me?!” he cried. “Why would I ever do such a thing?! Your stupid fight is of no consequence to me!”


      “Y-yeah, Kyou! You really want to show people what we get up to in there…? What an exhibitionist! Oh… Oh boy. This is getting me so excited.” The radiant star pressed her hands up against her cheeks as her body writhed with joy.


      I…think I’ll just ignore this freak for now.


      “You want to know why, Shion? Aren’t you hoping to win the rookie award?”


      “Well, yes, but—”


      “Then you’re going to want to see this. You’re about to witness the adventurer most likely to win that award in action.”
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      “Wh-wh-wh-wh-what… WHAT DID I JUST WATCH?!”


      The boy in the golden shorts could hardly form a proper sentence after observing Haruka and I duke it out for a quick ten rounds.


      “I couldn’t even see you,” he gasped. “How is it possible that you were cut apart so easily?!”


      “That should be obvious. It’s because she cut me apart faster than I could move.”


      I pointed at a satisfied Haruka, who was leaning against my back. She’d won every single match, as usual.


      “Inconceivable,” muttered Shion. She’s good enough to join one of the Five Major Clans… She could even be in one of their top parties…!”


      “That’s an understatement. Lumping my Haruka in with that lot is insulting. In terms of pure skill, there isn’t a person in Sakurabana that can match her swordsmanship.”


      “L-liar! There’s no way that’s true!”


      “Oh yeah? Well, how about I get someone with a little more clout to vouch for her skills?” I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I got to J. I pressed call and passed the phone to Shion. “I bet this guy will convince you.”


      “Who in the world could possib—? J-J-James Szilard?! SIR?! I…I’m a big fan of your achievements, sir! Oh! My apologies! This is, um— My name is Shion Makibashira…!”


      The rich kid happily stuttered his way through a conversation with the man on the other line. For once, he seemed just like any other excited boy his age.


      “Yes… Yes. Of course, sir. Thank you so much. I understand the situation much better now. Yes… Right… I will tell him, sir. No problem at all. If you’ll excuse me… Yes, thank you. Goodbye… Mr. Szilard sends his regards.”


      “I bet.”


      “Don’t you ‘I bet’ me! And how dare you use the leader of one of the Five Major Clans just to substantiate your claims! I almost had a heart attack…”


      Considering that handsome stud with a sly streak had started this whole mess by telling the media all sorts of crap about us, getting him to take responsibility with little favors like this felt like letting him off easy. He’d basically drawn targets on our backs, after all. Not that I was about to tell Shion that.


      “I’ll keep it in mind for next time. Anyway. I assume he did substantiate my claims, right?”


      “Yes, well. Consider your claims substantiated.”


      I suddenly felt a tug on my shirt and turned around to find a very confused Haruka.


      “Hey, Kyou. What does ‘substantiate’ mean?”


      “It’s just a big word that means to ‘prove something.’”


      “Huh. Well, why not just say that, then? Why are the two of you talking all fancy?”


      “I…don’t know.”


      An awkward silence fell over the scene.


      C’mon, Haruka. Sometimes people just want to seem intellectual by using fancy words like substantiate and rendezvous and nebulous because it makes them feel like big shots.


      Big words make you sound cool. This is basic stuff! It’s like wearing a dragon pendant or fingerless gloves—some things are just inherently kickass.


      “Oh, wait, I get it! This one of those nerdy chuuni things, isn’t—?”


      “Oookaaay, that’s enough of that. Here, eat this.” I shoved a (limited-edition yogurt-and-frozen-lemon) soy bar into her mouth to shut her up before the radiant star could say anything more.


      “Mmmghf…”


      Yikes, that was a close one. Shion and I were about to be socially obliterated.


      I loudly cleared my throat to dissipate the awkward atmosphere. “Anyway. Back to what we were saying. So, you substant—got your proof?”


      “Yes, consider it substant—proven. Mr. Szilard’s word is all I need. I have no choice but to yield. The most deserving of the award is neither you nor I but that rude girl behind you. Mr. Szilard said that even he wouldn’t be able to best her in close-range combat. With such high praise, I’ve no doubt she’s a shoo-in for this year’s award.”


      It seemed the rich kid was finally getting the picture.


      “You have my apologies, Kyouichirou Shimizu,” he continued with a bow. “I’ve caused you a lot of undeserved trouble. I promise to never bother either of you again.”


      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The Shion Makibashira was apologizing of his own volition.


      Not everyone is capable of admitting their mistakes and apologizing sincerely. That goes double for people with a lot of pride. I’m impressed, Shion. And I’m not just saying that. This is very admirable of you.


      “I’ll try to comport myself in a manner more befitting of my abilities. Thank you for showing me the error of my ways.”


      But admirable or not, this doesn’t suit you at all, Shion.


      “It’s just as you said. Ours was nothing more than a childish playfight. I’ve been incredibly stupid. I was a fool to challenge someone so far out of my league.”


      What the hell kind of loser aristocrat genuinely regrets his actions and accepts defeat? This isn’t right at all!


      “Cut the shit, you whiny baby. You seriously think you can call yourself an adventurer with an attitude like that?” The words had left my mouth before I could stop them.


      Responding to a sincere apology with anger just because a character wasn’t acting how I expected was not a good look for a nerd. I’d just relinquished my status as the victim in this situation.


      “You’ve lost once. So what? Are you gonna quit just because you came face-to-face with a bigger fish? If you were smart enough to learn your lesson after one measly little loss, then you shouldn’t have given me that moronic letter in the first place!”


      “You’re right… I am a moron. I must have been out of my mind to send a letter challenging someone I had never even met to a duel like that.”


      “That’s not what I’m saying! I’m telling you to tell me to go screw myself, you goddamn dumbass!”


      I know. Trust me, I do.


      I was getting the game world and the real world all mixed up.


      Strictly speaking, the commendable little boy in front of me was not the Shion Makibashira from Dungeon Magia.


      His age, circumstances, abilities, and social standing were all completely different from the future Shion Makibashira. And, conversely, the Shion Makibashira from Dungeon Magia had none of the common sense or ethical values of the one from two years earlier—who now cowered before me.


      So I knew it was crazy to expect this kid to act like his future self—especially considering how evil he was destined to become.


      But I don’t give a crap about all that.


      You were much more likable as a loser aristocrat, Shion Makibashira!


      You didn’t let anything get you down. And you never budged an inch no matter how just your opponent was. You had nerves of steel.


      Sure, the original Shion was a piece of crap. He was hated by both the other characters and the players. Even Kyouichirou got three times as many votes as he did in the popularity poll. Yep, Shion was a real loser.


      But the Shion I know would never give up after one measly loss. No matter how many times he got hurt or had his ass handed to him, he’d continue to pursue his goal of beating the hero.


      The guy who fought to the bitter end against Dungeon Magia’s beloved hero—a man he secretly wanted to befriend. The poster boy for punching-bag antagonists everywhere—that’s the Shion Makibashira I know.


      In terms of good and evil, he was undoubtedly the latter. Given the choice between dealing with the Shion from the future and the Shion from the past, you’d have to be out of your mind not to pick the younger version.


      But the other Shion—the one from the story—he’d never give up on his dreams like this.


      You’re going to act in a way more befitting of your abilities, you say? Screw that crap. A guy like you is supposed to get all fired up and take on people way out of your league. You’re seriously going to let something like this get you down?


      “Why would a loser who can’t even stand up for what he believes in bother putting his pride on the line like this?!” I shouted. “You spoiled, spineless twerp!”


      “That’s why I’m sor—”


      “Quit apologizin’! I’m telling you to get pissed off! Tell me to go screw myself! You goddamn idiot!”


      “What are you talking about? You’re not making sense.”


      I’m well aware of how little sense I’m making, you beautiful little cherub!


      Ugh. I’m so pissed I don’t even remember why I got angry in the first place.


      But I’m still pissed! If people want to call me egotistical or tell me that games have rotted my brain, then they can go right ahead!


      “Okay, okay, that’s enough. Here, Kyou, eat this and calm down.”


      With a lightness that seemed to defy the laws of gravity, the radiant star leaped through the air and skillfully shoved a stick of something into my mouth.


      It was sweet and a little bit sour. I looked down at the wrapper and just barely made out the words yogurt and frozen lemon.


      Isn’t this…the bar I shoved in your mouth a second ago?!


      “Mmgugh?! Mmmgh! Mmmgh!”


      “Just paying you back for always doing this to me. You’re not allowed to talk until you finish the whole thing, ’kay? Now, then. What was your name again?” she asked, turning toward the boy in the cocoon.


      “Makibashira. Shion Makibashira.”


      “All right, I’ll remember it this time. I’m Haruka Aono. Nice to meet you.”


      “Yes… Well…”


      Why’re you getting all red in the face, brat? I know my radiant star’s prettier than any idol, but don’t get any funny ideas! You touch one hair on her head without her permission, and I’ll pulverize your nuts like a certain evil goddess!


      “Sorry,” said Haruka. “My partner here gets a little carried away sometimes.”


      “Oh… Please, don’t worry about it. The fault lies with me. I’m the one who started all this by challenging him to a duel.”


      “Hmm, I dunno. I’m pretty sure that has nothing to do with it.” From the confidence in her voice, one might think she actually knew what she was talking about. “He was pretty on edge when we first got here, but you guys talked for like thirty minutes after that, right? If he was just mad at you or wanted to get this thing over with, there’s no way he would’ve spent all that time chatting.”


      Guh… She actually does know what she’s talking about. Pretty insightful for someone who sat on a bench and slept through the whole conversation.


      Worst of all, she was right, which made what she was saying all the more embarrassing.


      “But why else would Kyouichirou Shimizu be so angry? Unless…he’s disappointed that I proved to be such a useless opponent!”


      “Nope, I doubt it. The reason the fight went like that is more his fault than yours. Besides, it’s not like Kyou to put someone down before finding out what they’re really capable of.”


      She was right. This had nothing to do with what happened before the duel, during it, or the results. What had pissed off so much was…


      “I think Kyou’s just frustrated that you’re giving up so easily.”


      “But why…?”


      “Well, this is just my guess, but I get the sense he wanted to have a proper fight with you. The way he won was really more of an accident. Well, okay, I thought it was a totally fine opener. But I think he was hoping for a fairer fight—one where you both got a chance to test the other’s abilities.”


      Bingo.


      Despite how I’d complained about this duel being a pain in the butt, and had even contemplated throwing the fight, I’d actually been looking forward to fighting Shion.


      “I think that’s why he made you watch our matches, too. He probably wanted to light a fire in your heart. The method is a little weird, but I think he was trying help you out, in his own way.”


      I hate to admit it, but I was kind of pumped to finally meet another male adventurer my age, damn it!


      We’d duke it out a few times, and then before we knew it, we’d be pals. And then we could hang out now and then. Have some guy time, y’know?


      “……”


      Shion seemed pretty taken aback by this revelation. “Kyouichirou Shimizu, you… You did all that for my sake?”


      “Not for you. I just…did it for my own peace of mind.”


      “Still. Thank you. To think that you would be so considerate after I was so rude to you. You have my deepest respect.”


      “R-right.”


      Ugh, quit it with the direct eye contact, would ya? This is getting uncomfortable.


      “’Kay, well,” said Haruka, butting in, “aside from the weird vibe between you two, sounds like that settles it!”


      The rich kid took a half step forward and said, “I know I don’t have the right to ask you for anything after how rude I’ve been, but allow me to implore you from the bottom of my heart. Kyouichirou Shimizu—I challenge you to one more duel.”


      “Is this still about the rookie award?”


      “No,” Shion replied, with a determined shake of his head. “This is for my own sake—so that I may hold my head up high.”


      That sentence, spoken from the heart, was the coolest and most courageous thing that Shion Makibashira had ever said—in any timeline.


      This wasn’t about honor or cheap vanity. This was Shion standing up for his own noble pride.


      Looks like I have no choice.


      I couldn’t turn down such a brave request.


      “You gonna shake my hand this time?” I asked, extending my right arm.


      After a short pause, the boy reached out. He looked a little bashful, but the dignity of the gesture won out.


      “Of course!” With a vigorous nod, his cold palm gripped mine in a hearty handshake.


      So it was that, after many twists and turns, the tutorial miniboss and the loser aristocrat began their second battle.

    

    
      ◆ Virtual Space: Plain Stage


      “Hold on… Kyouichirou Shimizu! What is this?!”


      “I was about to say the same thing. Goddamn it! This freaking sucks!”


      Rather than facing each other down, Shion and I stood on the same side, staring at our shared opponent with matching futile groans.


      In the sky, electronic letters formed the words Battle Royale.


      Six swords floated down through the blue cyberspace, reminiscent of Moon’s Eclipse. And from amid the cloud of blades, she emerged.


       


      “I did a good job by helping solve your little spat, didn’t I?” said Haruka. “So I think I deserve a little treat as a reward.”


       


      The intruder stood across from us, grinning with pure delight.


      Haruka, as strong as any raid boss, joyfully drew her blade. She was raring to go.


      “All right, Shion,” I said. “Temporary truce. We’ll have to work together if we want to take her down.”


      “Do we have any hope of winning?”


      “Absolutely none.”


      There was no way two lowly mortals could stand up to a creature like her, who could make the impossible happen without a second thought. Still…


      “Who cares how stupid or reckless it is?” I declared. “When you’re up against a wall you can’t climb, the only way forward is to smash through.”


      There was at least one idiot in this world who wouldn’t let a little thing like that stop him. A person who, despite being doomed to suffer countless defeats, continued to walk his path like some foolish jester king.


      And while he may have made many wrong choices along the way, he still burned as brightly as the fires of underworld.


      And that was why I—why we—stepped forward into the fray.


      “Let’s do this, Shion. We don’t have a chance in hell, but we might as well have a blast getting wrecked!”


      “You don’t have to tell me twice! Let’s go! First, I’ll beat that girl, then I’ll take you out, too. And then the award will be mine!”


      We synchronized our breathing and found the strongest position available. Before us stood the embodiment of unfairness, her six weapons of mass destruction floating through the air around her.


      “All right, I’ve waited long enough. Here I come!”


      Her cheerful voice marked the start of battle.


      Azure Skies began to dance, and the excitable psycho made her move.


      The probability of our avatars lasting more than ten seconds was less than 1 percent.


      Still, we leaped through death’s door, believing in our hearts that, while we might be underdogs, one day our fangs would chew through those decimal places.


       


      ““LET’S DOOOOOOOOOO THIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIS!!!””


       


      Our fight was only just beginning.
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    She had always loved fireworks.


    Watching those fiery blossoms bloom in the summertime sky at night had always brought her great joy. The reason was so simple that she couldn’t bring herself to speak it aloud. So it became a little white lie.


    You see, watching fireworks reminded her of when she was a child. Back then, her father, her mother, and her friends were all by her side and she could play to her heart’s content. Every day was like a living dream.


    For someone like her, who had her childhood stolen away by the sudden death of her parents, the brief moments she spent watching those brilliant nighttime displays every summer were probably the only times she allowed herself to feel that joy she’d once felt as a child.


    But she knew that if she ever spoke those words aloud, it would only make me, her younger brother, feel guilty. And so, Fumika never told me the real reason she loved fireworks so much.


     


    “Let’s watch the fireworks again next year, Kyou. All right?”


     


    This exchange at the end of summer had become our yearly ritual. Every summer, we’d watch the fireworks together, and the simple promise to do it again became our sole glimmer of hope for the future.


    
      ◆ Old Shrine Grounds


      “You’ll never win as you are now.”


      The white-haired girl’s voice reverberated through the muggy evening air of the shrine.


      This was the shrine’s goddess, Himinglaeva Albion, and her words were without mercy. They were also true.


      “I’ve taken the information you provided, run combat simulations under those conditions, and come to a single conclusion. Your party’s current abilities put your odds of defeating the Final Guardian at less than three percent. That is unacceptable.”


      “I hear ya…” I already knew our chances weren’t great, but hearing it out loud was depressing. “Can you at least tell me which patterns ended up winning?”


      “First, Haruka Aono’s awakening is a must.”


      Her words were so outrageous that I almost burst out laughing.


      Awakening? Seriously? That’s the kind of thing someone who uses an absurd cheat to win trots out as an excuse. It’s not something you plan out in advance as part of some strategy! …Or so I would normally say, but this is Haruka we’re talking about.


      “If anyone could do it, it would be her,” I said.


      “It certainly would.”


      We nodded in agreement.


      “But you said three percent, right? And that’s including Haruka going through the awakening event? That’s…pretty rough.”


      “If I could manipulate her means of awakening, that might alter the odds somewhat.”


      “Easier said than done, I bet.”


      I wasn’t just talking about any old awakening, of course. Entering a flow state in battle to boost one’s concentration and exceed one’s physical limits, like I had done in my battle against Albi a moment ago, was itself a kind of awakening.


      But the sort of awakening that could be explained in practical real world science terms was like the bargain bin discount version. The kind of awakening Albi was talking about was more transcendental. It came with an exponential growth in power and was like ascending to the next conceptual level of existence.


      To be honest, that level of awakening was the kind of broken power-up usually reserved for story protagonists, and there was only a narrow possibility that Haruka would even attain it. That was likely the source of Albi’s 3 percent figure.


      “……”


      A heavy silence fell over the shrine grounds.


      Not even the secret boss seemed confident in her ability to help Haruka boost her stats enough to awaken.


      No surprise there. That isn’t exactly Albi’s thing anyway. There’s not much point in asking for the impossible.


      Just as I was about to clear the air with an encouraging word, I heard the secret boss mutter something under her breath.


      “Unless… Perhaps she could…”


      “What was that? Did you come up with a better idea?”


      “No. I thought of something, but it is too far outside the realm of possibility. My apologies. Kindly forget I said anything.”


      “Um…? All right, whatever you say.”


      It wasn’t often that Albi apologized. It was almost enough to make me forget how arrogant she usually was.


      “It seems basing our plan around Haruka Aono’s awakening is too dangerous. Let’s take the safer route and focus on assembling more team members.”


      “Good call.”


      The plan we eventually settled on was an exceedingly simple one: If we didn’t have enough power to get the job done, then we just needed to get more.


      “But this isn’t going to be easy. Finding a good healer never is.”


      That’s what all of this boiled down to—our lack of heals. Having someone along who could heal wounds and restore HP would serve as a literal lifeline for the party.


      Just what the hell was I thinking leaving such a critical role empty for this long?


      “It’s little surprise,” said Albi, scooping fruit jelly into her mouth with a wooden spoon. “Every opponent we’ve fought until now was well within each member’s ability to solo.”


      Albi was right on the money. Since we beat the Reaper in Moon’s Eclipse, we’d taken on the Ogres Div-e Sepid and Arzhang, the Lord of Death Asto Vidatu, Kamaku, and finally, Keraunos. None of them had been particularly easy fights. But in the end, we’d made it through—each a flawless victory.


      Thinking it over, I realized how insane our record was. Sure, a lot of it was the result of cheating or coming up with no-fail strategies, but it was still pretty impressive for a party of school-age kids.


      I was proud of how far we’d made it. We’d been a bit reckless, but we’d managed to make a name for ourselves.


      Our next opponent, however, was on an entirely different level. It didn’t matter how cautious we were or how much we trained—we were going to get hurt. It was inevitable.


      And though Haruka and Jupiter were some of the toughest characters around, there was a good reason we had less than a 3 percent chance of beating the next boss.


      The dragon was just that strong.


      “Now that the situation surrounding my little sister has been cleared up,” said Albi, “and James Szilard’s many interviews with the media have made you a household name, the time is ripe to find a healer. Let’s begin with that.”


      “I mean, we have gotten a public shout-out from the leader of one of the Fiver Major Clans. It shouldn’t be too hard to find people who want to join up.”


      “Indeed. It is time to utilize your newfound fame to procure a world-class healer.”


      “‘World-class’ seems pretty ambitious.” Not that I mind a bit of ambition. “So what kind of healer are you envisioning?”


      “Hmm, let’s see…” The secret boss devoured the fruit at the bottom of her cup of jelly before continuing. “First, they should have top-level healing abilities. That much is a given. Perhaps not quite on the level of a holy saint, but they will need to be skilled enough to heal any wounds that might hinder you in battle.”


      “I’m with you so far.”


      “They also need to be adept at combat. They’ll have to protect themself, obviously, but ideally, they should also have both short- and long-range combat abilities.”


      “R-right…”


      “And finally, experience. This is also indispensable. Your party is quite immature, Master. You each have exceptional combat abilities, but in almost every other area, you are mere rookies. We’ll need to find a true veteran to make up for your deficiencies.”


      “……”


      “And it would be ideal if they were a Regalia user—”


      “Are you nuts?!” Even ambition has its limits! “You want someone who’s got top-class healing, can attack from every range, and is a veteran adventurer? You think someone like that’s just wandering around in the wild, waiting to get scooped up?”


      “You forgot to mention that they need Regalia, Master.”


      “That’s even more ridiculous!”


      Healers are already in high demand. What the hell’s going through her head?


      “If you’re concerned, then why don’t we simply recruit someone from one of the Five Major Clans? We could use the same gambling tactics James Szilard employed in your match against him.”


      “Great, so now we’re poaching from the top clans.”


      She’s insane if she thinks I’m gonna get into an all-or-nothing gamble with someone from the best clans in Sakurabana. Even if it worked, that kind of risk would come back to bite us in the ass.


      “Then it seems you’ll need to rely on that ‘gaming knowledge’ you’re so proud of to find someone deserving. And once you do, I will assess them using my unclouded judgment.”


      “Just who the hell do you think you are…?”


      “The goddess of time. Naturally.” Her expression as deadpan as ever, the secret boss motioned to herself with a sweep of her hand


      More like the goddess of snacking and nap time. Looks like she’s choosing to be a big pain in the ass as usual.


      “Whatever. I guess I’ll try and think of something.”


      As I had done multiple times in the past, I started to search the Dungeon Magia folder in my brain to see if I could think of anyone fitting Albi’s criteria.


      There were plenty of characters in the game with healing abilities. And while a few of them met the wicked goddess’s requirements in combat, her last two stipulations were the really tricky ones.


      As for Regalia users, we could forget about that. There was no way we’d find someone that high-level sitting around twiddling their thumbs.


      If there’s a veteran adventurer out there who’s been flying solo this whole time, who can heal, is effective at both close- and long-range, and is even a Regalia user, I’d like to meet ’em. Actually, scratch that—I wouldn’t want to meet ’em. They sound scary as hell.


      How would someone even get their hands on a Regalia without a party? It’s not like they could, say, use their knowledge of the game to find an Irregularity they stood a chance of beating, join a party on the fly, then swipe the reward at the last minute.


      …That’s crazy talk.


      Anyone that strong would definitely wind up in the hero’s party.


      Besides, a character like that would be a real Mary Sue. A lone super soldier that could do it all. They’d probably have a mysterious past, too. And their face would be hidden behind a mask or a helmet or something. Yeah, people would really love tha— Wait.


       


      “…I thought of someone.”


       


      The character that came to mind was a solitary knight clad in black steel armor.


      He was a real all-rounder who could cover any range. And he was a veteran, all right. Plus, he was a Regalia user. In fact, he owned multiple Regalia.


      He just might work…


      “I can only think of one person who meets your unreasonably high standards,” I said.


      “I’m listening.”


      And so, I told Albi about the adventurer in question—about the Black Knight.
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      ◆ Old Shrine Grounds


      “Hah-hah-hah! So, you’ve set your sights on the good Sir Knight, have you? You really are an interesting fellow, eh, Kyouichirou?”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      A pleasant baritone voice was coming through the phone’s receiver, along with a matching trademark laugh. Both belonged to the handsome devil known as James Szilard.


      I’d asked the man for an impossible favor—an appointment with the Black Knight—yet he was still willing to hear me out. The man was nothing if not magnanimous.


      Man, this guy’s got good looks, a nice voice, fame, power, and he’s super kind, too? How the hell am I supposed to compete?


      I trembled at the difference in our characters—a gap wider than that between heaven and earth—as I silently waited for him to continue.


      After a moment, he said, “I should be able to introduce you. But be warned—he’s a very difficult man to negotiate with. Heck, he’s even turned down requests from Rosso and Blu.”


      I had expected this response from Szilard.


      The Black Knight didn’t bend for anyone. His character’s official description mentioned that he only joined the parties of paying clients and never stayed in any group. But to those who could afford his exorbitant fees, he brought victory after victory. He was a legendary mercenary, and I was a total idiot for even thinking of recruiting him.


      “I was hoping to hire him even if it was only a onetime contract,” I said. “But I guess that’s asking too much, huh?”


      “I don’t know about that. But I expect he’ll take advantage of your weak position. Your party might be the talk of Sakurabana, but you are still a group of rookie adventurers. I wouldn’t be surprised if he set his price at nine figures just to get you to back off.”


      “A…h-hundred million?!”


      That was a whole extra zero more than I had been envisioning.


      Doesn’t matter how much I bust my ass. I can’t shell out a nine-figure salary. We could give him every drop from the dungeon’s final boss and it still wouldn’t be enough.


      “That’s his MO when he expects a party’s chances of victory are too low—he gives them an unreasonable price to scare them away.”


      “But what if the client pays what he asks?”


      “If his price was met, I’m sure he would fight tooth and nail to see the request through. He’s a class-seven user, after all. And that’s no exaggeration.”


      A class-seven user—in other words, he owned seven Regalia. And you’d better believe that getting seven Regalia wasn’t as simple as just clearing seven dungeons.


      The more Regalia a person owned, the harder it was to obtain another as a dropped item. Between what I knew about the game and information I’d gathered since coming to this world, I had more or less worked out the following pattern. The first four Regalia were guaranteed drops, but starting with the fifth, the odds were halved with each one obtained. Which meant that the probability of a seventh Regalia dropping was only 12.5 percent.


      If that was true, you’d have to clear around eighteen dungeons to get seven, and that was if you were lucky. It was quite possible you’d wind up having to clear twenty, or even thirty.


      With that kind of record, calling the Black Knight a veteran would be an understatement. Would a guy that tough really join a party full of kids?


      Normally, the answer would be a clear, resounding no. But fortunately, I was reincarnated here with prior knowledge of the game. And that meant I knew all about him, too.


      The Black Knight’s past was shrouded in mystery, but not for me. And I was aware of his future, too—in two years’ time, he would become the final boss’s henchman and stand in the heroes’ way.


      If I play my cards right, I might just convince him to tag along.


      But negotiations like that relied on some modicum of trust, especially when dealing with someone of the Black Knight’s caliber. Whether through strength or money, I was going to have to convince him to trust me. Otherwise, my prior knowledge would be useless.


      But right now, I don’t have enough money or experience to do that. All I’ve got is a hand full of jokers. Man, what the hell am I supposed to do?


      “Let me guess,” said Szilard. “You have cards to play but not enough capital to ante up, is that it?”


      “That’s exactly right.”


      “I know you’re not the type to go rushing into a losing battle. Since you’ve contacted me, am I to assume that you already have some sort of a plan?”


      He’d read me like a book. Why do people always see through me like this?


      “Um, well. I guess you could say that. But now I’m having some second thoughts. Even if I can get his attention, it won’t do me any good if he doesn’t find me credible. As I am now, I doubt the Black Knight will hear me out.”


      Sure, the public’s knowledge of the events at Moon’s Eclipse and everything with Jupiter had earned us a certain amount of name recognition. But that was precisely because we were a bunch of rookies.


      If someone had uploaded footage of those battles online, maybe things would be different. But as it stood, we had to operate on good faith alone.


      “Hah-hah-hah! You worry too much, Kyouichirou,” said Szilard. “If you wish to draw attention, go right ahead and do it!”


      “I see what you’re saying, sir, but I’d prefer not to waste time on PR.”


      Even if we reached the bottom of Eternal Darkness, that would hardly be the end of our adventures. The search for the Elixir may have been Kyouichirou Shimizu’s main goal, but it was not the cause of him being marked for death.


      If I hoped to survive beyond the next two years, I was going to have to stop the certain something that led to the birth of the defiled. And for that, I needed plenty of time to prepare. Ideally, I wanted to clear Eternal Darkness before the end of summer. For that reason, wasting time on a PR campaign that might well drag on and on was out of the question.


      “In that case, I’ve got just the thing for you, Kyouichirou. An event that will let you to show off what you’re capable of.” Szilard announced this with perfect timing, as if he’d been waiting for just the right moment. “There’s a large-scale team-based battle royale being held at the World Tree dungeon next weekend. It’s a youth tournament only open to new adventurers who have been active for less than three years. Why don’t you all take part? I’ll even write you a letter of recommendation.”

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #39, “World Tree,” Simulation Battle Room


      The World Tree dungeon was both the largest dungeon in all of Sakurabana and the home base of its top clan, Ragnarok—Kaika Renge’s clan.


      We had shown up to this hallowed spot on the recommendation of a certain handsome devil.


       


      “World Tree is not only our largest dungeon, but it’s also holy ground for simulation battles. If you can place well in the battle royale, your reputation is certain to skyrocket. What’s more, the winning team will receive twenty million yen and an Arcadia—a cutting-edge device developed by Ragnarok that can draw out one’s astral skills.”


      I could still hear Szilard’s trademark laugh ringing in my ears.


      On the surface, his actions might be interpreted as a senior adventurer trying to help out the next generation. But as someone who had been duped by the man before, I knew better than to take his words at face value. He clearly had some ulterior motive. I decided it was best not to beat around the bush and asked him point-blank if he was up to something.


      He replied without the slightest hint of remorse.


      “Come, now. There’s nothing wrong with a bit of mischief, is there? Since Ragnarok’s little princess is under the illusion that she’s the center of the world, I thought it might be fun to see what charming expression she makes when she realizes I’ve thrown a wrench into her perfect little plans.”


      His answer was way more sinister than I had expected. It sounded like plain old harassment to me.


      “Hah-hah-hah! I wouldn’t call it harassment, personally. Just think of it as a kindness paid to her by a friendly competitor. I want to give her a little warning that continuing to comport herself in that manner is certain to lead to her downfall.”


      According to Szilard, members of Ragnarok had won every tournament held at World Tree.


      “These little ‘tournaments,’ as they call them, are nothing more than a PR stunt to promote their own members. Putting on a little show to convince sponsors that her clan has the best adventurers around, then snatching funding hand over fist—quite the devious little scheme for a schoolgirl.”


      This description sounded a bit harsh to me, but the Five Major Clans had always been locked in fierce competition with one another.


      “In any event, that’s where you three come in. If a party connected to my clan—not to mention one including Jupiter, a former Rosso and Blu member who left on good terms—were to win the battle royale, what do you think that would signal?


      “You’ll get the money, the fame, and the Arcadia her clan spent so much of their funding to develop. That smug little princess’s haughty expression will sour. And, of course, it will serve as indirect promotion for my clan. It’s a win-win, my dear boy, plain and simple. Though Ragnarok will have to swallow a bitter pill indeed, so I suppose it won’t be a win for everyone involved.”


      The sly devil capped his conversation off with his trademark “Hah-hah-hah!” He seemed to be having the time of his life.


      Quit roping a bunch of kids into your petty inter-clan squabbles, you bastard.


       


      But he had a point—there was a lot for us to gain if his plan worked out.


      We could win the prize money, prove we were strong enough to beat some of the toughest adventurers around, and if we really made a show of it while the cameras were rolling, we might even secure some sponsors.


      “All right, ladies! Let’s do this!”


      I stepped out onto the battlefield, the world’s strongest swordmaster and the superhuman bombardier by my side.


      The competition is fierce as hell. And some of these people look like real pieces of work.


      But none of that matters. We’re gonna take it all.


      The money, the prestige, the Arcadia—all of it. Then I’m gonna make sure the Black Knight knows my name.
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      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #39, “World Tree,” Simulation Battle Room


      The white walls and marble floors in the simulation battle room made me feel like I was in a grand palace.


      The ceiling above us was decorated with an expensive-looking chandelier. A spiral staircase adorned with golden decorations twisted upward in the middle of the large, high-ceilinged room.


      The fabulously luxurious space seemed more suited to a ball. But instead, it now housed exactly one hundred adventurers.


      Most of them looked pretty young. That made sense, of course, since this tournament was restricted to those with less than three years of adventuring experience. Some looked even younger than Jupiter. But I knew I couldn’t underestimate our opponents—each one of them had been handpicked by influential figures or sent by powerful clans. They were the cream of the crop of the next generation.


      And that meant our team had to be ready. We needed to be on top of our game. Laser-focused. And yet…


      “Would you please stop blubbering?” I said, passing a handkerchief to Haruka.


      She was crying uncontrollably. I heard her say, “I’m so happy I could die,” through sobs, but she made no attempt to take the handkerchief.


      Damn it. What a pain. Not that I’m one to talk, of course…


      Haruka was a huge fan of Kaika Renge and, by extension, her clan Ragnarok. Kaika had inspired her to become an adventurer after all. She even attended Ragnarok fan meetings.


      For Haruka, who was a complete Ragnagirl (the name for women in the Ragnarok fandom, apparently), this place was sacred ground.


      Our obsessions might be different, but as an otaku, I totally get how you feel, Haruka. I really wish I could let you geek out, but we’re here to fight.


      Some of the participants were members of Ragnarok. I couldn’t have my team’s ace distracted by the cartoon hearts in her eyes.


      “This should be obvious, but if we wind up facing off against members of Ragnarok, you’d better put up a fight, all right?”


      “…Uh. What?” The radiant star sniffled and gave me a very puzzled look.


      Oh crap. This is worse than I thought.


      “Don’t you ‘uh, what’ me. We’re not here to fart around. We’re here to win.”


      “That’s not what I meant. I meant ‘what’ as in ‘what are you doing asking me such a dumb question.’”


      …Uh. What?


      “I’ve got a once-in-a-lifetime chance to duke it out with people I admire, and you seriously think I’d pull my punches? Of course I’m going to put up a fight. Heck, I’m gonna make sure I beat them all. When I meet them on the battlefield, I’m gonna tell them how big of a fan I am, and then I’m gonna do them real good. Oh God…! I’m getting weak in the knees just thinking about it!”


      Once again, the radiant star was taking the conversation in a weird direction. Her heavy breathing didn’t help.


      “R-right. Gotcha. Sorry for asking something strange.”


      “Seriously! Who do you think I am, Kyou?”


      The kind of ultra-positive lunatic I’m proud to have by my side, I said in my heart.


      “How about you, Jupiter?” I said, turning to our party’s youngest member. “What are you up to?”


      “Gacha pulls.” She was flicking at her smartphone screen with skillful, practiced movements. “This banner isn’t helping me at all. Poopie.”


      “Just…take it easy, okay?”


      Welp. Nothing unusual there. Probably for the best. If she’s this calm, she shouldn’t have any problems using her powers to their full extent.


      Feeling content with my party’s status, I looked around at the other adventurers.


      Huh…? Isn’t that…?


      “Hey, Shion.”


      I’d spotted the noble boy by his fancy hairstyle and gave him a casual wave. He was flanked by male and female attendants, and it seemed he’d noticed me, too.


      “Oh. Kyouichirou Shimizu.” His stunning legs cut a path across the crowd toward me. “I’m surprised. I wasn’t aware you would be participating as well.”


      “It’s a long story. Basically, Mr. Szilard recommended us. How ’bout you?”


      “Father’s connections, of course!” he proudly announced.


      That straightforward confidence of yours ain’t too shabby, Shion.


      “Well, I just hope you’ll take it easy on us,” I told him.


      “Spare me. You’ll probably have my head rolling on the ground before I even know what’s happened.”


      “Oh dang. How’d you guess our strategy?”


      “You did quite a good job the other day showing me the ridiculous feats you’re both capable of,” he said, with a shrug and an exasperated sigh.


      But I could see the spark in his eyes. They were practically burning with passion. He wasn’t going down without a fight.


      “Well, we don’t plan on holdin’ back,” I said. “So you’d better come at us with everything you got.”


      “I would expect nothing less.”


      “Let’s do it!”


      We pounded fists to conclude our gentlemanly agreement.


      Hell yeah. Real guy shit.


      In that moment, there wasn’t a loser aristocrat alive as manly as Shion Makibashira.


      “That said, you had better not lose before we get a proper chance to fight,” he said. “The adventurers gathered here today are quite skilled.”


      “Yeah? High-level guys and gals, huh?”


      “It’s no exaggeration to say that every young adventurer with promise in Sakurabana is here. Well, except for Aegis, of course.” He turned and pointed at three bald guys across the room. “Those three over there are known as the Noodle Brothers—the Menrui family. They don’t belong to a clan but are each accomplished martial artists. The eldest, Udon Menrui, is said to have fists so powerful that he can pulverize a reinforced concrete building with his bare hands.”


      “Damn.”


      All three of them looked tough as hell.


      The massive guy in the middle seems especially strong. Just look at the trap muscles on that dude. He’s freaking stacked.


      “But the Noodle Brothers aren’t the ones you should be worried about. See that girl by the pillar on the right? The one with the ears who’s gorging herself on that piece of meat right off the bone?”


      “The tanned one?”


      I looked over and saw a short-haired girl with feline ears growing out of her head.


      I recognize her. Isn’t that…?


      “…Doura Kozaki?”


      She was one of the characters that joined your party in Dungeon Magia’s beast-person route. She was an atypical shooter type that relied on Agility. I remembered her being a real asset, great for middle range.


      “That’s right. Doura Kozaki is an expert practitioner of qigong and a candidate for the ‘Four Greats’ of her people. I hear that her gifted physique allows her to perform long-range rush-downs that even the most skilled adventurers have trouble handling. I’ve watched some recordings of her, and she certainly lives up to her reputation. She can blast cannonball-sized holes in her opponents with the speed of a machine gun.”


      “Wow. That’s sure something.”


      Man, Shion’s pretty talkative today. When did he quit the loser-aristocrat trope and become the exposition guy? If you quit being a punching bag, our line of work’s going to lose one of its greatest members. I’m beggin’ ya, Shion. Don’t quit. You’re too good. Let’s nyeh-heh-heh till the end of our days!


      “And then there’s Yuuri Higanbanazaka, a top member of one of the Five Major Clans…”


      Alas, my psychic entreaties didn’t reach him.


       


      The shorts-wearing noble continued spouting factoids about the assembled characters for some time.


      Damn it. I hate to see you actin’ so out of character, but this info is useful as hell. Thank you, Shion!


      “But the ones to really keep your eye on are those four over there.”


      I looked past Shion’s fearless finger and saw a party of four all dressed in white.


      “Kyle Enjou, Kurei Shiyuu, Sora Hiiragi, Akikage Kurosawa—they’re Ragnarok’s elite youth brigade.”


      The elites of Ragnarok, clad in their white uniforms, were quite the sight to behold.


      They were dressed plainly, but the particles of light around them seemed to sparkle just a little brighter—that was how naturally beautiful they were.


      Kurei Shuu and Sora Hiiragi formed a perfect contrast. Kurei was a classic black-haired Japanese beauty, while Sora was blessed with tomboyish good looks.


      Kyle Enjou, meanwhile, had elven ears and looked like a movie star.


      Their leader, Akikage Kurosawa, was so gorgeous that he’d take all the votes in a poll for “first boy to romance in a girls’ dating sim.” He had vibrant tan skin and an androgynous hairstyle like the lead singer in a visual-kei band. His narrow dark eyes were so appealing that even I was captivated.


      They were the platonic ideal of beauty incarnated in a four-person party and the future stars of the top clan. They were practically untouchable.


      The old adage “God doesn’t give with both hands” was clearly a lie. Much like Szilard, Akikage’s party was proof that some people really did have it all. Not to mention…


      “Every one of them is a Regalia user,” added Shion. “And their leader, Akikage, is a class-two.”


      That’s right. They were an entire party of Regalia users.


      They were strong, cool, belonged to the top clan, and owned Regalia—these were seriously well-endowed adventurers. It was no surprise they would eventually serve as rivals for the protagonists of Dungeon Magia.


      Well…I guess that was only during the early game. Dungeon Magia’s got a hell of a lot of rival characters.


      “Thanks, Shion. I appreciate all the intel. I’m sure it’ll come in handy out there.”


      “No need to thank me. I just wanted to fill you in so you’ll have no excuse when you lose.”


      Wow, get a load of Mr. Tsundere over here. This kid’s so cute.


      “…Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.


      “Nah, nothin’. Just thinking about what a cute line that was.”


      “I’d appreciate it if you kept your strange comments to yourself,” he said before punching me in the stomach.


      Hey, c’mon, can’t you take a joke?


      “In any event. You had better not let your guard down, Kyouichirou Shimizu. Don’t forget! I’ll be the one to beat you today.” He jabbed a finger in my face before returning to his waiting attendants.


      They say kids grow up fast, but I’m shocked at how far you’ve come in such a short time, Shion. I’d better get my act together.


      “Having fun, Kyouichirou?”


      I looked over and found Jupiter standing beside me. The vein bulging out of her temple told me she was angry about something.


      “I guess. What’s gotten into you?”


      “Nothing. I was just thinking about how unfair this world can be.”


      “Oh yeah? …How’s the gacha going?”


      She kicked me in the shin. “Still bad.”


      “Let me guess. You blew all your paid in-game currency and you’ve got nothing to show for it, right? Don’t let it get you down, Jupiter. Gacha games have crazy power creep anyway. You’ll probably get the character you wanted once the better, upgraded version comes out.”


      “…Kyouichirou.”


      “Oh, by the way! Check it out. I did a single pull using my login bonus this morning and got this! ☆ Ha-ha! Amazing, right? Guess what they say is true, huh? RNGesus giveth and RNGesus taketh away.”


      “Grrrrah!” Jupiter, her face as expressionless as ever, swung her pigtails around in pure frustration. “Die! You freemium gorilla!”


      “I’m not gonna take that from someone who just spent their life savings on in-game purchases.”


      I kept teasing the elementary schooler until an announcement echoed through the venue and interrupted us. The tournament was about to start.


       


      “Humble guests. Thank you for your patience. The Ragnarok clan would like to welcome you to this special event. The Hopeful Cup is about to begin. Please head to the stage inside the facility immediately.”
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      ◆◆◆  Hopeful Cup Rules


      •  This tournament is a battle royale-style team-based match.


      •  All participants must be under eighteen years of age and have been adventuring for less than three years.


      •  The last team standing is the winner.


      •  Teams must consist of one to four members.


      •  The terrain of the battlefield will be determined via lottery from a variety of maps prepared by the tournament organizers.


      •  The battlefield will be divided into two types of zones: “active zones,” where participants can move around freely, and an area that participants must avoid, known as the “elimination zone.”


      •  Players who enter the elimination zone will have their avatars disassembled over the course of ten seconds, after which they will be eliminated from the match.


      •  The elimination zone is located on the perimeter of the battlefield and will slowly expand over time.


      •  After three hours, the elimination zone will overtake the entire battlefield and the tournament will automatically come to an end.


      •  This tournament has no armor restrictions. Participants are invited to use all their own equipment and Regalia.


      •  Teams are welcome to work together, provided it does not violate the spirit of the tournament. However, any teams discovered colluding for monetary gain will be immediately disqualified.


      •  Participants will start the match in a randomly generated location in one of the active zones.


      •  Party members are guaranteed to be placed together in the same starting location. Furthermore, each party will be placed at a distance of at least 650 feet from all other parties.


      •  Participants will be given ten minutes to prepare for combat after they have reached their starting location.


      •  During the preparation time, all actions serving to attack or detect other parties will be disabled and movement will be limited to a radius of 650 feet from the starting point.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Special Battlefield, City Stage


      When I came to, I was standing in a residential area full of buildings silently stretching up toward a cloudy sky. It didn’t seem like a huge city—maybe a decently populated town.


       


      “All participants successfully transferred to the battlefield. Your ten-minute preparation time begins now.”


       


      After the female announcer’s voice faded, a hologram was projected against the clouds. It was only counting down the seconds until the battle would begin, but the sheer scale of the numbers drew me in.


      …Damn, better snap out of it. We can’t waste a single second. We gotta come up with a plan of attack.


      “All right, team. It’s battle royale time. You ladies ready?”


      “Yeah!”


      “……Yeah.”


      Their answers were the same, but their energy levels couldn’t have been more different. Haruka was over the moon and eager to fight. Jupiter, meanwhile, sounded even less enthusiastic than usual.


      Haruka seems good to go. But the kid…


      She seemed pretty deflated. Was this still about the gacha?


      “Hey, Jupiter. Let’s just forget about bombing all your pulls, all right?”


      “I didn’t bomb all my pulls.”


      “You totally did. That was by far the wors— I mean, uh, forget about that for now. We need to focus on the battle ahead. Our strategy depends on you, Jupiter.”


      “…Mime mokay…”


      She was clearly not okay.


      Her spirit was so weak, I was worried that if we left her alone, she might walk into a telephone pole and be instantly eliminated.


      Damn it. Looks like I gotta pull out the big guns. I didn’t want to do this, but I gotta get my bombardier to snap out of it.


      “All right, Jupiter. If you’re really that upset about it, let’s make a deal.”


      “What deal?”


      “It’s very simple. If you give this battle royale everything you’ve got, then—win or lose—I’ll buy you a Miracle Card.”


      Those words seemed to trigger a flash of something in her vacant eyes. “Did you say…‘Miracle Card’?”


      Looks like she took the bait.


      I did a victory pose in my mind as I began to whisper into her ear tales of riches beyond the girl’s wildest dreams.


      “I sure did. A Miracle Card. I know you’ve heard of them. Those special cards that can be traded in for paid currency in any gacha game—I’ll buy you as many of them as you want.”


      “As many…as I want?”


      “Yeah. Sky’s the limit. You can keep pulling till your thumbs fall off.”


      “Whooo!” The girl did a weird little dance, swinging her pigtails around in delight.


      I’m just glad all she’s addicted to are gacha games. Makes my life a lot easier.


      “I can even pull the support gacha?”


      “Yep.”


      “What about quintuple limit breaks?”


      “S-sure… Just, uh, let’s not get too crazy, all right?”


      Please…my poor wallet. The max limit on this game is seventy thousand, right? With character gachas, support gachas, and quintuple limit breaks, that would be something like seven hundred thousand… Ooookay, gonna stop thinking now! Don’t sweat the small stuff, right? Tee-hee. ☆


      “Now then, ladies. Let’s talk strategy. You both ready?”


      “Yeah!”


      “Yeeeaah!”


      Now one was excited and the other was very excited.


      Glad these two are always ready to go.


       


      “This is gonna be a bit different from what we’ve done before. The battlefield’s pretty big, for one. And since we’re so spread out, it’ll be hard for me and Haruka to be effective right out of the gate.”


      Unlike a duel where opponents began fighting the moment the buzzer went off, a vast battlefield favored spotting opponents from afar and launching surprise attacks as well as sporadic brawls. And since this was a battle royale, we had to expect interference from other parties.


      “I did some research to prepare for today, and the basic strategy for a battle royale is to use your sixth sense to snipe opponents from afar,” I explained. “Apparently, it’s best to move as a unit, cover each other’s blind spots, and cross the battlefield stealthily, sniping enemies along the way. A battle royale is kind of special. You’ve gotta be mobile and ready to adapt.”


      We were up against some tough opponents and had no idea when they’d show up. Plus, the battlefield would only get smaller and smaller over time.


      Proceeding carefully was a must. Battles like this were less about raw power and more about strategy and detecting your opponents before they could detect you. But that presupposed the participants were all of roughly equal standing. If this was anything like a game, where the characters’ stats were either fully selectable or entirely random, I would likely adopt a similar strategy.


      But this match was different. Everyone’s stats were all over the place. Plus, we could bring whatever equipment and Regalia we wanted. There was zero balance. This event was anything but fair. There would be no handicaps to make up for individual deficiencies, and no way for the weak to bluff their way to the top. A no-holds-barred virtual fight to the death.


      So the question was: Should a team like ours really take the safe and predictable strategy of search and destroy?


      “That said, our party doesn’t need to follow the boring-ass paint-by-numbers strategy.”


      The answer was a resounding no. Screw that.


      “There’s no reason for us to pull our punches for a bunch of low-level losers. We’re gonna use everything we’ve got to obliterate these scrubs. Any objections, ladies?”


      “No way!”


      “Kill them all.”


      No hesitation. That was our party’s greatest weapon.


      “Great. Screw the theory. Let’s win this thing our way. Our strategy is simple—take no prisoners. Kill them all. A complete bloodbath. And as for our starting formation…”
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      “One minute remaining to complete your combat preparations. Restrictions will be lifted and the battle will commence in one minute.”


       


      The announcement boomed down at us from somewhere above the clouds. I wrapped up my explanation just in time.


      “Wow. This is your craziest plan yet, Kyou.”


      “Totally ignoring the spirit of the tournament.”


      They were making me feel a little guilty, but I held strong and shook my head in protest.


      “Listen, it’s not our problem that the organizers set up the rules this way. And besides, this battle royale has nothing to do with sportsmanship.”


       


      Out of all the parties present, the only two who would benefit from a rule set allowing Regalia were Ragnarok’s shining stars—and us. And Ragnarok’s party each had their own Regalia while our party only had one—mine. The difference between us was clear as day.


      Philosophically, I wasn’t against someone doing whatever it took to win. But I had to admit, stacking the odds like this was a little unfair. The only way for us to win was to throw sportsmanship out the window and go wild.


      “Look, Haruka. If the people you were hoping to fight get caught up in this and eliminated, I’ll think of a way to make it up to you, all right? So just sit tight for the first few minutes, please.”


      “Hmph. Fiiine… Just don’t go too wild, Jupi.”


      “I’ll try.” With that, the young girl climbed me like a pole until she was in the piggyback position. “I’ll leave moving around to you, Kyouichirou.”


      “You got it.”


      Before diving into the simulator, I had strapped a special baby sling to my back. Once she’d climbed in, only the little bombardier’s head poked out. It wasn’t particularly dignified, but Jupiter seemed to find it comfortable enough.


      “……I’m kinda jealous,” the radiant star muttered under her breath.


      “About what, Haruka?”


      “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. All right, c’mon! Let’s get pumped up!”


      Her face was flushed as she swung Azure Skies enthusiastically in the air.


      Is she okay? We only just logged in. There’s no way she’s tired already, right?


       


      “Restrictions will be lifted in ten, nine, eight…”


       


      The announcement interrupted our banter again. The final countdown had begun.


      But I didn’t have to worry. I’d already told the others everything they needed to know.


      All that was left was to go in, guns blazing.


       


      “…three, two, one! Restrictions have been lifted. Let the Hopeful Cup begin.”


       


      The instant the voice in the sky announced the start of battle, the entire world seemed to open up around me. Suddenly, my sixth sense was unlocked, and I could feel multiple sources of spiritual power nearby.


      The no-holds-barred battle royale had begun. Survival of the fittest. Winner take all.


      We’re gonna go all out for our opening move. Get ready, losers.


      “All right, Jupiter!” I shouted. “Let ’em have it!”


      “I’ve already started.”


      Before she’d even finished her sentence, dozens of spiritual bypasses shot up from our little bombardier and filled the gray skies above.


      Some flew straight through the air, others zigzagged, branched, or formed spirals—each and every bypass was an eye the tiny hunter had trained on her prey.


      With a sixth sense so sharp it could see clear across the world and a superhuman aptitude for sniping that rivaled even Szilard’s, her tendrils spread across the sky, ready to tear her enemies apart.


      “This is a bad position. We’re too far north. I can only hit seventy-two people from here.”


      “That’s plenty. Start by sniping those. I’ll move us closer to the center area.”


      “Okay. Fall.”


       


      “Fall.” Jupiter wasn’t one for mincing words—something the name of her skill made quite plain.


       


      It was nothing more than a simple lightning strike.


      Among all her skills, this was the most basic. But basic to Jupiter’s Sublime Demis spirit, Keraunos—a being powerful enough to outdo even higher ranked spirits—was anything but basic.


      The bolts had two attributes—lightning and miasma. A human opponent couldn’t possibly withstand even a single hit.


       


      And so, the natural disaster that played out next was inevitable.


      Thunderclaps. Flashes of lightning. A storm of bolts. These painted the sky black as they danced through the air.


      Black lightning rained down, turning the quiet residential area into a hell on earth. The attacks smashed buildings to pieces and engulfed one area after another in flame. Our opponents flew from their hiding spots crying bloody murder and scattering like insects.


      But there was no escaping the exterminator.


      Fly, run, hide—all of it was futile. Every one of them met the same fate, brought about by a single word.


       


      “Fall.”


       


      The bolts sought out and eliminated their targets without mercy.


      “Sixty-nine down. Seventy down. Seventy-one and seventy-two should go down with the next one… Fall. Down. Down. All targets in range eliminated.”


      I could feel the tiny girl squirming around in the baby sling. Her voice was cold and emotionless as she reported the details of the massacre.


      How ’bout that, organizers? This is how my party does things in a battle royale.


      Did you really expect us to play hide-and-seek? Hit-and-run?


      Screw that! That’s nothing but a boring-ass strategy for babies.


      Battle royales these days were all about bombing the shit out of everyone using weapons of mass destruction.


       


      Participants Remaining: Twenty-eight.
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      ◆  Virtual Space: Special Battlefield, City Stage


      In an instant, the virtual cityscape was transformed into a disaster zone. Buildings collapsed all around as more than fifty pillars of fire raged across the land. The only players remaining in this hellish environment were the ones who’d caused it.


      “Great job, Jupiter. Now we can move around freely.”


      “I did my part. You better give me those Miracle Cards now.” Jupiter snorted from her place on my back.


      All this death and destruction just to feed the cravings of a gacha fiend. Addiction is no joke.


      “Paid gems are more important than life itself,” she added.


      “Please don’t talk like that.” Can’t you at least say “money” instead of “paid gems”?


      “Anyway,” Haruka chimed in. “It sure has gotten quiet around here.” The radiant star looked up at the sky with an air of dissatisfaction.


      “Well, we just took out seventy percent of our opponents… Hey, Jupiter. Do you remember which spiritual power signatures belonged to those Ragnarok guys?”


      “Yes. The four of them are still alive.”


      I sighed in relief. Phew. Now hopefully Haruka won’t be mad at me.


      “You hear that? Good news, right, Haruka? You can still have an exciting match with your heroes.”


      “You’d better not touch them. Not a hair.”


      “I hear you, I hear you. Go have your murderous geek-out.” But if those guys disappoint you, it’s got nothing to do with me. “All righty. What say we get movin’? Jupiter, if you spot someone, zap ’em with your black lightning. Except for the Ragnarok crew. Haruka can chop those punks to bits herself. Now let’s go slaughter some losers! Who’s with me?!”


      “…Y’know what, Kyou? You might pretend you’re normal most of the time, but you’re the scariest one here.”


      “You’re a crazy, cruel gorilla,” Jupiter added.


      I resent that. I am not a gorilla.
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      We wandered leisurely through the apocalyptic wasteland for some time. Against the backdrop of the ruined city, we continued our idle chitchat, stopping to zap any opponents we detected with black lightning. Once they were dead, we’d continue on our merry way.


      It seemed our competition had taken note of Jupiter’s firing range. We were only able to take out six enemies on the way to the city center. As for the other nineteen, we had a hard time detecting them until we were really close.


       


      “Targets spotted. Six miles straight ahead. They’re hiding in a big building.”


       


      All the survivors had holed up in one place.


      According to Jupiter, they had formed ranks near the elimination zone. It was clear they’d done it to escape her sniping, but they had sure picked one hell of a spot to build a base.


      “What the heck are they thinking?” asked Haruka, perplexed. “The whole point of this thing is to kill each other, right? Why do you think they’re all hiding in one place doing nothing, Kyou?”


      “Ordinarily, it wouldn’t make any sense,” I replied. “But the situation we’ve put them in is anything but ordinary.”


      The match had been going for all of five minutes when a single person showed up and fried seventy-two of the participants, and half the battlefield along with them.


      As soon as the remaining competitors had realized they’d miraculously wound up in a spot the perpetrator couldn’t reach, they’d decided to form a temporary alliance. In other words…


       


      “They’re working together. To beat us.”


       


      There was a good chance the Ragnarok crew were the ones behind the idea.


      Thinking about it, it was nothing short of amazing that they’d formed a resistance like this in so little time. This was a battle royale, after all. If it were me, I’d turn around and slit the others’ throats the first chance I got. To bring together nineteen people and keep them from betraying each other would require a leader who was either very charismatic or very scary.


      Either way, I’m impressed. I’ve got mad respect for anyone who can pull that off. But more than that—man, am I relieved.


      “Haruka. You’re up.”


      Thanks, whoever gathered everyone in one place. Now I get to sick Haruka on all of you.


      “That group of people over there? You can go wild.”


      “Omigosh! Really?!” Her beautiful blue eyes twinkled with delight.


      “Yeah. Sorry to keep you waiting so long. They’re all yours.”


      “Oh, Kyou…” Her voice filled with passion, and her face took on a slight blush.


      Considering Haruka’s natural beauty and grace, an outside observer might think they were witnessing a touchingly dramatic scene. In reality, however, the starry-eyed lunatic was getting excited about going on a killing spree.


      “I’ll guide you there with telepathy,” said Jupiter. “But it’s far, so communication will only go one way.”


      “Thanks, Jupi. I’m counting on you.”


      “No prob.”


      I could feel the little princess squirming around in the baby sling and got the sense she was striking an encouraging pose. Jupiter’s face may have been eternally without emotion, but she was good at using gestures and body language to communicate her feelings. I assumed she was trying her best to do that now—to let Haruka know she could count on her.


      …Kinda hard to gesture when you’re strapped to someone’s back, though.


      “Hey, Jupi. You wanna get down?” I asked.


      “No. Too much work.” Zero hesitation. Some people say their kids never get tired, but Jupi was the total opposite.


      “All right. Then keep comfortable up there.”


      “’Kay,” she replied, with another proud snort before settling back into the baby sling.


      As long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters.


      “Okay, Haruka. Go ahead. Have your fun.”


      “Oh dear… Thinking about fighting nineteen strong opponents including the members of Ragnarok is getting me so hot.”


      “I’m…just glad you’re enjoying yourself.”


      She was herself again. A happy Haruka’s the best Haruka.


      “…Oh damn. I just remembered something. I’ve got a favor to ask you before you go in there.”


      “Huh? What is it?”


      And with that, I told Haruka—the only ray of light left in the ruined city—the final plan I had been cooking up.


      
        [image: ]
      

      “Very sneaky, Kyouichirou,” said Jupiter shortly after Haruka left for the enemy base. “Just like when we fought Keraunos. You think of stuff no one else would… Or even if they did think of it, no one else would be nasty enough to do it.”


      “I feel like you’re criticizing me,” I replied.


      “I’m not. It’s good. You’ll do anything to reach your goals. You’re like some kind of evil demon gorilla.”


      You totally are criticizing me. And quit calling me a gorilla!


      “How is ol’ Keraunos anyway? Still pretty calm?” Since we were on the topic, I figured I’d ask.


      “He’s calm. Maybe…too calm.” According to Jupiter, she could still feel him in her heart, but he refused to say anything. “I’m happy he doesn’t go berserk anymore like he used to. But he’s so quiet. I’m worried.”


      “You think he’s quietly planning something?”


      “Close but not quiet.”


      “But you just said he was being quiet… Did you mean to say ‘close but not quite’?”


      “…Maybe.”


      Clearly, that was exactly what you meant. Ah well. She was close but not quite. Anyway, forget all that. Back to Keraunos.


      “Don’t worry, Jupiter. You’re both equals now. He lends you his power in exchange for the resources you provide. It’s a perfectly normal spirit pact; nothing more, nothing less.”


      They didn’t have that twisted father-daughter relationship anymore. They’d formed a pact as equals, and that meant Keraunos could no longer interfere with the outside world without his master’s permission. The fact that Jupiter had gotten mad at me over my gacha-related provocations earlier without causing black lightning bolts to fry us all was proof of that. No matter how negative Jupiter got, he would no longer manifest without her permission.


      “Equals? I wonder…,” muttered the small girl with a sudden air of melancholy.


      “You are equals. You’re the pact holder and he is your spirit. Just think, you’ve been perfectly able to use his power since you renewed your pact with him, right?”


      “That just means our pact is helping me. But I’m not doing anything to help him.”


      “That’s not true. When you beat up spirits in a dungeon, their resources go to your spirit.”


      Spirits were obsessed with leveling up, and the spiritual resources their masters collected from beating up other spirits were like a five-star meal. So long as Jupiter continued to ply her trade as an adventurer, she’d always be providing Keraunos with something…


      “If all I’m doing is feeding him, that’s not equal.” It seemed Jupiter felt differently, though. “Keraunos has done lots of bad things. And he’s hurt a lot of people. I know that what he’s done is wrong. Nothing will change that. But…he’s a victim, too. He was captured by bad people, and they twisted him to be that way.”


      Keraunos, the Sublime Demis spirit, was modified and injected with raw fatherly emotions by an evil group of scientists. They’d extracted a specific set of human emotions and forced them onto an emotionless being—it was only natural that the result would be an absolute mess. And so, despite everything, Jupiter still sympathized with her spirit despite the terrible things it had done.


      To be honest, I disagreed big-time. I didn’t care how sad that thing’s past was. It didn’t change the fact that it had done a bunch of messed-up crap to hurt Jupiter. I would have loved nothing more than to use End of Zero to erase its sorry ass from existence.


      But that was just my narrow-minded, misplaced heroism talking. And I wasn’t about to force that point of view on Jupiter. As long as no harm was being done, it wasn’t right for anyone to interfere with someone else’s spirit pact.


      Besides, I sort of liked seeing Jupiter’s kinder side.


      Stupid people were always pointlessly dividing the world into two groups—good and bad. It was refreshing to see that Jupiter was the type to offer a helping hand to even those who had done wrong.


       


      “Why not try talking it out with him?”


       


      I wasn’t making the suggestion for Keraunos but out of respect for Jupiter’s feelings.


      “If you don’t know what he’s thinking, then why not just ask him? If the current situation doesn’t sit right with you, you can try to clear the air and work something out.”


      “Can I…really do that?”


      “Of course you can. You’re pretty thick-skinned.”


      She didn’t answer me, but I could feel a strange pressure coming through the baby sling.


      “I meant that as a compliment. I’m saying you’re mentally tough.”


      “…You shouldn’t talk about a lady’s skin that way.”


      A bit early for a girl like you to start worrying about her skin, isn’t it? I thought. It took everything I had to not say it.


      “Yes, yes. My apologies, Your Highness. Anyway, I’m just saying you should do whatever you feel like doing. You’re free, Jupiter. You can be as selfish as you want. Just do what makes you happy.”


      “Isn’t being selfish a bad thing?”


      I accidentally laughed so hard I snorted. “Haven’t you been paying attention? There isn’t a single member in our party that gives a crap what society thinks of them.”


      Makes sense when you realize we’re all boss characters. Hell, even the guy I’m trying to recruit is a boss.


      “Anything’s okay as long as it makes sense to you. Leave worrying about others to the people who have that kinda time to waste.”


      “That’s true. You and Haruka are always doing whatever you want.”


      “Right? So you should do the same.”


      I could feel the girl moving around inside the baby sling.


      “I’ll give it a try…if I feel like it.”


      “There ya go. Now you’re gettin’ it.”


      About five minutes after we finished our little heart-to-heart, we got an update.


       


      “Haruka’s made it into the enemy base,” said Jupiter.


      She was using her sixth sense to keep track of the situation. And with that announcement, we entered the endgame.


      “One enemy down. Three down. Four more down. Only eleven left now… Wait. There go two more. Nine left.”


      “She’s really going wild in there, huh?”


      It wasn’t like our radiant star was up against a bunch of weaklings, either. These were the cream of the crop. The best and brightest of Sakurabana’s next generation, handpicked by the top adventurers. And leading them were the Ragnarok four.


      Rushing headfirst into a situation like that was practically suicide. Or it would be for any normal person.


      Haruka was up against nineteen tough adventurers, with the elimination zone catching up to her, and she’d handicapped herself by going in alone.


      Her foes probably thought she was being reckless. Crazy, even.


      “Two more down. And another. There go three more… Only three enemies left.”


      But unfortunately for the losers cowering in their hidey-hole, my party’s ace defied all logic.


      A girl who defies common sense, breaks the meta, cuts down whatever advantages her opponents might have, and, without fail, always comes out on top—that was Haruka Aono.


      It didn’t matter how solid her opponents’ defense was. It was all for nothing. Absolute advantage and perfect preparation were nothing but banalities in the face of our team’s radiant star.


      “One more down. And another. Only one left… But they’re running away from the building really, really fast.”


      “Huh.”


      The last one alive’s making a break for it.


      That’s our Haruka. She played her part perfectly.


      “All right, Jupiter. How about we go pay our lucky survivor a little visit?”


      “You’re a real creep, Kyouichirou.”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied smugly as I started walking through the demolished city.


      The smell of soot tickled my nose. There was something weirdly comforting about it.


       


      Participants Remaining: Four.

    
  

  
    

    [image: ■ Chapter 7: Kingdom of Shadows]


    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Special Battlefield, City Stage


      There were only four survivors left.


      Of those four, three belonged to my party. Which meant we only needed to kill one more person to take it all.


      All right. Last round. No time to get cocky. Let’s give this everything we’ve got.


      “Why would you want her to let someone escape? That’s dumb.” The cutting words came from the little girl strapped to my back.


      “C’mon, Jupi. I told you before, didn’t I? There’s a really good reason for this.”


      “I know. But why not just leave it to Haruka? Easy-peasy.”


      “Hey, if you take the easy way out all the time, you’ll grow up to be a pretty lame adult. There’s an old saying that goes, ‘Heavy work in youth is’—”


      “—‘dumb, so do whatever you want’?”


      “Huh. A bit of a modern take, but not bad.” Come to think of it, trying to get young people to work extra hard sounds like classic labor exploitation. “Thanks, Jupiter. I feel like you’ve made me wiser.”


      “No prob.”


      “How ’bout I buy you lunch as a thank-you? What do you want?”


      “Kids’ meal. With no little flag.”


      “A real connoisseur, I see.”


      “Yep, sure am.”


      She was an easy kid to please. Almost too easy… Maybe I should be worried.


      Well, whatever. Right now, we gotta focus on this battle royale.


      According to Jupiter’s sixth sense, our opponent would soon be in visible range.


       


      “…Incoming! Attack from straight ahead.”


       


      I heeded Jupiter’s warning, sidestepping off the sidewalk and breaking into a run. A split second later, a sonic blast rattled my eardrums. I looked toward the source of the sound and watched as the attack meant for me destroyed a red-roofed building.


      Dang, man. Not cool. This might be a game, but property damage? C’mon, now.


      “You’re not one to talk,” said Jupiter.


      “Hey, I don’t need to hear that from the princess of property damage.”


      We bickered back and forth as I dodged the continuing attacks fired our way. The blasts were oval-shaped and covered in a black mist. Based on their power, range, and how well they were controlled, it was pretty clear who our assailant was.


      This was the work of the Ragnarok party’s young leader, the handsome shadowmancer who would go on to become the main character’s rival. Yes, our final opponent was none other than…


       


      “Akikage Kurosawa. So you were the only one to make it out alive, huh?”


       


      Jupiter had sensed his identity from the get-go, of course. But this was the last fight, so I needed to open with a cool line.


      “The only one to make it out alive…?” he questioned, approaching us from the distance. He sounded as confused as he did angry. “Don’t you mean ‘the only one she let escape’?”


      “Oh? And what makes you say that?”


      “Just look at me.” He slowly motioned to his own body.


       


      I now saw that Akikage was a shadow of his former self—literally. His body had turned pitch-black from the waist down.


      And that wasn’t all. Starting at the shoulder, his right arm was entirely covered in shadow, as was about 60 percent of his left side. He was more shadow than man. Judging from his current state, most of his organs must have been wiped out too. Kurosawa’s handsome face was twisted with pain, and his breathing was labored.


      Damn it. She really went all out. Akikage’s already as good as dead.


       


      “In an instant, that…crazed woman killed the other eighteen I was with. You expect me to believe this wasn’t her design?”


      “Search me. Maybe she got injured during the fight and couldn’t chase after you.”


      “She didn’t suffer so much as a scratch.”


      “…Oh. Uh. Well, then.”


      “Not one of us managed to land even a single blow on that freak.”


      “……”


      Man, this is hella awkward. Akikage looks straight up depressed.


      “Are you supposed to be her party’s leader, big guy?”


      “Yeah. I am.”


      “Why didn’t she kill me?”


      Ugh. Is he seriously asking me this? I was hoping I wouldn’t have to explain, but now I kinda have to…


      I took a quick breath, then exhaled a cloud of carbon dioxide along with a blast of raw truth.


       


      “Same thing as you guys. We’re here to get the prize money, catch the eye of some sponsors, and maybe get a couple of good clips for a pitch I’ve got coming up. The prize money alone isn’t enough, y’see. We gotta get some good footage of every member of the party showing off their stuff. Enough to make anyone who watches think, ‘Wow, these guys are good.’ So I needed someone to beat up too. A punching bag to make me look good.”
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    *   *   *


    I’d never dreamed I’d be smack-talking Akikage Kurosawa like this one day.


    Here I was, the crappy miniboss from the tutorial, treating the main character’s rival like dirt. Even for me, this felt low. But after coming this far, I wasn’t about to do a face turn and say, Whoops, sorry! My bad! Shake and be friends? That would just be rude. Now that we’d caused this mess, the least I could do was be honest about it.


    “Truth is, we weren’t after you in particular. You just happened to be the one my swordmaster friend spared.”


    “You mean to tell me it could have been anyone?”


    “Yep. Pretty much.”


    Leave one person alive and send them to me—that was the final part of the plan I’d explained to Haruka before she went in.


    Once their companions were wiped out and they realized they were powerless to stop her, they would certainly choose to escape. And once they made a break for it, Jupiter would track them down so I could force them into a one-on-one battle… That was the plan, at least. But Akikage was way more beat up than I’d expected.


    “I kinda wish you were more…intact for our fight. At this rate, I’m gonna look like a bully.”


    “I wouldn’t be so sure… Perish!”


    A needlelike blade flashed through the air. It was pitch-black and aimed right between my eyebrows.


    I dodged it with the slightest of movements and casually resumed our conversation.


    “A shadow blade, huh? You give up parts of your body in exchange for the ability to summon high-powered energy blasts and enchant your weapon. Your Dun Scaith is as impressive as the rumors say, Akikage Kurosawa.”


    Dun Scaith, the Shadow Kingdom, was a Demis spirit with the power to control shadows. It had the peculiar ability to transform them into matter or energy and manipulate them at will. What’s more, its skills were highly versatile. It could turn shadows into weapons, projectiles, buffs, and restraints and even generate shadow tokens that could partially repair its master’s body.


    The official guides said that because it was such a jack-of-all-trades, it was necessarily a master of none and was meant to be weaker than other specialized spirits. But could you really call it weak if it was capable of leveling a building with its energy blasts? The thing was practically flawless.


    Why’s this guy handsome and powerful? Is there anything he doesn’t have?


    “Since you left me alive, I’m going to make sure you regret it. I’ll keep fighting till I draw my last breath.”


    Damn it. He’s manly and cool, too… He’s so perfect, it’s starting to piss me off.


    “Hey, Jupiter. You can head out and leave this guy to— Jupiter?”


    I suddenly noticed the lack of weight on my back. In fact, I felt exactly one elementary schooler lighter. I didn’t want to believe it, but when I reached behind me, I found the baby sling empty. A hollow shell.


     


    “……”


     


    Apparently, the girl had run away a while ago. There was no one around but me and Akikage. For such a lazy kid, she sure moved fast.


    Oh. Well, then. Huh… Why do I feel the sudden urge to cry?


    I didn’t blame her, of course. Running away was the right move. That was what I’d been about to tell her.


    I guess I was just hoping to have a manly back-and-forth before my big fight. Y’know, where the other person says, Don’t worry, I’ll fight with you, and you have to talk them down.


    But nooo, she just had to run. I didn’t even get the chance to say a cool line like Leave this to me; you get out of here. Man, what a bummer. Whatever happened to our friendship, huh? Damn it! How am I supposed to fight with all of these feelings of abandonment?


     


    “Akikage Kurosawa! This is all your fault, isn’t it?!”


     


    I decided to pull myself together the only way I knew how—by placing all the blame on Akikage.


    “Hold on a moment. Why would I have anything to do with—?”


    “Shut your face and diiiiiiiie!”


    I switched Eckesachs to its greatsword form, then buffed myself with a double dose of Hasten Time and Stride to get unparalleled agility. Then, without skipping a beat, I kicked the asphalt and launched myself toward the handsome jerk at supersonic speed.


    I’m gonna tear your freakin’ head off.


    “NYEH-HEEEEEH!”


    My massive sword connected with its target. I felt it tear through flesh and bone. Then I used my trademark speed to chop the cool guy’s head clean off in the blink of an eye. And I looked sick as hell doing it too.


    I win! Gah-ha-ha! That prize money is ours!


    “I’m not…through yet!”


    It seemed Akikage wasn’t going to give up that easily. Black light flashed from his wound as he attempted to counterattack.


    Man, this guy’s seriously gonna keep fighting after I chopped his freaking head off?!


    I spun my body around to dodge the handsome adventurer’s attack.


    “Looks like you can do more than replace your body parts using shadows, huh? That must be your Regalia.”


    The shadowmancer nodded his newly grown head.


    Paying close attention to his movements, I began explaining the mechanism behind this miraculous feat.


    “It saves a portion of your soul, then activates when you get hit with a mortal wound, restoring your entire body. The number of times depends on how much spiritual power you’ve stored, up to a maximum of four uses. It was called the Ulster Cycle, wasn’t it? You’ve got some balls joining a battle royale when you’re the only one with extra lives.”


    “How do you know so much?”


    “I did my research on the top contenders, obviously.” That was a lie. I was just using my game knowledge to cheat. “But it looks like you can only regenerate from a fatal blow. Seems losing your lower half didn’t count. I’m guessing that, at the same time your legs were chopped off, a bunch of other stuff went to shit, too. That stuff wound up qualifying as the lethal blow, and since you’d already lost your lower half, your Ulster Cycle didn’t kick in to fix up your legs.”


    This was no surprise, considering his opponent was our excitable lunatic swordmaster. Just one of her attacks was enough to kill a person many times over.


    His neck, his heart, and his brain—they had probably all been destroyed, activating his Ulster Cycle three separate times. And then, before it could activate a fourth time, he’d patched himself up with shadows and just barely managed to escape.


     


    But now Akikage was out of lives. I just needed to land one more solid blow and this would be over.


    The guy’s a bloody mess. All I need to do is overwhelm him with my speed, and then this fight’s as good as—


     


    “You really think you’ve won?”


     


    But Akikage wasn’t ready to quit. He deepened the shadows covering his body and focused all his spiritual power into one final attack.


    “I won’t lose. I can’t lose. For the sake of my fallen party members, I will have my revenge!” His voice was full of passion and righteous fury.


    Gimme a break. Now this cool guy wants to carry on the will of his fallen comrades and use the last of his strength to fight me? That’s such a kickass story beat—this isn’t fair, man.


    “I’m going to put everything I have into this next attack. Do you have what it takes to stop me, Kyouichirou Shimizu?”


    Beneath the murky sky, Akikage poured the last of his strength into his final skill.


    The sharp tip of his spear-like weapon exuded an immense amount of spiritual power. The master of Dun Scaith gripped it tightly in his hand.


    This was a recreation of the mythical spear of annihilation, Gae Bolg Replicant. Akikage Kurosawa’s ultimate attack.


    If he was pulling this out now, it meant he was serious. It was a truly busted skill—strong enough to turn the residential area we were standing in into a crater. But it came with a heavy cost. In the game, this thing took a ton of AP to use, and that wasn’t all. Akikage had a unique buff called Shadow Armor, and using this Gae Bolg Replicant consumed all of that, too.


    If Akikage used up his Shadow Armor, he would definitely die. The shadows had replaced whole chunks of his body. Without them, he’d be reduced to a pile of body parts.


    This was clearly about more than just winning for him. He’d been pushed to the brink of death, and he needed to defend the honor of his clan. This was going to be a kamikaze strike.


    Goddamn it… I’m gonna start tearing up.


    “How very valiant of you,” I said, my words half sarcasm and half genuine respect.


    Not gonna lie, though. This is pretty kickass.


    It made sense that he’d go all out after the radiant star murdered the other eighteen participants without taking so much as a scratch. The guy had no chance of winning. Might as well go out with a bang.


    “Come to think of it, how did you know it was me?” I asked him. “What tipped you off?”


    “Call it a hunch. I had a feeling that if left to your own devices, you were almost guaranteed to launch a surprise attack.”


    “Yeah? What gave you that idea?”


    “The duel back in July.”


    The one with Shion? I don’t remember seeing Akikage there that day.


    “That’s what our reconnaissance team is for. They got footage of your match for Ragnarok.”


    “Huh. Pretty sneaky to pull that off without getting noticed.”


    “You have my sincerest apologies.”


    “Nah. I don’t blame you. But if you went through the trouble of filming our match, couldn’t you have at least done me a solid and posted it online?”


    “We didn’t want to share precious intel with other clans, you see.”


    “Makes sense.”


    At that point, silence fell over us as we stood on the mountain of rubble.


    I had been chatting to buy time for Jupiter to get as far away from us as possible and to let Akikage fully charge his attack for our final confrontation. But I’d stalled enough.


    Now it was time for us guys to duke it out.


     


    “All right, come on, Akikage. Hit me with everything you got. Let’s see what that chivalrous spirit of yours can do.”


    “I have the utmost gratitude and respect for your display of sportsmanship. Now—here I come!”


     


    The battle royale’s final clash was about to begin.


    Akikage Kurosawa took the offensive. He gathered together his spiritual power and the shadows covering his body into a single attack, then hurled Gae Bolg Replicant at me.


     


    “Grrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


     


    The handsome hero’s final, desperate attack was a truly spectacular display worthy of closing out the event. I was almost entranced.


    His move had three effects: guaranteed hit, guaranteed knockout, and diffusion.


    The Gae Bolg would seek out the owner of the shadow its master specified and pierce the target until they perished. And once they were dead, the spear would go out with a bang. As if the guaranteed kill wasn’t enough, it exploded with a massive AoE blast, making for one hell of an attack. It certainly lived up to its reputation as a spear of annihilation.


    But it was by no means a perfect attack.


    “Hell yeah! Here we go!”


    With a battle cry, I unleashed my secret weapon. The sounds around me slowly dissipated and color drained from the world. Then time itself stopped.


    Fourth Field provided an impervious defense, nullifying any and all attacks by stopping time itself. It was a pretty versatile skill, and I got a lot of use out of it. But it was hard to imagine a more perfect chance to show it off than this.


    Fourth Field was about to be the bane of Akikage’s existence. He’d just sacrificed the shadows supporting his own body as well as all his spiritual power to imbue his spear with a terrifying amount of energy. It was a formidable attack, to be sure. But Gae Bolg’s effects—guaranteed hit, guaranteed knockout, and diffusion—would prove to be its master’s downfall.


    The problem was that the weapon cycled through these three effects in a predetermined order. It would hit its mark, attack the enemy until they died, and then release its built-up energy in a massive explosion. There was no changing this order of operations once it was started.


    In other words, if its target never died, the weapon would never move on from that second stage. If the spear could neither hit nor kill its target, then it would never trigger the final explosion.


    Even if Akikage wanted to attack someone else, so long as I was the original target, the “guaranteed hit” principle would prevent his weapon from switching targets. He couldn’t even cancel the move.


    The first two of the skill’s effects were exactly what they said on the tin—guaranteed. There was no stopping the process now. The spear of annihilation was bound to follow these principles. It would stop at nothing to fulfill its role. And all this led to one inevitable conclusion.


    The unstoppable force of Gae Bolg Replicant hit the immovable object that was my Fourth Field and continued to attack, attack, attack. But no matter how hard it tried, it couldn’t pierce through my temporal defenses to hit me. It was forever stuck in a loop.


    And the price for this never-ending onslaught was paid by the spear’s master. Akikage’s shadow slowly dissipated into the gray skies above.


    Gae Bolg Replicant claimed as its cost the Shadow Armor that had been holding Akikage’s ravaged body together. Piece by piece, his shadow body evaporated, leaving behind a gory pile of flesh that could hardly be called a person.


     


    “Very…impressive…”


     


    With those words, Akikage Kurosawa was turned into particles of light and sent back to the real world.


    I never heard him speak, though. Because of Fourth Field, I couldn’t hear anything. I simply assumed that was what he said based on the movements of his lips.


    “You weren’t too bad yourself.”


    A solid effort for someone who was already half-dead.


    I hope we can do this again someday. But next time, let’s make it a fair fight.


     


    Participants Remaining: Three (Game Over).
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      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Dungeon #39, “World Tree,” Simulation Battle Room


      The award ceremony went a lot smoother than I had anticipated.


      I was prepared for people to chew us out for “going against the spirit of the match” or call us “no-good cheaters” or something. But there was none of that. The organizers simply congratulated us and celebrated our victory.


      The venue was filled with people cheering and applauding us. I have to admit, it wasn’t too bad. Actually, forget trying to act cool. I’ll be totally honest. It felt amazing.


      Never in my life had I been showered with so much praise. And this wasn’t like getting a lot of comments on social media, either. They were saying this stuff to my face! Can you blame me for getting a bit high off my own fumes?


      Who woulda guessed this kinda thing was so damn intoxicating? Man…I’m a little scared. I think I get why some kids will do anything for attention. This rules.


      All the happy chemicals were flooding my brain, my heart was pounding, and blood was rushing to my cheeks…


      It was almost too much to handle.


       


      “This is pretty great, huh, Kyou?” said Haruka.


      “We won big,” said Jupiter.


      After the ceremony, I headed to the green room with a fat stack of business cards. The elegant ladies in my party were there to greet me.


      As soon as I spotted them, my heart finally slowed and I began to relax. I almost blurted out some petty complaint on instinct, but I cleared my throat to stop myself.


      There was a lot I wanted to say, but the truth was I owed our overwhelming victory to these two. So the first words out of my mouth were ones of gratitude.


      “Thanks, you two. This wouldn’t have been possible without you.”


      “Haruka, the gorilla is pretending to be nice. It’s weird.”


      “Oh, Jupi! C’mere you rascal!”


      Yes, Haruka! Hold her down! She needs to stop talking to me like that!


      If she’s gonna keep calling me a gorilla, maybe I should start acting like the boss gorilla and show her how hard life in the gorilla kingdom really is.


      “Wait, Kyouichirou. Let me explain.”


      “Save your words,” I replied with a cool smile as I approached them. Haruka was holding the pigtailed girl in place.


      “Haruka, I’m begging you, let me go…”


      “I would love to, but I’m afraid I’m just dying to see Kyou give you some gorilla cuddles.”


      “Gah.”


      “Gorillas are really cute, y’know,” Haruka continued. “They’re so big and strong, but there’s a warmth to them that’s really charming. Don’t you think?”


      “Eeek.”


      Sorry, Jupi. There’s no talking sense to this lunatic.


      …Hold up, now I’m being complimented for being a gorilla? This is making me weirdly self-conscious.


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu!”


      A high-pitched cry broke up my party’s little lovefest. When I turned toward the voice, I found the shorts-wearing noble himself, Shion Makibashira. Behind him were his attendants, dressed in tuxedos and maid outfits.


      “Oh, Shion. Good job out there.”


      “Spare me! I was unable to do any sort of job, good or otherwise. I died as soon as the match began!”


      “……”


      Welp. This is awkward. I have no idea what I’m supposed to say to the people we obliterated.


      I didn’t really want to rub salt in his wounds. But I didn’t want to whip out some false modesty, either. After thinking it over for a second, I figured my best bet was to simply apologize.


      “Look, Shion. I’m sorry I—”


      “Hold it. Don’t you dare continue that thought.” He pointed his finger directly at me, his breathing growing heavier. “It doesn’t matter how you did it—you won this match. Don’t debase yourself. To the victor go the bragging rights.”


      “Huh… Fair enough. Well, then. Guess we won this time.”


      “Indeed. You did. This time. But don’t expect to win our next match so easily!”


      “Come at me anytime you want, bud.”


      We bumped fists to mark our manly promise.


      Man, this kid’s tough.


      He wasn’t simply ignoring reality and passing the buck, like the Shion Makibashira from the game would have. The Shion in front of me was manly enough to accept his defeat and move on.


      “Young Master… You’ve grown so much… Sob.”


      “Master Shion, you’ve become quite the gallant young man of late.”


      See? Even your servants were moved to tears.


      I totally get it. This version of Shion is manly as hell. At this rate, I can’t keep calling him a loser aristocrat.


      “Wh-what are you thinking?” Shion cried. “Don’t lose your composure in public!”


      “But, Master Shion. Seeing you enjoying a conversation with people you haven’t even paid to be your friends is so wonderful.”


      “Yes, indeed! To think there would come a day when our young master, who once boasted that money could buy him even companionship, would have real friends…”


      “Wh-wh-wh-what are you saying?! Stop blabbing such scandalous things about me in public!”


      “But, Master Shion, Rent-a-Friend is a perfectly upstanding business.”


      “Yes, indeed! Why, Young Master, you’re one of their best customers!”


      “Stop this at once! You’re doing me no favors whatsoever!”


      The rich kid and his servants continued bickering for some time. I was glad to see they got along so well. It was hard to find people you could be that open with.


      Damn, man, look at you. You’re more loved than I expected. I know it’s not my place to say this, but I hope you’ll cherish those relationships for a long time to come.


      “Hey, Shimizu. Do you have a moment?” said someone from behind me. The voice was cool—as cool as a pitcher full of ice water.


      I was pretty pleased with myself for getting so many call outs in such a short time. It seemed I was finally getting popular. But before I could bask in my success, the radiant star’s voice pierced my ear drums.


      “Y-y-y-you’re Ragnarok’s… Ragnarok’s…!”


      Right, right, the Ragnarok man himself. Thanks, Haruka. I didn’t even need to look to know who my second visitor was.


      “Ah, if it isn’t Ragnarok’s best and brightest,” I said, turning around. “Thank you for providing us with such a thrilling match earlier.”


      “What’s gotten into you?” The handsome man seemed confused by my salesman’s grin and sudden polite demeanor.


      “Whatever do you mean?” I asked.


      “Uh, nothing. You’re really different out here than you were in the simulator.”


      This guy’s got some nerve talkin’ to me like that! I’m just being polite in front of a more experienced adventurer, you asshole!


      “This guy always pretends to be nice in front of important people. He’s a two-faced goril— Ugh!”


      “Ah! Ah-ha-ha! I’m so sorry about my team’s bombardier. She has no idea what she’s talking about. Pay her no mind.”


      Jupiter struggled to get free, but I put my hand over her mouth and quickly changed the subject.


      Damn brat. She must have escaped from Haruka’s clutches while she was distracted by Akikage. She acts more like her big sister Albi every day. What a pain in the butt.


      After bearing witness to my irreproachable demeanor, Akikage rubbed his forehead, clearly vexed.


      “This feels like a strange thing to ask, but could you please…stop talking like that? Just speak normally.” He sounded pretty serious. “Listening to you act all polite doesn’t sit right. It feels really…fake.”


      Wow. Rude. But I might as well give him what he wants.


      “Yeah? Well, if you insist. So? Whaddya want? Didja come here with your pals to kiss the ring or what?”


      “Okay, that might be taking it a bit far,” he replied.


      Hey, you asked for this. You should be thanking me for giving in so quickly.


      “Well, whatever.” He loudly cleared his throat before turning his unreasonably handsome gaze up at me and continuing. “We’re thinking of getting all the participants together for an after-party. Would you all like to come?”

    

    
      ◆  Five-Star Restaurant Jongara


      Since one of my party members was yelling “We have to go!” and the other was stomping her feet and shouting “I want my gacha now!” we agreed but wound up showing up a little late. To placate the kid, I first had to hit up a convenience store on the way to buy a crap ton of Miracle Cards.


      When we finally arrived, we found ourselves in front of a real fancy joint. Apparently, the members of Ragnarok were regulars here. The redbrick exterior contrasted with the traditional Japanese interior to give the place a unique fusion vibe.


      The manager led us to a private room with very elaborate decor. It was your classic Japanese-style tatami room with sliding doors and fancy folding screens, but the lighting and decorations were all modern. One glance was enough to get me pumped up for dinner.


      “This place serves fantastic food. He comes here a lot too.” Akikage had to speak over a throng of girls pushing and pulling to get his attention.


      “Here, Aki. Eat this. I fried this meat myself.”


      “What are you thinking, Sora? Akikage’s worn-out. He needs something that’s easier to digest. Here, Akikage. I prepared this hotpot just for you. It’s filled with love.”


      “Kurosawa. Drink this. It’s great.”


      “Hey, hands off! What he needs is my…”


      I watched as they battled it out to become Akikage’s main squeeze. Kurei Shuu and Sora Hiiragi were members of his party, so that made sense. But even Doura Kozaki of the beast people and the usually refined and ladylike Yuuri Higanbanazaka were fawning over him.


      What the hell, man? You trying to show off your harem here? Is this some kind of hazing?


      And despite being surrounded by lovely ladies, he looks totally exasperated! Don’t tell me this guy’s the type to brush off a whole group of girls with some sly comment like I was hoping I wouldn’t stand out so much. I swear I’m gonna murder his ass. Don’t make me End of Zero you, bro.


      “Wow, the way Kurei and Sora fight over Akikage is so precious. I’m in heaven.”


      Haruka sat next to me amid the commotion, geeking out and leveling a dreamy gaze at two of the Ragnarok fandom’s most contested ships.


      It might have been quite a charming moment for her if she weren’t stuffing her face with a ten-person serving of yangnyeom fried chicken.


      Seriously, though, this guy’s one hell of a ladies’ man.


      Out of the dozens of girls who showed up to the after-party, the only ones not fawning over Akikage were the girls in my party (Haruka stanned Ragnarok as a whole, not just Akikage) and Shion’s maids.


      What the crap? They know I’m the guy who won today, right? I kicked his ass! How about a little attention?!


      Why does Akikage get the harem? I’m feeling majorly cucked— Wait, that’s not what I meant. It’s just, I liked them first! No, no, that’s not right, either. What even is this feeling?! I’m pissed off and I don’t even know why!


      As I sat there glumly eating my vinegared chicken fillet, tormented by indescribable emotions, I felt a sudden tap on my shoulder.


      I slowly turned around, filled with anticipation. Had one of the cuties in attendance finally come to her senses and…? But no, it was just a guy sitting down next to me.


      “Oh. It’s you, Shion,” I said, sulking.


      Despite my obvious disappointment, Shion shot me a kind and knowing look.


      “I understand exactly how you feel, Kyouichirou Shimizu. You’re grappling with a dark and brooding inner turmoil right now, aren’t you?”


      “How’d you know…?”


      “I’ve experienced it myself. It’s not something I’m proud of, but I’ve been prone to intense envy ever since I was a child. I suppose you might call me an expert in such matters.”


      It kinda sounds like you are proud of it, but okay… Envy, huh?


      He had a point. I recalled having similar feelings whenever I saw outgoing guys with girlfriends in class, or coworkers who always seemed to know what to say to the ladies.


      Man, what a mess. I win the whole freaking battle royale and collect the prize money, and all I’m left with is this feeling of jealousy burning a hole inside me!


      “Don’t worry so much about it. We humans are born with reason, and that reason leads us to compare ourselves to others. It’s inevitable. This isn’t unique to you. And you’re not the only male present who disapproves of that boy’s harem, either.”


      Shion tilted his chin slightly, motioning for me to look at the back of the room, where I saw…


       


      “Holy sh—”


       


      …a group of manly-looking men glaring daggers at Akikage.


      The sight of all those guys smoldering with rage, including the bald-headed martial arts experts called the Noodle Brothers, was absolutely terrifying. But I understood exactly how they felt.


      I get it, guys. I bet you all came here hoping to chat up girls your age, and now this one guy with a literal harem is hogging all the girls. It freaking sucks.


      “The sheer nerve of that man to have all the ladies present wait on him hand and foot…”


      “Brother, what say we teach this lecherous fool that such lewdness comes with its own set of dangers?”


      “Pasta, Soba. Brothers. Do not be hasty. I’ve read online that such people are called ‘preachy boomers’ and are unpopular with women. Let us lie low and wait. Our time will come.”


      ““Brother…””


      “Akikage, you bastard… I liked Kurei first…”


      I get it… I totally get how you feel, guys.


      Especially you, Kyle Enjou. You suffer more than anyone here.


      To be honest, I think having the person you like snatched away from you before you even have the chance to get together is even worse than being cheated on.


      Just think about it. When someone cheats on you, you’re clearly a victim. Since a third party comes in and steals away one half of the couple, it’s easy to blame everything on them. But when the object of your unrequited affection is flirting it up with someone else, there’s no one for you to blame, right? Because there’s nothing between you. It’s just a one-sided crush. And it’s even worse when you’re all in the same party.


      “In any case, I’m saying there’s no need for you to brood alone, Kyouichirou Shimizu. Come, let us go be with our kind.”


      “Shion…” I took his offered hand and slowly got up from my seat.


      He’s right. It’s fine if I’m not attractive to the ladies. There’s nothing wrong with sitting at the loser’s table. I can yuck it up with all the other undesirables!


      And you know what? There’s nothing wrong with that! It might be even more fun than hanging out with a bunch of girls, right? …Right?!


       


      “Hey, Kyou! Let’s order some of this shkmeruli stuff!”


       


      But the instant I tried to stand up, I was grabbed from behind and yanked back down.


      Haruka had been looking at the menu with the starry-eyed intensity of a child holding a treasure map, and now she shoved it in my face to get my attention. For some reason, in that moment, her innocent mannerisms and model-like beauty overwhelmed me even more than usual.


      “Huh? Yeah, sure,” I said. “Just order whatever you want.”


      “Hey, why are you brushing me off? I’m saying I want to try the shkmeruli together!”


      “Why? You’re not usually the type to share your food.”


      You’re more likely to put away enough food for ten people in a matter of seconds.


      “Well, y’know. C’mon!” She puffed out her cheeks in frustration. “All you’ve had to eat is that vinegar chicken. And you don’t even look like you’re enjoying it.”


      It wasn’t the food that was the problem; it was the show I was being forced to watch as I ate. But I couldn’t exactly tell her that, so I tried to play the whole thing off.


      “That’s not true. I love chicken. I’m crazy for the stuff. And this vinegar marinade? Oh, man. Heaven.”


      I handed her the plate so she could try it for herself. Her eyes glistened as she took a bite.


      “Oh wow, you’re right. This is really good. The flavor is refreshing yet rich… And the side of cucumber goes so well with it.”


      “Right? This is no mere side dish. It’s good enough to be the main course.”


      “All right, I see what you’re saying. This is enough to carry you through multiple bowls of rice. But there’s no way it can top this yangnyeom chicken I ordered.”


      I thought she would hand it to me on a plate, but before I knew it, she was bringing a piece right up to my mouth with her chopsticks.


      “Here, say ‘ah.’”


      “Ahh… Oh! That is good! That gochujang really packs a punch. I could eat this stuff all day.”


      “Right?! I’m glad it’s to your liking, monsieur. Would you care for another?”


      “Indubitably!”


      “Excellent! Okay, here comes the airplane!”


      I opened my mouth and savored Haruka’s chicken.


      This is really good, but…what’s this feeling? It’s not just the chicken. There’s a strange joy filling my heart. It’s like I’ve been purified of all those gloomy feelings from a moment ago. And…


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu, what are you—?”


      And also…


      “What’s the big idea?”


      And…also…


       


      “What. The. Hell.”
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    *   *   *


    Oh crap…


    “Wait, hold on, Shion,” I protested. “This isn’t what it looks like. This is just normal meal stuff!”


    “Normal? So you’re telling me it’s normal for you to be hand-fed your food by a beautiful woman?”


    As he spoke, his face began to morph from that of an angry villain into some twisted cosmic horror. I began to realize how beastly and terrifying a person’s face could get when they were filled with intense hatred.


    “That he would feign to be our fellow only to betray us like this… He is the true devil that we must slay, brothers.”


    “To think he is in a loving relationship with a beautiful woman, yet he still envies Akikage Kurosawa. Does his greed know no bounds? What a despicable monster he is.”


    “Pasta, Soba. Brothers. Remember this well. I have read online what they call such a vain and greedy person, so fulfilled in his everyday romantic endeavors that he makes one’s stomach churn… He is what they call a ‘cringe normie.’”


    ““A ‘cringe normie’?!””


    “So, Shimizu. You would shame me as well, would you? Heh-heh… Heh-heh-hah-hah-hah-hah!!!”


    Before I knew it, I had drawn the aggro of the scariest group of guys in the restaurant.


    Oh crap. This is bad. This is really bad. All those tough guys are looking at me like I’m the enemy now.


    “Kyouichirou Shimizu… Why don’t you accompany us to that room over there?” said the shorts-wearing noble in a voice completely devoid of human warmth. It felt like I was being offered a seat at the electric chair.


    “Wait, hold up! This is just a misunderstanding! I’m one of you! I swear!”


    “Come, come. You can tell us all about it in there. Now, then. Shall we?”


    Crap. They won’t listen to reason. I’ve got one chance to save my skin. I gotta tell Haruka to clear up this misunderstanding for me.


    “Kyou! This roasted green tea and milk is so good. Here, take a sip of mine!”


    “Why would you pour gasoline on the fire?! Shion…please! Listen to me. This is just regular party member stuff, that’s all! W-wait, what are you doing? Why are you all gathering around me like that? No! I don’t want to go to the other room! I’m begging you! Noooooo!”


    For the sake of our honor as men, I won’t go into detail about what happened to me and Akikage after that. But I can say one thing for sure—man’s jealousy is a truly terrifying thing.


    Take my word for it. Don’t show off in front of other guys. Just say no to the harem life.


    Engrave that on your soul—hell, engrave it on your own butt if you have to.


    As a victim of male scorn, trust me when I say this: It isn’t worth it.
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      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only)


      Three days after the battle royale, Albi accompanied me to a certain restaurant. The establishment’s name was Auberge Kirschblüte, and it doubled as an inn.


      The place served amazing food and booze late into the evening, and best of all, when you were done chowing down, you could spend the night right there. Talk about luxury! Apparently, a place like that was called an “auberge.” Personally, I thought the word sounded more like some kind of kickass super move. But whatever.


      “I’ve always wanted to come here.” In a rare display, the secret boss sounded genuinely excited. “There are few places in Sakurabana where you can enjoy such a fine meal while looking out over a panoramic view of the city. The variety of delectable foreign dishes, the elegant and tasteful use of space—every aspect is nothing short of exquisite.”


      “Huh. How ’bout that,” I said absentmindedly as I choked down roast duck with some kind of tasty sauce.


      I wasn’t being dismissive just because I was with Albi. I probably would have acted the same around Jupiter, Haruka, and even my sister. There wasn’t anything wrong with the restaurant, either. The view was beautiful and the atmosphere, relaxed. The food was probably great too. Probably…


      To be honest, I couldn’t taste any of it. I was way too distracted. The scenery, the music, the food—none of it felt real to me.


      “At this rate, I doubt you will make it through the evening, Master,” the secret boss said as she cut up her roast duck covered in blackcurrant sauce.


       


      She’s not wrong. I know I gotta snap out of it…but my heart just won’t stop pounding.


      I still can’t believe I’m meeting the Black Knight here this evening. My brain can’t handle it. It’s like some crazy miracle.


      
        [image: ]
      

      You could divide the bad guys in Dungeon Magia into roughly three categories:


       


      1. Characters who became defiled and went berserk.


      2. Agents of the organization.


      3. Characters who worked for the final boss.


       


      Unsurprisingly, I fell under the first category. So did Shion Makibashira.


      Characters in the second category were people like Jupiter who wound up joining the dark side, though the fandom theorized that they, too, were affected by the same phenomenon as the first group.


      The Black Knight, however, fell into the third category.


       


      He was the final boss’s general, and he blocked the protagonists’ path at numerous occasions throughout the story.


      Players first fight him in Dungeon Magia’s normal route. The Black Knight appears before the protagonists after they defeat the boss on the final floor of a certain dungeon. He then takes them on alone yet easily brings the whole party to the brink of death.


      The party is composed of five extraordinary people: the main character, who wields the holy sword; the current era’s saint; the warrior princess referred to as Aegis; the heir to the Aono line, out to avenge her elder sister; and a foreign girl imbued with a special Sublime spirit. Each of them are extraordinary in their own right, and yet they are all overwhelmed by the Black Knight’s sheer power. The very sight of it was enough to fill players with both awe and dread.


      He took down the heroes one after another with his litany of Regalia, each accompanied by its own incredible cutscene. It was such a cool part of the game.


      His head-to-toe black armor was more than enough to ignite the imagination of every teenage nerd out there, but the cool factor didn’t end there. He was also unreasonably strong, used dark-element attacks, and could freely switch between multiple weapons.


      He was like an edgelord’s wet dream. Goddamn. What a badass.


       


      Aesthetic appeal aside, his personality, life philosophy, and reason for fighting were also well thought-out. He remained full of pride and conviction to his very last breath.


      Just thinking back to the final battle against the Black Knight from the true route was enough to make me tear up. Villain or not, he had unshakable principles and fought with everything he had for the sake of his one true love. He was a solitary knight whose name would be whispered throughout the ages.


      And when he finally met his end, it was with quiet, ephemeral grace…
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      “Thank you for dining with us this evening, sir,” said the kindly old woman standing by the entrance.


      Her job was to greet patrons, and that was all it was—a simple greeting. Normally, I wouldn’t have even noticed. In fact, if we hadn’t rented out the entire auberge, I probably wouldn’t have given it a second thought.


      The old woman showed the large, peculiar man to our table. He wore a long black coat over an archaic suit of metallic armor, and his head was completely covered by a European-style helmet with a lion motif. As a result, it was impossible to read his expression.


      As he took a seat at our table, a silence descended upon the room, as though night had fallen all at once.


       


      “You must be Kyouichirou Shimizu,” said the man.


      “Yes, sir. It’s a great honor to be meeting—”


      “Spare me the formalities. Speak as you normally would.”


      “But I couldn’t possibly—”


      “I won’t say it twice.”


      “I understand…sir…”


      “……”


      “Fine, fine! I get the picture! I’ll stop.”


       


      Once I began speaking more casually, the Black Knight showed his approval with a nod of his helmet.


      Holy crap, this guy is scary. I thought my heart was gonna leap right out of my chest. This is supposed to be a business dinner. Why’s he gotta put out such a murderous aura?


      And another thing! Why’s everyone constantly telling me not to speak politely? Is there something wrong with how I talk?


      “I can confirm there is something incredibly frustrating about listening to you speak politely, Master,” said the secret boss, hurling abuse at me via telepathy.


      Ugh. I really didn’t need to hear that.


      “This is no time for a depressive episode. Please focus on the man in front of you.”


      And just who do you think is causing my depression? …Well, whatever. I don’t know if I can trust her opinion, but it’s probably best to drop it for now.
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    I shot the Black Knight a salesman’s smile and continued on like nothing had happened. “…Right, well. Let’s start with some introductions. I’m Kyouichirou Shimizu, an adventurer from Sakurabana. And this girl in white is Albion Shimizu. She’s my bodyguard and advisor.”


    “A pleasure,” she replied cordially, continuing to cut through her roast duck all the while.


    Even now, food comes first on Albi’s list of priorities.


    “How about you? What should we call you?”


    “Black Knight will do.”


    “All right. It’s an honor to meet you, Black Knight.”


    I took a chance and offered the Black Knight my hand. To my surprise, he actually reached out and shook it.


    Holy shit. I’m shaking hands with the Black Knight. I’m never washing this hand again… Wait, this isn’t some fan meet and greet. This is supposed to be a once-in-a-lifetime business negotiation. I gotta turn my nerdiness waaay down if I want this to go well.


    “I take it Mr. Szilard already gave you a rundown on the situation,” I said.


    “More or less. But that wily fox isn’t known for his honesty.”


    Man, can I ever relate. Perhaps the Black Knight had been pulled into one of Szilard’s schemes in the past. If so, it’d make for one hell of a story.


    “In that case, I’ll start from the beginning… Oh, I guess I should offer you some food first. Have you eaten?”


    “No need. Get to the point.”


    “All right. Then I’ll cut to the chase.” I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. Here we go. It’s business time. “Black Knight. There are two things I need from you. First, I want you to help us clear Eternal Darkness. Second, once we’ve cleared the dungeon, I want you to keep helping us out as a member of our party.”


    “The first thing I can do, provided you can afford my fee. As for the second, forget it. I’m not interested in joining any parties.”


    “Yeah? What if we paid you enough to make it worth your while?”


    The knight shook his helmet. He wasn’t biting.


    No surprise there. This is what I was expecting.


    “All right. Forget the second thing for now. Let’s talk about Eternal Darkness. My party’s made it as far as the fifteenth floor. According to a report from the Adventurers Guild, Eternal Darkness should be twenty-five floors deep. That means we’re a little past the halfway point.”


    Incidentally, the Yalda Series that lived in each dungeon’s midpoints helped the guild confirm that dungeon’s size. Actually, that was the main way such things were determined.


    “So I want you to come with us to the twenty-fifth floor and help us beat the Final Guardian. One fight is all we need. We’ll take care of the respawns on the way.”


    “And the pay?”


    “Take a look at this.” I took out my bankbook and the pile of business cards I had just received and pushed them toward the knight. “Here’s proof of the prize money I won at the battle royale three days ago. And these are business cards I was given by companies willing to sponsor my party. If you agree to work with us, I will give you all the money in my bank account as an advance. Then I’ll give you half of everything we get for beating the guardian at the end of the dungeon—both the money from my sponsors and whatever spirit stones the guardian drops.”


    “……”


    The Black Knight carefully looked over my bankbook and the business cards. He seemed to be giving my offer serious consideration.


    At no point did I sense any contempt in his voice or mannerisms. It was clear he didn’t see me as some rookie punk. He was taking me seriously, like he would any other potential client.


    Man, what a relief. No wonder this guy’s such a popular character.


    “This isn’t enough,” he finally said.


    It seemed I had still failed to impress him.


    “Added together, that’s easily more than a hundred million,” I protested.


    “That’s my lowest price. If you want me to help you defeat a Final Guardian, I’ll need more.”


    “Fine. Name your price, then.”


    The Black Knight raised his right arm so gently that I almost forgot he was wearing a full suit of armor. Then he thrust out his palm to show me his five fingers.


    …Five hundred million? Szilard did tell me to expect a nine-figure price. Looks like I came up short.


    Well, crap. This ain’t good.


    “Tough guy like you? I bet some measly floor twenty-five boss’ll be a cinch.”


    “When it comes to Final Guardians, dungeon depth is only part of the story. According to statistics gathered by the Adventurers Guild, the strength of a guardian matches that of its dungeon floor only seventy-five percent of the time. After that, it’s a gamble. The odds of a boss being weaker than expected is around thirteen percent. The odds we strike out and wind up with something far stronger are a full twelve percent.”


    “So you’re saying that since you can’t predict the boss’s level, you’re setting your price based on the worst possible outcome?”


    “Nothing personal.”


    “I know. This is business. And you’ve got a point.”


    In fact, he was right. The boss of Eternal Darkness was as busted as you could imagine—it was way stronger than its dungeon floor suggested.


    “Of course, that’s only my first offer,” I said. “Business cards aren’t the only kind of card I’ve got up my sleeve.”


    That was only my opening hand. Now it was time to get serious.


    The money was just a way to get the Black Knight to show up to the bargaining table. And now that he was sitting down, it was time to show him what I was really holding.


    “Let me be blunt. Black Knight. I’ve got the one thing you really want. Work with me, and it’s yours.”


    “And what would that be?”


    “Information. Information about a certain person.”


    “……”


    Silence. The Black Knight glared at me. His expression might’ve been hidden behind his black helmet, but it was easy to guess that what he was feeling toward me was anything but positive.


    Look at you. You’re practically flooding the room with dark spiritual power. Not that I blame you.


    After what seemed like an eternity of silence, the Black Knight finally spoke up, his deep voice reverberating through his armor. “…And who would that be, exactly?”


    Now we’re talking. But, man, his voice sounds intense as hell. If I say something stupid right now, this could turn into a fight. I’d better proceed carefully and be straight with him.


    “I get the feeling you won’t like it if I try to dodge the question, so I’ll promise you one thing: I will give you an answer. But before I do, I want you to hear me out. Let me provide a little more background on who I am. That might sound like a waste of your time, but trust me, you’re gonna want to hear it. It has to do with the source of the information I mentioned.”


    “…Go on.”


    I looked around to make sure no one was listening in. Wait, of course they aren’t. We rented out the whole place. We’re the only customers here.


    “How uncharacteristically careful of you,” Albi said via telepathy.


    “Well, this is pretty damn serious.”


    I was about to put my very life on the line. I was going to tell the Black Knight something I’d only ever told Albi—the truth about who I was.


     


    “Black Knight. The truth is, I’m from another world, and I was reincarnated into this body.”


     


    I took the Black Knight through everything that had happened to me so far. The fact that I had been reincarnated into this world. And that, back in my world, this world and its inhabitants were the subject of a popular game series.


    I told him about the shock of suddenly waking up one day in the body of a boy called Kyouichirou Shimizu, and of the grim fate that awaited both me and my sister.


    Then I made it clear that I wasn’t going to accept that fate. That I would use whatever means I had to fight against it, including my secret weapon—my knowledge of this world that I had gained from playing the game in my past life. Finally, I used what I had done to help Haruka and Jupiter as examples of what that weapon could do.


    “…You can’t expect me to take your story at face value. However…”


    “Right. This is where we bring the conversation back around and I answer your question.”


    It wasn’t easy to prove that I was reincarnated from another world. But if I could convince him that my knowledge of the game was the real deal, it would make this hard pill easier to swallow.


    “Maybe if I tell you something no one else knows about the person you’ve been looking for, you’ll be more willing to help me out.”


    I was starting to sound like a real villain. But this was the best card in my hand. I had to play it.


    I knew a lot about the past and future of the people in this world. And that meant I could use the thing they wanted most as a bargaining chip. What could be more valuable in a negotiation?


    “So? If you’re not interested, we can wrap this up right now and I’ll be on my way. And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone your secret. I promise to take it to my grave.”


    The Black Knight hesitated for a moment, but in the end, he took the bait.


    “…Very well. Talk.”


    Things were going smoothly so far. First, I’d better cover my ass.


    “Before I say this person’s name, I want you to promise me something. If I’m right, no getting mad and chopping me up or whatever, all right?”


    “Fine.”


    “I’m dead serious.”


    “As am I.”


    “Oh, right. Just in case, I’d like you to sign this—”


    But before I could even say agreement, the spiritual power exuded by the Black Knight reached a truly terrifying level. I decided it would be best to skip ahead.


    “I won’t say it again,” said the knight. “Speak.”


    “Okay, okay. I’ll speak.”


    I felt like I’d kicked the tires one too many times, and now this two-ton truck of a man was about to kick back.


    Ah well. Nothing to worry about. If it really came down to it, Albi would protect me.


    “Not in your wildest dreams,” came her telepathic reply.


    “What the—? Then why did you even come with me?”


    “I’m here to eat.”


    She said it. She actually said it. Goddamn it. This nighttime view is gonna be the last thing I see, isn’t it?


    “……”


    Right, right. The speaking thing. But I wish this guy would stop it with the threatening looks. That intensity of his is basically a lethal weapon. Just one of those looks is enough to make a street punk piss himself, and I’m no exception.


    “Phew. Okay…”


    I took a deep breath, then exhaled. Finally, I focused my whole being into saying a certain name with as little emotion as possible.


     


    “…Beatrice.”


     


    The vibe in the room changed instantly.


    The restaurant lights began to flicker at an alarming rate. Then I heard an inhuman whirring sound from the Black Knight, and before I knew it, so much spiritual power had flooded the room that even someone with a terrible sixth sense could tell that something was wrong.


    The Black Knight had caused all this subconsciously the moment he heard that name—the name of the person for whom he’d been searching for so long.


    I had walked into a living nightmare, just as I’d expected. In fact, it was worse.


    To be honest, I’d probably underestimated the depths of the Black Knight’s love. How would I feel if I had wandered the land for hundreds of years searching for someone and then, out of the blue, some random person mentioned her name?


    There was no way to know. But I’d hazarded a guess, and I’d been wrong.


    Welp, now you’ve done it, Kyouichirou. Looks like you underestimated someone else’s feelings again. You’re really gonna have to reflect on this one later.


    “Gulp.”


    I can’t believe the spiritual power coming off this guy. If I let my guard down for even a second, I might pass out. Urp. Oh no, I feel sick… Keep it together, keep it together, keep it together. This is no time to puke. I’ve gotta stop this guy.


    “Hold on! Please! Let’s take a deep breath and calm down, Black Knight, uh, sir. If you lose your temper and crush me like a grape, you’ll only regret it later,” I said soothingly, selecting my words as carefully as I could. “I’ll give you the information you need. But if you’re not willing to hear me out, we won’t get anywhere!”


    Instead of a reply, I heard what sounded like the roaring engine of a monster truck.


    This is bad. He’s not even listening anymore. Looks like a fight’s about to—


     


    “How irksome. Be quiet.”


     


    —not break out?


    The wicked goddess got to her feet and slapped the Black Knight upside the helmet.


    It was a single strike from a girl so dainty she seemed hardly capable of killing an insect. But the moment she slapped him, everything stopped. In an instant, the room returned to normal.


    Wow. That actually worked.


    The lights resumed their warm, gentle glow and the strange noise was gone.


    “……”


    But that was only natural. After all, with one slap, Albi had knocked the Black Knight out cold.


    “I won’t abide someone ruining my meal. I don’t care who it is.”


    The perpetrator seemed unusually proud of her work.


    
      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only)


      “…So. You know Eliza Wispard, do you?”


      “Yeah. I do.”


      “Hmph…”


      “Yeah…”


      “……”


      “……”


      Two men sat in awkward silence in the middle of the fancy restaurant as elegant classical music played in the background.


      The Black Knight had become enraged, and Albi had slapped him. The atmosphere was stifling. I was just relieved he was still willing to talk to me…


      “Delectable. Truly delectable. I could eat this till the end of time.” The wicked goddess sat next to me, eating her foie gras poêlé with gusto.


      I can’t believe she— Actually, forget it. I can believe it. Her reasoning and the way she handled the situation was positively chaotic, but at least she took care of it before things got out of hand.


      It was my fault, after all. I’d overestimated how much grace my gaming knowledge would afford me and stepped on a black metal land mine. I had no right to be anything but thankful toward the gluttonous goddess.


      And besides, there was something far more important to attend to.


      Was it worth it wasting my time reflecting on my mistakes? Beating myself up? No. The mission came first—I needed to win over the Black Knight.


      “As long as you’re all right with it,” I began, “I’d like to get back to the topic at hand.”


      “…Go ahead. Keep talking.” He showed zero hesitation.


      Judging from his calm demeanor, I guessed that what had transpired moments earlier had been rather unusual for the Black Knight. I no longer felt any anger or resentment from him. If anything, he seemed more at ease now.


      Maybe going nutso over the person he loves helped him blow off some steam and now he’s feeling better than ever. If that’s the case, this could be my chance. Better not screw it up.


      “Am I right to assume that I’ve proven myself to you? That you believe me when I say I know what I’m talking about?”


      “Your world of origin aside, I do believe you know what you say you know.”


      “Okay. That’s all I need to hear.” That was the most important thing for now. I couldn’t expect him to fully trust me after such a brief exchange. “In that case, let’s get right to it. I want to make you a deal, Black Knight. You already know my terms. I want you to help us clear Eternal Darkness, and I want you to sign a medium- to long-term exclusivity contract. In exchange, I will give you money and information. How much information I give is up to you.”


      “So the more I help you and the less money I take, the more information you’ll provide. Is that it?” he said, nodding to himself.


      “Exactly. That said, as long as you fulfill the first of my demands, I’m willing to give you quite a lot. At the very least, I’ll tell you where to find her, her current situation, and even details about your future actions. You’re also welcome to ask me whatever questions you like. I won’t tell you everything, but as long as you meet my first demand, I’m happy to give you most of the information you’re after.”


      As long as I could clear Eternal Darkness, that was enough for me. In a perfect world, the Black Knight would also join my party. But I wasn’t about to push my luck and risk spoiling the deal and losing everything.


      That was why I’d planned these negotiations to prioritize my first demand. As long as the Black Knight helped us beat the Final Guardian of Eternal Darkness, I would be happy. And if I could pique his interest and make him wonder what else I might offer him if he agreed to my second demand, my plan would be a success.


      “That doesn’t make sense. Why give me most of what I want? You’re only devaluing what I stand to gain from joining you after clearing the dungeon.”


      Yes! He took the bait.


      He was correct. If I gave him the right to ask me whatever he wanted simply for fulfilling my first demand, what could he possibly gain from agreeing to my second? It was only natural for him to wonder if there was more to my offer than I was letting on.


      “Not at all. In fact, I think you stand to gain far more by joining my party.”


      “Explain.”


      “It’s simple. Joining a party allows you to work with others. You won’t have to go solo all the time. And fighting with a group will greatly increase your chances of victory.”


      “You think I care about that? I have no need for petty camaraderie.”


      I grinned and shook my head. “You’re not seeing the big picture. There’s a way more pragmatic reason to work with others.”


      I’m already well aware from my knowledge of the game that you don’t give a crap about being alone. No matter how much the protagonists tried to sway you with empty platitudes, they never succeeded. A couple of cheap words from me isn’t going to make you budge. I gotta be way more calculating than that.


       


      “My head is filled with information about this world. I know things absolutely no one else does. I know the stats of every Final Guardian you can imagine. And I know where all the best treasures are hidden—including Regalia. Whaddya say? You’ve been around the block. You can probably guess where I’m going with this.”


      “…You’re implying that joining your party is an opportunity to become more powerful than I could on my own.”


       


      Bingo.


      My brain’s like a complete walk-through of this world. There are tons of Regalia out there, and I know exactly where to go to find all the best ones, guaranteed.


      Regalia were only guaranteed to drop four times per person. After that (except for a few exceptions like the Five Great Dungeons), the drop rate for Regalia was cut in half every time someone collected one. But from another perspective, that meant you had four guaranteed chances to get the best possible Regalia.


      So what would happen if you knew where to go in order to use your first four chances (three more, in my case) on the very best Regalia?


      “Exactly. Join me and we’ll form the strongest party ever.”


      I wasn’t exaggerating. My memories were a treasure trove of information. So even if it sounded like the idle boasting of a deranged child, I was dead serious.


      “That might not sound too enticing at first,” I continued. “Especially since you’ve already got seven Regalia of your own. But think of it like this—if you joined our party, then you could rely on us too. And we’re the only party in the world that can choose which Regalia we want.”


      “…That may be. But which Regalia reveals itself depends on the individual. Even if you know where to find a certain one, if you’re not qualified to obtain it, you will wind up with a different one.”


      “Then all we have to do is get even more people to join us. Keep this between us, but…as soon as we clear Eternal Darkness, my party and I were planning on making our own clan. That way, we’ll be able to get even more talented adventurers on our side. We’ll be unstoppable.”


      “To what end?”


      “Survival.”


       


      I told the Black Knight about the grim fate that awaited Kyouchirou Shimizu: Go berserk, talk smack, get his ass kicked, and die. It was the story of a man who would go to his grave unable to protect anyone, least of all himself.


       


      “The problem is what you’re going to do in the future. In the game, you join forces with the mastermind behind all this misery.”


      In two years’ time, the Black Knight would become one of the final boss’s main goons and bar the heroes’ path. And he would do all of it for the one he loved.


      “Some time from now, a certain spirit will offer up the person you love to the one behind all this. And when you get word of that, you’ll decide to become the mastermind’s henchman.”


      “…Tell me more.”


      “No problem. However…”


      “I’m aware. I don’t expect this information for free.”


      Now that I’d finally heard the magic words from the Black Knight, I was free to hold up my end of the bargain and tell him what he wanted to know: the whereabouts of his beloved, the identity of the mastermind behind everything, and who he needed to take down.


       


      “The person you love—she’s being held in World Tree.”


       


      

      The World Tree dungeon was not only the largest dungeon in Sakurabana but also the home base of Ragnarok.


      “That dungeon is a hall of fallen warriors. And it’s ruled by the infamous Odin. But I’m sure you’re well aware of who he is and his nasty quirk of collecting things.”


      World Tree was nothing like the other dungeons. It was a frenzied battlefield where the living dead fought an endless war for all of eternity.


      “And right now, that’s where she’s—”


      Just then, his jet-black gauntlet shot up to stop me mid-sentence.


      “…Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to offend.”


      “…Get back on topic.”


      “All right, I got ya. So, now that you know all that, what are you thinking? Do you plan to go in there and rescue her from Odin yourself? You know that would be suicide. Or maybe you’re planning to join Ragnarok the next time they hold the Festival of the Wild Hunt?”


      “……”


      The Black Knight was silent. I assumed he was carefully weighing his choices.


      “You said that Odin presents her as an offering to this mastermind.” The knight’s helmet bore down on me with a solemn air. “Let’s say all of that really does happen one year from now.”


      “It does.”


      “If it happens, that would mean Odin is alive for at least another year. Correct?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Which would mean that the victors of the next Wild Hunt will be Odin and his ilk. Is that right?”


      “……”


      He was correct. Ragnarok would hold a battle the following March, and it was destined to end in a catastrophic number of casualties for their clan.


      “From the look on your face, I take it they suffer quite the defeat.”


      “If you plan on joining Ragnarok, then I’ll give you that information after we’ve cleared Eternal Darkness,” I said, dodging his question.


      Our conversation was starting to tread into dangerous territory. I couldn’t just blurt out the future on a whim, so I decided it was best not to comment. I didn’t care how easy-to-read my expression was. He wasn’t going to hear it from me.


      While I was busy thinking over all my possible moves in this mental game of chess, the Black Knight interrupted me with a response that threatened to jeopardize everything.


      “Unacceptable.”


      I wondered what I could have said differently to take the conversation in another direction. Where had I gone wrong?


      “If you’re not satisfied with what I’ve offered you so far, then please accept my apologies. I do plan on providing you with valuable information.”


      But before I could figure out how we’d ended up here…


      
        [image: ]
      

      “If you want to prove to me that you’re trustworthy, you’ll need to show me what you’re really made of.”


      …the wheel of fate began to turn in a direction I could have never foreseen.
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      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Sakuramine Lakeside


      The sky was blue. The clouds were white. Girls in swimsuits splashed around in the water under the hot summer sun. Watermelons, freshly rinsed in a nearby stream then hung up in nets, swayed gently in the breeze. Flames from grills danced upward, turning every ingredient they touched a golden brown. Cicadas cried, and blue tarps were stretched out on the rocky shore, perfect for sitting.


      It’s summer!


      All the classic sights of the season were laid out before me.


      It’s vacation time!


      Water sports. Barbecues. Watermelon splitting. Fishing. Beach volleyball. The hallmarks of summer vacation. But more than all that…


      It’s the season of swimsuit events…!


      I watched from afar, shedding a tear as beautiful ladies splashed around in the water. After a lifetime of zero proximity to the opposite sex, I never expected I would get to experience a swimsuit event firsthand.


      Oh, what a blessing…! Oh, what a sight…!


      Swimsuit events had been a summer tradition in dating sims since the birth of the genre. Whether set by the ocean, a river, or even a pool, what player didn’t get excited by these heavenly festivals?


      Who wouldn’t love a swimsuit event?! Just look at all the boobies (and butts, of course)!


      Boobies (and butts), more boobies (and more butts)! Wherever I look, it’s boobies (and butts)! Sometimes, you can even catch a glimpse of side boob!


      The girl who’s usually so uptight; the tough, mysterious lady; and even that one boss who’s impossible to beat due to a bug—all of them cut loose and let it all hang out come summer. And this was it! That very moment!


      “Oh. The water’s so cold.”


      I looked over and saw Jupiter. Even characters who typically wore flowy Lolita dresses were out in their swimsuits on a day like today.


      Hers was black with an accompanying skirt. It was very modest. Easy to move around in while incorporating the three essential elements of Gothic Lolita—lace, frills, and ribbons. Not too cute and not too spicy. The swimsuit had a great balance that suited Jupiter perfectly.


      That was no surprise, considering a certain head maid from a certain clan had spent all night custom designing it just for her.


       


      The surprising thing about it was that it was a school bathing suit. And it was one of the old kinds, too, with a flap in front of the crotch. It was originally navy blue and had a U-shaped back. The material was 80 percent polyethylene and 20 percent urethane. And on the chest, scribbled in white letters so messily that they looked like snail tracks, she’d written the name “Jupiter Shimizu.”


      Before Jupiter put on the swimsuit, she had told me that, as a lover of dating sims, she had an obligation to wear a school bathing suit.


      Those old-style bathing suits were becoming a real rarity. The only times you saw them were in fiction or cosplay. Schools certainly weren’t using them anymore.


      But for our party’s littlest member, who’d practically been raised on dating sims, it had to be a school swimsuit, and one of the old ones to boot.


      I’m happy for you, Jupiter, I thought, smiling at the little Gothic Lolita.


      Her face was as expressionless as ever, but one glance was enough—I could tell she was having a blast, enjoying her summer vacation to the fullest in her one-of-a-kind swimsuit. She scooped up water in both hands and splashed it at her opponent.


      “Yah.”


      Water droplets danced through the air, splashing all over her enemy’s chest.


      “Eeep!”


      And I…


      “Ohh, Jupiter! Now you’ve done it!”


      …I watched as it happened…as Fumika swayed and jiggled. Her bosom bounced up and down and all around with seemingly no regard for the laws of gravity. Or, put another way: boing, boing, boing, boing, boing, boing.


      Big. So big. So very big. Even disregarding my sister complex and status as ultimate Fumika stan, there was no getting around it—she had an exquisite set of breasts.


      “Gulp…”


      I hid my face with my hand, firmly closed my eyes, and took several deep breaths.


      Don’t think about boobs, don’t think about boobs, don’t think about— Gah, I can’t take it!


      It was impossible to keep my cool. The more I told myself to calm down, the more thoughts of my sister’s massive chest filled my mind.


      Fumika had already possessed the bust of a magazine-centerfold model one year ago. And since then, her holy set of knockers had evolved into a mighty set of unparalleled chest protectors. Maybe it had something to do with the curse. Now that her body was healthy again, so, too, had her chest become—


      “Oh no, the water! I’m all wet…”


      —very healthy. We’re talking an H or I cup. It was possible she’d already surpassed that and moved on to a higher plane.


      Even on a normal day, her chest was plenty eye-catching. But by adding the ultimate weapon—a bikini—its destructive power had been increased tenfold. No, wait…


      It’s so much more than that.


      I watched it happen. Again.


      Her soft white skin was soaking wet, and her two luscious mounds were bouncing up and down. The bikini just barely covered the forbidden beauty of her butt.


      The goddess of abundance known as my sister showed off her bountiful body as she played in the river with Jupiter.


      The swimsuit was conservative, as far as bikinis go. It was light green and the cute frills around her chest kept the swimsuit from looking too provocative. It was the ideal swimsuit for someone modest like my sister. It felt refined and gave her the air of a fairy that lived by a serene, beautiful lake.


      But…


      “You’re like a moo cow, Fumika.”


      “Jupiter! What is that supposed to mean?!”


      But a bikini is still a bikini. This was Fumika Shimizu: swimsuit edition.


      The devastating power of my sister’s bikini was enough to tear the heavens asunder, make the earth tremble, and send shock waves across the ocean. Her chest was almost too much for my mortal eyes to behold. And every time her bountiful bosom bounced around, my brain was rocked with a mix of joy and awe.


      What a devastating body…!


      Could there be a more powerful combo than Fumika’s body in a swimsuit? No! No, I say!


      At that point, my body sent my brain a signal that if I kept staring, things were going to take a dangerous turn. So I quickly turned my gaze elsewhere.


      I looked away from the water and back toward the land. The aroma of grilled meat and charcoal smoke filled the eating area. And there, something incredibly white caught my eye.


      “I would like more meat, please.”


      The figure in white was gobbling a large variety of dishes, all grilled by an elderly couple on an iron skillet. Meat skewers. Steak. Spare ribs. Kebabs. Delicacies grilled in foil. More spare ribs…


      Give me a break. She put on a swimsuit and came all the way out here, and all she does is sit in front of the grill and eat while everyone else is having fun in the water. That swimsuit wasn’t cheap, either. What a waste.


      I told her to stop stuffing her face and have some fun, but the wicked goddess simply looked up at me from her reclining chair and, after briefly making eye contact, returned to her food. I guess that wasn’t too surprising. She was the secret boss. Her stats were off the charts, and that included hunger.


      The difference between her appearance and the way she acts will never cease to amaze me.


      Despite not attending any classes, she was wearing a white school swimsuit with the word goddess written across the chest. What a farce. The fact that it looked good on her only frustrated me more.


      Where the hell did she get that thing? These days, you can only find swimsuits like that at specialty shops, especially in a rare color like white. And she has the gall to write goddess in place of her name… She must have really wanted to wear that thing. Damn.


      You’d think after going through the trouble of picking it out and putting it on, she’d want to use it for its intended purpose, swimming. And yet…


      “Madam, I would like some pudding now, please.”


      But Himinglaeva Albion was a gluttonous goddess who prioritized food above all else. She had been eating nonstop since the instant we arrived. I felt bad for the elderly couple being forced to serve her.


      “Sorry about this, Martha,” I said, addressing the old woman. “Albi’s always causing people problems.”


      “Oh, come now. It’s no trouble at all,” she replied. “Albi’s a growing girl. She needs to eat plenty. Right, Rudolph?”


      “Martha’s right,” agreed the man. “Besides, we’re just happy she enjoys our cooking so much. There’s no need to worry as long as everyone’s enjoying themselves.”


      The old married couple smiled gently as they skillfully grilled one dish after another.


      These two were Rudolph and Martha, the proprietors of Auberge Kirschblüte (by reservation only). They owned the surrounding land, a large area in the mountains, and had agreed to host us for this summer shindig. And they were incredibly attentive hosts.


      So, how had we ended up at this swimsuit event, you ask?


      To explain, we’ll have to wind back the clock a bit.

    

    
      ◆  Flashback: Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only)


      So what could have led to this? The most straightforward answer is this: my duel with the Black Knight.


      The seed was planted when he made a certain remark during our negotiations.


      “Unacceptable.”


      My plan had only half succeeded. The Black Knight was willing to hear me out up to a point. But in the end, he wasn’t ready to trust me sight unseen.


      I offered him money. I explained what he stood to gain. Only once is enough, I said. Just this one boss battle is all I need. I even went so far as to promise him all the info he could ever want in exchange for helping me out.


      To tell the truth, I never imagined he’d reject my offer. I had carefully considered what I knew about the Black Knight from Dungeon Magia and had come up with what I thought was a foolproof plan. But…


      “That’s precisely what I find unacceptable.”


      In the end, he refused for a surprisingly emotional reason.


      The guy was a legendary mercenary, a pro among pros. He usually operated based on profit, not on feelings. And if it meant getting what he wanted, he’d even team up with the final boss.


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu. You’ve stolen glimpses of my past and future—of our past and future—and you’ve done it without permission. And now you’ve brazenly waved your ill-gotten information in my face to blackmail me.”


      I hadn’t thought of it like that at all.


      My brain was filled with knowledge about Dungeon Magia. My mind was like a 100 percent walk-through of this world. And that knowledge had saved my ass countless times.


      If you know someone’s past and understand their future actions, you can practically ensure any dealings with them will be smooth sailing.


      What I remembered about this world’s history and about the characters’ lives—in some cases, even their innermost feelings—was a more powerful asset than any lame cheat code. And that information had always guided me to success.


      “I don’t recall giving you permission to talk about my past.”


      But thought of from the characters’ perspectives, that meant I had been invading their privacy this whole time without their consent.


      I knew everything they wanted to keep secret; I was privy to their fondest memories and unspoken ambitions. I had forced my way into their inner sanctuaries and stomped around in my muddy shoes. In that instant, everything became clear. That was what I had been doing all along.


      And I’d never felt the slightest bit of shame doing it, either.


      There was no way for me to guess how he’d felt when I made my proposal.


      I had made a mistake… In fact, I’d screwed up royally. I was so busy thinking about how the Black Knight from Dungeon Magia would act that I had neglected to think about how he would feel as a person.


      Or that was how the Black Knight felt about the situation anyway. To him, I probably looked like some asshole willing to shamelessly expose another person’s past, show off that I knew about it to their face, and then use my ill-gotten knowledge to gain the upper hand in a negotiation. And then, when things got heated, I’d resort to calling in my spirit to settle the matter with violence. The worst part of all this was that he was right about all of it.


      I had said the name of the person he loved most with my dirty mouth, and when he got pissed, Albi had come in and slapped him unconscious. It was no surprise he didn’t trust me after all that.


      Just thinking back on it was enough to make me cringe.


      I could remember the scene as clear as day. The man clad in black armor, his arms crossed, glaring at me in silence. Me, sitting there, deflated, shrinking back into my seat. And Albi, stuffing her face without a care in the world.


      It was a hellish nightmare. I wanted to crawl into a hole and die.


      Pangs of guilt twisted my stomach and dried out my mouth, but I couldn’t even gather enough energy to lift the glass of water in front of me. All I could do was sit and wait for the Black Knight to deal the final blow to our negotiations.


      “But the fact remains that you have information I need.”


      When he finally spoke, however, his tone had changed dramatically. He was calm and rational, almost mechanical as he chose his words.


      “I want your information, and you want my power. You desire my trust, but I find you unworthy.”


      A reincarnated person like me was an anomaly. My absolute knowledge of this world served as an incredible advantage. If someone put their faith in me and I betrayed them, I could easily ruin that person’s life.


      So the Black Knight told me what it would take to gain his trust.


      “Let’s settle this with combat. Winner takes all. The loser has to give the winner everything they want.”


      By the time I realized what he was up to, it was already too late.


      We both had something the other one wanted. But based on my actions so far, the Black Knight couldn’t trust me. And there was nothing I could say to change that fact while sitting across from him at a dinner table.


      “We’ll use cocoons to hold a series of simulation battles. One-on-one. The victor will be decided based on your performance over the course of a week.”


      It was going to be all-or-nothing. A pure contest of strength. I didn’t know at what point during our negotiations he’d come up with it, but it was a total power move.


      “You only need to defeat me once.”


      He had shown me my mistake, then offered me this opportunity to turn the tables in my favor. It was a brilliant display of his negotiation skills.


      “Use that knowledge of yours to strike me down. If you can.”


       


      So it was that I failed in my negotiations and was forced into a one-on-one fight with the Black Knight.


      My failure had stemmed from our different perspectives. I had approached the negotiations thinking of the Black Knight as nothing more than a video game character. But he had seen me for the person I was—Kyouichirou Shimizu.


      That small but crucial difference was what led to my duel with the Black Knight. If I could best him in combat even once, then he would join me. In other words, it was hopeless.


       


      “If you want to prove to me that you’re trustworthy, you’ll need to show me what you’re really made of.”


       


      The real Black Knight was strong. Way stronger than I could have ever imagined.

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Sakuramine Lakeside


      And that was how I wound up agreeing to a fight with the Black Knight. But that doesn’t really explain how I ended up in a paradise of boobie-jiggling girls in swimsuits. But don’t worry, I’m getting to that.


      Coming here was the Black Knight’s suggestion. He specified that we would hold our battles at Auberge Kirschblüte, run by Martha and her husband.


      “I’ve known the owners of this place for a long time. For reasons I’ve no interest in explaining, I have a personal laboratory in their basement.”


      Inside that laboratory, the Black Knight had set up simulation battle cocoons.


      “They’re my personal cocoons, so we won’t be pressed for time. Moreover, Kirschblüte can provide lodgings for the participants.”


      It was an attractive proposal. After all, I only had to beat the Black Knight once during our stay to win, and that meant that the more times I could challenge him, the better. If I could stay on-site, I wouldn’t have to waste time worrying about the petty drudgeries of daily life. And that wasn’t all…


      “I’ll cover all of the expenses and tell Martha and her husband to treat you well during your stay.”


      That was the clincher. Even I thought it sounded pretty great, but the wicked goddess practically leaped out of her chair.


      “Master. You must accept this offer.”


      It seemed Albi really liked Martha’s cooking, and the gluttonous goddess wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to eat it three times a day. In the end, we played right into the Black Knight’s hands.


      With that, it was decided that from the end of July through the beginning of August, we would spend a week at Auberge Kirschblüte so I could fight the Black Knight.


      “Kyou! You’ve been invited to stay at that famous restaurant? I’m so jealous!”


      My sister was the first to show her envy.


      “It’s summer vacation. Why doesn’t this family do anything fun for the occasion?”


      The pigtailed pip-squeak was the next to speak up.


      “Hey, yeah! How about we all go? If we pool our money, I bet we could afford it!”


      It was only natural that the radiant star would hammer the final nail into the coffin. Before I knew it, my harrowing week of battles against the Black Knight had turned into a summer getaway for the Shimizu family (plus one).


      How did it come to this? I asked myself, staring up at the clear blue sky above. But no answer came.


      The pigtailed girl used a large squirt gun to spray Fumika, who, not to be outdone, pulled a small water pistol from her cleavage and fired back.


      They seemed to be having a great time. Considering the horrible ends they’d met in Dungeon Magia, seeing them enjoying themselves was enough to bring a tear to my eye.


      Albi, meanwhile, continued silently devouring everything the elderly couple put in front of her.


      Well, whatever. As long as everyone’s having fun.


      It didn’t matter what had brought us here as long as my family was living it up. I’d just leaned back pensively in my reclining chair, when…


      “Sorry I took so long!”


      For a moment, it felt like my brain had turned to goo. My face reddened and my heart started beating uncontrollably.


      It wasn’t that she was showing a lot of skin; if anything, the shirt draped over her shoulders covered more than usual. Her chest wasn’t as devastating as a certain someone’s I cups, nor did her outfit stand out as much as that white school swimsuit.


      Haruka Aono was wearing a blue cross-back two-piece and a see-through white shirt. Her top was tied around her back with strings and her shirt had multiple buttons undone so it squeezed her midsection, drawing the eye toward her chest.


      What…is this?


      She had come out last, but she ignored the grill and everyone else and ran straight to me.


      “So? What do you think?”


      The radiant star shot me a mischievous grin. I could tell she was a tad embarrassed, though, because her cheeks were tinged red.


      …Oh man. I wish time would stop. I would do anything to live in this moment forever.


      In spite of the thoughts rushing through my head, I tried my best to give her a cool response.


      “It really…really suits you.”


      “Hee-hee… Thanks.”


      “I thought I was talking to an angel.”


      “Th-thanks…”


      “Is…is my face red?”
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    “Beet red.”


    “Then there’s your answer! Now, please! I can’t take any more!”


    I can’t. I just can’t. I’ve never had to compliment a girl on her bathing suit before. This is brutal. I mean, what the hell am I supposed to say?! If I compliment her on her figure, that’s basically sexual harassment. But if I try to act aloof and blow her off by saying whatever or you look okay, I guess, then I’ll sound like a pathetic loser who doesn’t know how to talk… But Is my face red?! What the hell was that?! What a stupid thing to say! She probably thinks I’m a total lamewad. She might even think I have a thing for her! And I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s always so cheerful, and she’s super cute, and, sure, whenever I’m with her, I feel like I can take on the world, but that’s not the same as wanting to date her, right?! She’s just my pal! We’re buddies! They say men and women can’t be friends, but us? Great friends! Best friends! What’s gender even got to do with it?! Our friendship transcends gender! Gender’s just, like, a label, man, and— Oh God, am I overthinking this? I’m overthinking this, aren’t I? Why am I so inept?! What a mess!


    “Heh-heh…”


    “…What?”


    Haruka seemed to find my inner turmoil funny. She was enjoying this. “Well, y’know…”


    “Yeah?”


    “I didn’t think your reaction would be so cute. I guess it was worth throwing this outfit together.”


    I couldn’t believe it—she was laughing at me.


    
      [image: ]
    

    “So when are you going to have your meeting with that Black Knight guy?” Haruka asked as she chewed on one of Martha’s beef skewers.


    “Sounds like he’s getting things ready for us. So probably as soon as he’s done.”


    “I can’t believe he rented out this whole place just to hold meetings with you all week. He’s like a real businessman!”


    “Well, I guess he wanted to make sure we were both comfortable while we talked things over. It’s going to be a pretty rough week, but I’ll do my best.”


    The story that we were holding “meetings” was just a convenient cover-up. Instead of words, we would be exchanging blows in an endless virtual war using the Black Knight’s personal cocoons.


    Essentially, all we were doing was conducing mock battles. You might think, what’s the harm in coming clean and telling everyone the real reason I was there? But I thought it best to hide the truth.


    These were no regular mock battles. If the others knew, it would only make them worry. They had come to the auberge to enjoy their summer. And it was the perfect location for a perfect vacation. I didn’t want to spoil that for them—I wanted them to leave the auberge with nothing but good memories. And so, I decided to lie.


    “I’m probably going to be pretty busy with these meetings all week, so have fun without me, all right?”


    “Are you sure you don’t need our help? Just let us know if there’s anything we can do.”


    I thanked her deep in my heart. “No, just enjoy yourselves. That’s all I ask.”


    
      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only)


      I got a message from the Black Knight about thirty minutes later.


      Auberge Kirschblüte was a Western-style building with three floors, located in the mountains.


      The first floor contained the dining area. This was the face of Kirschblüte, its beating heart. When guests arrived, they’d come in through the auberge’s entrance, which was adorned with a variety of Western folk art. Heading left led them to the restaurant and its breathtaking mountain view. The space was perfectly set up for relaxing over a meal while taking in the surrounding nature.


      An art exhibition took up the entire second floor, though it was more like a small museum. The attention to detail was astounding. It was dedicated to the works of a certain fantasy artist from 150 years prior.


      The floor was divided into six separate areas, each with a unique theme and decorated to match. For example, one of the rooms was painted entirely in blue. It was on the level of a professional museum.


      The third floor was for the accommodations. The rooms were modern, bright, and spacious, and the Shimizu family (plus one) now occupied all of them.


      Between the auberge’s three floors, it housed an elegant restaurant, an art exhibit showing off the owners’ refined tastes, and a set of spacious guest rooms with every amenity a guest could desire. But in truth, the building had another hidden level known only to a select few, and it was the property of the very man who had invited us here.


      “……”


      The elevator doors closed in front of me. To reach the secret basement, I needed to press the buttons for the second and third floor thirteen times each, all while exuding exactly the right amount of spiritual power. After descending for about forty seconds, the doors finally opened.


      Holy…crap.


      The underground space was illuminated by bright white bulbs and contained numerous electronic devices rigged up with black tubing. The room was over three hundred feet deep and about one hundred feet across, and the ceilings were easily thirty feet from the ground. For a personal laboratory, the place was massive. You could’ve fit a manufacturing plant’s assembly line in there.


      Firearms were stacked against the wall, and I spotted some weird life-form floating in a vial of moss-green liquid. Beyond the jungle of machinery and cables, I could see a densely packed bookshelf. And even further back, I could make out what looked like living quarters.


      The left side of the room had me completely baffled. I could see a bunch of contraptions seemingly making something, but with so many different machines all lined up doing God-knows-what, all I could say as an amateur was that it really did look like a production line. The sound of running motors rattled my eardrums. A massive fan spun endlessly on the ceiling. Strangely, when I breathed in, a fragrant scent like incense tickled my nostrils.


      Everything was completely novel to me. Each step I took seemed to reveal something new.


      This was the Black Knight’s hidden workshop. Not even my knowledge of the game could help me here.


      “Welcome, Kyouichirou Shimizu,” said the Black Knight. “I take it this is your first time seeing this place?”


      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “You didn’t use this place in the future.”


      “Hmm.”


      Rudolph and Martha didn’t appear in Dungeon Magia, and neither did Auberge Kirschblüte. I was starting to realize that while the Black Knight might be a hardened mercenary, he was by no means a cold-blooded man.


      “Those two must be really important to you, huh?”


      “Think what you like. I’ve no reason to answer such a question.”


      “In that case, I’ll ask again after I win. No need to tell me more than you’re comfortable with, of course.”


      The knight’s visor glowed indigo, but he didn’t answer me. After a brief interval of silence, he finally spoke, though it was about another topic.


      “Let’s go over the rules.”


      A much more relevant topic.


      “You’ll have one week starting today. We’ll hold our simulation battles inside these cocoons. A series of battles will decide the victor. Following so far?”


      “Yeah.” I nodded and shot a glance at the gray cocoon-shaped pods.


      “If I win every match, you lose. But if you can defeat me even once, you will be the victor.”


      I had an entire week to fight the Black Knight, and I only needed to win a single time. So even if we fought ten thousand times and he beat me 9,999 times in a row, as long as I beat him on the ten-thousandth go, he’d still lose overall.


      On paper, the odds seemed stacked in my favor. Hell, all I had to do was get lucky a single time and that would be sufficient.


      “Just once is enough?” I asked. “You sure?”


      “Yes. That’s enough.”


      From another perspective, his offer spoke volumes about our difference in strength.


      He was way more powerful than I was. Overwhelmingly so. His spirit’s rank aside, his stats were way higher than mine across the board. My only hope was to use my unlimited attempts to try and figure out some way to take him down.


      With as many tries as I want, the most obvious strategy would be to simply keep challenging him over and over.


      Unlimited continues was the most obvious advantage I had. And by adjusting the settings on the cocoon, we could alter the flow of time inside virtual space, allowing us to conduct tens of thousands of matches in a single day. If I was able to fight him that many times, surely even a regular loser like me could eventually find a weakness or some quirk in his form I could exploit.


      But…


      “The pain-blocking system will be switched off during our battles.”


      …the real question was: Could I hold up?


      “Think well about the implications of that fact before you challenge me, boy.”


      “Yeah, yeah. I know what I’m agreeing to.” As I nodded, I felt the weight of my head and the small movements of my neck.


      The pain-blocking system was a legally mandated function of all modern simulators.


      Cocoons were capable of projecting a person’s consciousness into a virtual avatar and perfectly recreating reality for the purpose of simulation battles. And when I say perfectly, I mean it. Not only was the sensory information as real as real could get, but the system could even recreate your Astral Skills and Regalia.


      However, there was one specific thing that flawless recreation of reality did not emulate—pain. Or, more broadly speaking, pain that exceeded a certain threshold.


      For, no matter how perfectly the virtual world recreated reality, if it emulated pain one-to-one, then there would be no point in using it. After all, what would be the difference between fighting in the virtual world and fighting in real life?


      Instead, cocoon simulations were designed to allow users to gain experience without putting any strain on their physical bodies. Of course, going into the philosophy wasn’t really necessary. This was all just common sense—if the virtual space perfectly emulated the feeling of being cut with a knife, it would practically be a torture device. You couldn’t just sell that kind of thing to the public.


      And that was why modern cocoons were equipped with a pain-blocking system designed to be impossible to disable.


      But they hadn’t always been that way. They used to sell cocoons with a pain-blocking system you could turn on and off. And it seemed many adventurers still preferred them.


      I looked back at the cocoons in front of me. They glistened with a metallic gray sheen. The pods were about double the size of the models sold on the market, and they included the now-banned on-off switch for the pain-blocking system.


      “This might seem like a dumb question, but…this isn’t going to kill me, is it?”


      “Don’t worry about that. Dying inside the virtual world has no negative impact on your real body.”


      “Right, but what if my mind mistakes the virtual pain for real pain and I go into shock and die from that? That’s possible, right? Isn’t that why cocoons have the pain turned off in the first place…?”


      The Black Knight shook his helmet, indicating I was mistaken. “The virtual experience created by cocoons binds your very soul to a digital avatar. In other words, it does not pass through the body’s control system—the brain—and therefore cannot cause physical problems such as reduced blood volume or malfunctions in the circulatory system.”


      “So you’re saying it’s okay because it’s my soul getting stimulated, not my brain?”


      “You can think of the process as using two separate channels. The cocoon sends no feedback whatsoever along the channel connected to your physical body. Those are the conditions of the pact. A cocoon is not capable of murder. As long as nothing as powerful as your Ultima spirit gets involved anyway.”


      “Huh. Well, if you say so.”


      I didn’t really understand how the cocoon could send no feedback to my body, but if it was the condition of a pact, then there could be no room for doubt. According to the Black Knight, a high-level spirit had been involved in designing this simulation technology. Thinking back, I remembered reading something to that effect in the official Dungeon Magia guides as well.


      But even more than that, there was no way the Black Knight would let me die. I was the only person who could tell him what he needed to know to be reunited with the love of his life.


      “All right. So even if it hurts so bad I think I’m gonna die, I won’t. Right? In that case, fine by me. Let’s get on with it.”


      “Good.”


      The Black Knight reached over and put a hand on the cocoon. The edge of the pod glowed green for a moment before opening.


      Damn, this thing’s ancient.


      One look told me that it was an older model than the ones I’d used in Eternal Darkness and World Tree. The number of scanners, the size of the astral compactor cable, even the heavier headset—this thing was from the Stone Age.


      “You’re welcome to use the surrender function at any time,” the Black Knight said dispassionately as he opened the cocoon. “The right to challenge me—or not challenge me—is entirely yours.”


      Despite his inflammatory words, there wasn’t a hint of ridicule or contempt in his voice. It seemed like sincere advice. Much obliged, I thought, but I don’t need your kindness. Something about the gesture rubbed me the wrong way.


      “Does that mean I get to choose how many fights we have over the course of a day?”


      “Yes. You’re also welcome to choose which stage we do battle on. If that’s too much of a bother, you can let the cocoon select a stage at random.”


      I laughed. I mean, what else could I do?


      I guess chivalry ain’t dead after all. This knight’s the real deal if he’s giving me the right to choose both the time and place.


      “Damn, how very kind of you.”


      “I assure you, this hardly counts as a handicap.”


      That was pretty brutal, but it was also probably true, so there wasn’t much I could say. Besides, the offer worked to my advantage. Rather than biting back and risking him changing his mind, I decided to just let it slide.


      “All right. Let’s do this.”


      I went over the conditions once more in my head.


      I’ve got one week. We’re fighting in an older model of cocoon, so if I get hurt, I am gonna feel it. All I gotta do to win is beat the Black Knight once. If he loses a single time, it’s over. Simple as that. Okay. I’m ready.


       


      “I’m gonna take you out, Black Knight.”


      “Hmph. I hope for your sake that you do.”


       


      The knight clad in black armor gave a dispassionate answer, as though he had no interest in the outcome at all.
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    Commencing Simulation Battle Program.


    Astral Compactor Connected.


    Initiating Astral Scanning System.


    Registering Soul Data.


    Registering Regalia Data.


    Registering Equipment Data.


    Set Your Current Equipment as Default?


    Current Equipment Has Been Set as Default. Registered Equipment Will Be Used for Every Simulation.


    Setting Time in Virtual Space to 300x Speed.


    Status Check…Complete.


    Vitals…All Green.


    Pain-Blocking System Deactivated.


    Your Opponent Has Waived Their Right to Select the Stage. Please Select a Stage for Your First Battle.


    You Have Selected the Plain Stage.


    Avatar Setup Complete.


    Spawn Location Set to Classic.


    Synchro Rate, 100%. Connection Status Nominal.


    Commencing Virtual Dive.


    Diving in 3, 2, 1…


    Commence Program.


     


    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Plain Stage


      The black space spread out just over a mile in all four directions, with lights set at regular intervals. Two figures stood at the center, lit up by the lights’ electronic glow.


      “……”


      About three hundred feet from the center line was the silhouette of a knight with his arms crossed. He was easily over six and a half feet tall. This was the Black Knight. The very same man who had faced off against the protagonists and overwhelmed them countless times. The final boss’s top henchman.


      Short-range, medium-range, long-range—it didn’t matter; this guy could do it all. A man famous for his seven Regalia and known for mercilessly devastating his opponents. If I wanted to beat him, there were two major factors I would need to keep in mind.


      The first was the need to avoid long-range combat at all costs. This was practically a given. If I—someone with zero long-range attacks—were to clash against the Black Knight—someone who could attack at all ranges—from a distance, the battle would be over before it even started.


      I decided to pick a stage without any objects to hide behind, complicated paths, or randomized starting locations, as those were liable to turn the battle into a long-range bloodbath. Once the buzzer sounded, we were gonna clash head-on.


      The Plain Stage was the best choice for people who wanted to cut right to the chase and keep things up close and personal. It lacked any distinctive features and had zero structures to hide behind. It was just a boring, flat stage composed of spiritual matter. But that made it the perfect place for a straightforward showdown, which was exactly what I needed to get in some good hits.


      As for the second factor…


      “Laevateinn.” The Black Knight’s voice, slightly robotic, cut through the digital space. “Capable of severing anything, regardless of the target’s strength or hardness. I would wager it could pierce through astral defenses as well. Quite the unique piece of equipment.”


      The Black Knight’s visor glowed orange as he went into a detailed explanation of my weapon. It was enough to send shivers down my spine.


      “Not a Regalia, as such,” he continued. “But not the sort of thing one would find for sale, either. I imagine you obtained that in the same area where you found your Ultima spirit. Its absurd ability puts it in the same class as some higher level Regalia. Were you to graze me with its blade, I would be lucky to make it out alive.”


      “Well, well. Cat’s outta the bag.” I chuckled as I pulled out the dagger in question and gripped it in my left hand.


      The Black Knight was right on the money—if I wanted to win, Laevateinn would play a key role. Its unique ability, Karmic Sever, would allow me to slice apart anything its blade made contact with, so long as it was attached to a sentient life-form.


      Its two major weaknesses were that it had to touch the thing it was severing, which made it useful exclusively at close range, and the fact that Karmic Sever didn’t work on inorganic targets. But there was no weapon more suited to a one-on-one than the white blade I clutched in my hand.


      Laevateinn was practically the whole reason I had accepted the Black Knight’s challenge in the first place. With Karmic Sever, I only had to land a single good blow and…


      …I can beat the Black Knight.


      Not that I expected to pull it off on my first try. I was pretty sure it would take me tens if not hundreds if not thousands upon thousands of tries. But I only had to succeed once.


      Anyway…


      I pulled Eckesachs’s trigger, and it took on its familiar sword form.


      In my right hand was a black sword of unimaginable weight. In my left, a white dagger capable of severing cause from effect. I gripped the two weapons that had carried me through the Keraunos fight back in June and prepared myself for the first round of my match against the Black Knight.


      “I’m not gonna stand around waiting for you to throw the first punch,” I said.


      The Black Knight kept perfectly still, making no attempt to use any of his seven Regalia. He merely waited.


      I couldn’t tell if he was trying to get a rise out of me or if he had something up his sleeve. But if he didn’t want to use his Regalia right off the bat, that was fine by me.


      I don’t give a crap whether he’s letting his guard down or just toying with me. I’ll take any opening he’ll give.


      I steadied my breath and waited for the match to begin. A couple seconds later, an announcement marked the start of battle.


      “I’m comin’ for ya!”


      I started running, buffing myself as I went. First, I increased my base speed with Stride. And with that out of the way—


      Maximum Hasten Time—sixty times speed.


      —I used up a ton of my AP to make myself crazy-fast, then sped across the stage. This Astral Skill provided by the goddess of time increased my perception and action speed sixtyfold.


      “……”


      But the Black Knight didn’t budge an inch. We were only about 150 feet apart. With the insane speed boost I had just given myself, I could have taken him out in less than a second. But…


      This is the Black Knight we’re talking about. This guy’s stats are basically maxed out across the board.


      I wasn’t going to let my guard down. Not a chance. I was the one making the first move, but I was at a disadvantage. If I acted rashly, I’d be dead meat. My only hope was to give myself a massive time and speed advantage to completely block his ability to counter. As for how I did that—


      Go, go, go, go, go, goooo!


      I started running circles around the Black Knight, keeping him in the center. That would prevent him from getting a lock on me as I carefully closed the distance.


      Good. Gooood. Keep standing perfectly still.


      One hundred feet, sixty feet, thirty feet… Soon I was close enough to land an attack.


      Gotcha!


      I moved my lips. They began to form the name of my one and only Regalia: Desmoterion, the Reaper’s imperceivable chains. Even the leader of one of the Five Major Clans, James Szilard, couldn’t get out of this one the first time. It was just the thing for a quick kill. And now was the perfect time to unleash it.


       


      “Get him, Desmo—”


      “Fifth Regalia, activate.”


       


      A hole opened up in space—a dark red hole. The Black Knight’s shadow seemed to dissipate.


      Wh-what is… Oh no. Oh…


      “…Shit.”


      My body…


      “Shit… SHIIIIT!”


      The upper and lower halves of my body…


      “GYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!”


      …they had been shot, pierced, and blasted apart. It took me a moment just to comprehend what had happened.


      “Scorching blaze, immolator of all—Vesper Tilio.”


      But it should have been obvious. It was the Black Knight. Or rather, one of his Regalia.


      Vesper Tilio was a flame Regalia dropped by a notorious scorpion boss called Blaze Scorpio. It was a heavy machine gun that glowed with dark-red astral light. According to the official Dungeon Magia guides, getting hit by just one of its thermolurgical bullets was enough to kill someone.


      I couldn’t even tell how many had hit me. I looked down at what used to be my legs. They were scattered across the ground ahead of me in an unrecognizable mess.


      Blood gurgled in my throat. The burning smell of my charred entrails filled the air. My vision began to blur, and I could barely breathe. My damaged tear ducts gushed an endless stream of tears.


      But I didn’t care about my eyes or my body. There was only one thing occupying my attention, rendering me unable to focus on anything else. It was impossible to ignore.


      “The pain… It hurts. It hurts so much. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaow, ow, ow, ow, ow, ow, ow, oh God! Shit! Gaaaaaaaaaaaah! Bleeeeeeeeeeeeech.”


      It hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts!


      Hot, cold, dull, sharp—every single sensation felt the same. All of it hurt.


      I had taken this too lightly. I thought everything would be okay as long as I didn’t die, that I was ready, that I could take it. But I was so, so wrong.


      “I’m gonna die. I don’t want to die. Don’t wanna die, don’t wanna die, don’t wanna…”


      I was so ignorant. I had never experienced the pain of being shot, or the agony of having my guts spill out of my body. I was an idiot. A colossal idiot.


      I no longer had to wonder why the pain-blocking system was legally mandated. And I now understood why the Black Knight wanted to fight with the pain on.


      Goddamn it… I should have realized sooner.


      Understanding and regret washed over me in equal intensity. I saw what kind of game I was playing now. Unlimited attempts meant a hellish nightmare of endless suffering. I thought retrying wouldn’t cost me anything. But now I knew—I would be paying with my sanity.


      This is hell, I thought. I’m actually in hell. It was an endless nightmare where time stretched on forever. Dying would bring no relief. I would only be reborn to suffer more.


      “Don’t worry,” said the knight. “I’ve no intention of dragging out your suffering.”


      As my consciousness began to fade, I could just barely make out the Black Knight pointing the muzzle of his heavy machine gun at me.


      “This should put you at ease.”


      As he said those words, I heard a loud bang and—

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Plain Stage (2nd Try)


      The black space spread out just over a mile in all four directions, with lights set at regular intervals. Two figures stood at the center, lit up by the lights’ electronic glow.


      “……”


      About three hundred feet from the center line was the silhouette of a knight with his arms crossed. He was easily over six and a half feet tall.


      Everything was back to normal. I had a body. I wasn’t even tired. But more importantly…


      It…doesn’t hurt?


      The pain that had seemed so all-consuming moments prior was completely gone. It was like none of it had ever happened. I looked down at my legs. They were whole. I could breathe without hacking up blood.


      “Oh…”


      The reality of the situation brought tears to my eyes. I was alive. I was actually alive. It didn’t hurt. There was no pain. None. Zero. I was healthy as could be.


      Oh, thank God.


      I probably shouldn’t have been so surprised. It was all virtual—like an ephemeral dream. I was in a simulation. This was a mock battle. Basically, this whole thing was just a fancy game. So when it reset, everything started over. Even if my opponent turned me into Swiss cheese, or split me in two, I’d be totally fine the instant the game was over.


      “It hurts. It hurts. It hurts so much. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaow, ow, ow, ow, ow, ow, ow, God! Shit! Gaaaaaaaaaaaah! Bl-bleeeeeeeeeeeeech.”


      That was how I had felt moments prior, but no more. I was fine. I was totally fine.


      “Wow. I really am okay.”


      “Remember, boy,” came a voice from three hundred feet away. It was amplified by spiritual power so it could reach my ears and spirit senses. “You’re welcome to use the surrender function at any time.”


      “Cut the crap,” I spat back, tightening my grip on Laevateinn and Eckesachs. “Okay, sure, I guess I didn’t expect it to hurt that much. I’m a big enough man to own up to that. I’m inexperienced. I didn’t know a damn thing. Yet I still pretended like I knew what to expect. And that was stupid of me. But still…”


      I cursed my naivety. These simulation battles were nothing like the ones I was used to. The pain was real. The suffering was vivid. The fear I had felt collected in my heart like sediment at the bottom of a pool. Yet, despite all that…


      “It’s time for round two.”


      …I crossed my monochrome blades to show the knight I was ready to go again.


      “Very well.”


      I was sure he saw through my tough guy act as he summoned his fiery heavy machine gun.


      “Good luck,” he said.


      And with that, our second battle began.


      “Vesper Tilio.”


      Maximum Hasten Time—sixty times speed.


      There was a rumble, a flash of light, and a fiery eruption. The machine gun shot in a straight line toward me, and I dodged it nimbly with my increased speed. I changed my angle with every step and increased the length of my stride as much as I could.


      “Crap…”


      As I tried to inch across the field, dodging in circular patterns as I went, I soon realized that evading his hail of bullets was taking up all my attention. The gun fired too quickly; his aim was too accurate. The Regalia itself was bad enough, but the Black Knight was also unreasonably good at handling it.


      Should I block with my sword? No, that’s a bad idea. I bet he’s buffed Vesper Tilio’s bullets.


      Antares was a buff that affected his bullets, lowering their target’s fire resistance and preventing them from healing themselves. Antares was said to be powerful enough to pierce even the scales of the Dragon King. Stopping something like that with Eckesachs, a weapon that prioritized mass above all else, would be practically impossible. But I couldn’t keep dodging forever, either. I needed to look for an opening and get in there for an attack.


      But he’s two hundred feet away. I don’t have anything with a reach like that.


      I imagined how easily Haruka would dodge his attacks. And Jupiter would blast him with bolts of black lightning, her face as impassive as ever.


      But his Regalia was my Achilles’ heel. If I couldn’t approach, then I couldn’t attack. To make matters worse, my heart was gripped with fear from being made into Swiss cheese a moment earlier.


      I’ve gotta attack him…but how?


      I’ve gotta attack him…but I don’t want to get filled with holes again.


      I’ve gotta attack him…but it’s gonna hurt so much. I don’t want that to happen again!


      “GODDAMN IT!”


      In the end, I decided to rush him with abandon. I’m scared. But if I didn’t do something, I would never get over the fear. I’m scared. But I needed to close the gap if I wanted to win. I’m scared. But still… I’m scared. But I… I’m scared. I had to… I’m scared. I had to do something…!


      “Third Regalia, activate.”


      I barely had time to think oh crap before it was too late.


      A number of eerie green spheres flew diagonally toward me. At first, there were dozens, then hundreds. Soon there were hundreds of thousands of the tiny lights.


      “Oh…no.”


      Each one looked weak on its own. But there were so, so many. They were tiny autonomous fairies, and hordes of them were flying straight at me while I was already busy avoiding the machine gun fire.


      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


      My mind went blank. I was so distracted by my fear of experiencing all that pain again that I wound up running right into the path of the fairies.


      What happened next went so fast I could barely process it. My spiritual power was sapped from my body, and I was overwhelmed by a strange drowsiness. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. My limbs went numb. Soon I couldn’t even move.


      “Tuatha Dé Danann.”


      I was eaten alive by the swarm of fairies and died.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Plain Stage (3rd Try)


      Tuatha Dé Danann—the mirror world fairy kingdom. It was the Black Knight’s third Regalia. In basic terms, it spread nanomachines into the air. Its original purpose was healing—it could suture wounds, stop bleeding, cure ailments, and activate astral healing. In fact, in Dungeon Magia, the Regalia’s description said it “regenerated HP over time.”


      But the Black Knight had shown me that it could also be used as an attack.


      He had ordered the tiny creatures to slice instead of suture, to steal oxygen rather than supply it. He had taken the little medical marvels and turned them into a swathe of microscopic killing machines. The Regalia had been transformed into an all-purpose tool for offense and defense.


      It was one hell of a dangerous Regalia. Compared to the straight up killing power of Vesper Tilio, its versatility was on a whole other level. And the fact that the nanomachines attacked autonomously made them particularly fearsome.


      But worse than all of that, as far as I was concerned, was how ill-equipped I was to deal with it. Particularly when it was matched up against my Hasten Time.


      Hasten Time didn’t actually boost my Agility—rather, as the name suggested, it sped up the flow of time. Or, in RPG speak, it sped up my turn. Its main benefit was that it buffed me with a speed boost that did not rely on my base physical agility. And, if used at max power, it had the absurd effect of giving me a whole minute for every second of my opponent’s time.


      I had relied on this unique ability countless times before and it had always served me well. But Hasten Time also had one glaring flaw. Its greatest strength was also its greatest weakness. The fact that it accelerated my time meant that if I suffered a status ailment, its progression was also accelerated.


      That applied to bleeding out, poison, and even being burned or frozen, like when I fought Szilard.


      In other words, Hasten Time sped up the effects of Tuatha Dé Danann.


      Once they entered my body, the fairies counted as a part of me. My time was their time. One second became one minute. A minute became an hour. At their master’s word, the hundreds of thousands of tiny murderous fairies quickly sped me toward my death.


      Despite each individual nanomachine being weak, the instant they entered my body, I became the world’s fastest all-you-can-eat buffet.


      This was probably the best chance the Black Knight had ever had to get the most out of his third Regalia.


      “Third Regalia, activate. Tuatha Dé Danann.”


      …And so, the third fight went exactly the same way as the second had.


      There were less than three hundred feet between me and the Black Knight. A blast of suppressive fire came at me from my right, while the army of murderous fairies’ green glow came at me from the left.


      Maybe I could turn off Hasten Time as soon as I get in range. But if I do that, I’m gonna get ripped to pieces by his machine gun.


      Either way, the instant I touched those fairies, I was dead meat. I didn’t need a way to minimize their damage; I needed to come up with a strategy to completely avoid them. The army of fairies soon formed an encirclement around me as the machine gun fired round after round without pause.


      I had machine gun bullets knocking down the front gate and fairies crashing in through the back. There was no escape. I was a second away from dying twice over—a red death and a green death. Memories of pain clouded my mind.


      I don’t want to die. No more pain. Oh God, here they come. I’m going to die a horrible, painful, nightmarish death again.


      Gotta run, gotta run, gotta run… Crap.


      “Craaaaap… Fourth Field!”


      Only after I was forced to use Fourth Field did I realize what a terrible mistake I had made.


      Fourth Field was an absolute defensive skill that protected me from everything in the three-dimensional world by stopping my body’s time. But it also made me a sitting duck as long as it was active. After activating it, I usually left the rest of the fight to my party members. But I had accidentally used that skill in a one-on-one match.


      The fairies were closing in. The machine gun barrage continued with no sign of stopping.


      Move! Move, move, move, move!!!


      I was perfectly still. I couldn’t even lift a finger. All I could do was stand there and wait for my AP to slowly run out.


      I had lost. I had given in to my present fears and thrown away any chance I’d had of a future.


      Move! Please move! Hurry up and move so I can punch that asshole knight right in his stupid metal face!!!


      But I didn’t move. Fourth Field wouldn’t let me. Begging was all I could do as I watched the fairies cover my body.


      C’mon! MOVE!


      Before long, my time was up. I lost consciousness in an instant.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: City Stage (7th Try)


      Once I’d realized it was impossible to win in the wide, empty space of the Plain Stage, I decided to take our fight to the city. I was hoping to use some of the buildings as cover.


      The gray overcast sky looked down on the architecture below. All around me were paved roads, parked cars, railroad tracks, elevated pedestrian bridges, and trees rising up from the pavement. I could even see a radio tower off in the distance.


      With all these obstructions, getting in for a quick attack was going to be much trickier. On the flipside, it would allow me to use ambushes and seek-and-destroy tactics.


      This stage made it possible to duck into a building, seek out my enemy, sneak up behind them, and then stab them in the back. To increase the likelihood of success, I switched our starting locations to random.


      This should at least stop the Black Knight from mowing me down immediately.


      This set up could put me at a disadvantage, too, of course. But I believed I would fare better than in the previous six rounds, where I hadn’t stood even the slightest chance.


      Things were already improving—we were a whole two minutes into the round, and I hadn’t so much as spilled a drop of blood. There was no sign of a bullet barrage or any fairies, either.


      But how am I gonna pull this off? I need to get behind him, but how?


      I suspected the Black Knight could detect me at a much wider range. Actually, there were no two ways about it. He was the textbook definition of a jack-of-all-trades (and he was a master of all of them, too). His abilities were the best of the best. He had survived countless harrowing battles. And the worst part of all was…


      …This guy doesn’t underestimate me.


      I thought back to our first round. The Black Knight had stood perfectly still, arms crossed, even as I got in range to attack him. At first, I’d thought he was just showing off. But I was wrong. He was taking me completely seriously.


      My speed, my combat quirks, and even the effective range of Desmoterion—he had spent the opening moments of our fight analyzing all of them and using those insights to devise a strategy to effectively take me out.


      This guy ain’t your run-of-the-mill muscle for hire.


      He approached battles scientifically. He collected data on my weapons, my Astral Skills, my tactics, and any possible methods I might use to win. He had already collected all the data he needed to write an entire strategy guide on how to beat Kyouichirou Shimizu.


      That’s why he stood there waiting for me to use Desmoterion—so he could collect data on my imperceptible move.


      The look in my eyes. The pace of my breathing. Maybe even stuff people couldn’t usually see, like my pulse, or my aura when I was going in for the kill. He might not be able to perceive Desmoterion, but the Black Knight already knew exactly how my body would react moments before I used it.


      His ability to strategize is on a totally different level. Now that he’s collected all this data about me, he had the info to counter anything I could throw at him…


      My heart was racing. The more I thought about it, the less I believed I could beat him.


      Gotta shut my mind up and focus on getting close to him.


      I had spawned inside an office building. I looked out the window at the area around me. There were colorful cars, paved streets, skyscrapers, and stairs leading down into underground walkways. It looked like any other bustling city. There were no people around, but the place had electricity. I could tell because the traffic lights kept switching from green to yellow to red and back to green.


      First things first. I gotta get outside and head underground to start scoping things out.


      If I stood around waiting for an opportunity to ambush my target, it would only put me at a disadvantage. The Black Knight’s aptitude for detection and long-range attacks far outclassed my own. Holing up inside a building wasn’t necessarily the worst idea. But if I was careless, I was liable to get attacked from the sky and—


      “Uh?”


      The wind suddenly kicked up. It was bitingly cold with hints of spiritual power. The windows in the office building shattered and the room instantly froze over.


      I put up Fourth Field as soon as I realized what was happening, but it was already too late. I couldn’t move. I had been frozen in place along with everything else. From outside the smashed windows, I saw something descending from the sky about 150 feet away.


      It’s…Coshta Bower!


      It was a massive four-wheeled coach pulled by six icy horses, all of them headless. Their bodies ended in a frozen nub at their neck. And instead of carbon dioxide, they exhaled blasts of ice.


      The frozen carriage flying through the sky was the Black Knight’s fourth Regalia, which he could use for movement, anti-air attacks, and even to rain death on his enemies from above.


      He was standing atop the carriage, and in his hands, I could make out the glow of the Antares-buffed heavy machine-gun Regalia.


      The raging hailstorm and fiery rain of bullets were aimed directly at me. And I couldn’t move a muscle.


      Even if—by some insane stroke of luck—I managed to switch from Fourth Field to Hasten Time quickly enough, I would still be completely screwed. The entire office building had been turned into a pillar of ice. If I hastened my time, I’d die of exposure in milliseconds.


      Oh God, not again. I’m so sick of dying.


      It was already over. I had lost again. At this point, all I wanted to do was get it over with and start the next round.


      C’mon, move, body! Please move!!!


      But I couldn’t even do that. If I wanted the next round to begin, I would need to wait for the current one to end. And for that to happen, I had to die. But that meant accepting the pain from the freezing blizzard and scorching heat.


      Please, please, please. No more pain. I’m so sick of it.


      I hoped and prayed and begged to be freed from this world of suffering.


      But it was inevitable. My prayers went unanswered. My AP slowly ran out, forcing me to drop Fourth Field.


      “Please, no—”


      I died. The pain was so intense that I couldn’t tell whether I was freezing or burning. And with that, the seventh round came to an end.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Wasteland Stage (36th Try)


      I died and died and died some more. Whether I was scorched, eaten by fairies, or frozen by headless horses, I cried out in agony every single time as the Black Knight killed me.


      “Do you surrender?” he asked.


      “No freaking way!”


      The instant I finished talking, my body was blown to bits, blood and guts flying in every direction. So far, I’d died most often to the heavy machine gun’s fire.


      The round ended with bits of my corpse strewn about the barren land.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Factory Ruins Stage (188th Try)


      “I’ll tell you the results of my analysis so far,” said the Black Knight. It felt like, little by little, he was becoming increasingly talkative. “Kyouichirou Shimizu, I have determined four of your strengths.”


      The air was stagnant in the dark, abandoned factory. We were surrounded by conveyor belts, machines busily measuring this and that, and dusty yellow factory vehicles.


      “First, your leadership skills. Second, your Fourth Field’s ability to cancel out powerful attacks. Third, Desmoterion’s and Laevateinn’s aptitude for launching surprise attacks. And finally, the incredible power of the move you used to defeat the Reaper in a single blow.”


      “Damn. Sounds like you think pretty highly of me.”


      “Indeed,” he answered casually.


      I had already lost my arms and legs. I couldn’t even crawl. And he’d chosen then, of all times, to commend me—while standing just out of range of Desmoterion.


      “You are an excellent adventurer, and you show much potential. I’ve no doubt that, even without my help, you’ll eventually be strong enough to clear Eternal Darkness.”


      “I’ve got no time for ‘eventually.’ If I don’t beat that dungeon ASAP, I’m screwed.”


      It would be one thing if I only wanted to break my sister’s curse. I still had a decent amount of time for that. But the final boss of Dungeon Magia was the key to preventing my own untimely death. And if I wanted to put a stop to the events leading up to the final boss’s appearance, there was a ton of stuff I needed to do in the meantime. Which meant that, at the very latest, I needed to finish up with Eternal Darkness by mid-August.


      “Very well,” he said plainly. “Then I suggest you surrender now and find someone else to accompany you.”


      He pulled the trigger.


      “You don’t have what it takes to beat me.”


      He was right. I couldn’t picture myself beating him, either.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Plain Stage (877th Try)


      “You would do well to remember this, boy. Your skills are at their best when fighting alongside your comrades.”


      After losing, and losing, and losing some more, I decided to go back to the drawing board and chose the Plain Stage again. But it was all for nothing—I lost dozens and dozens of times there, too.


      A storm of blazing bullets was coming in from my right while a horde of fairies marched in from my left. I had lost count of how many times I’d succumbed to this same pincer attack.


      “That is by no means a rebuke,” he continued. “But it does imply that you are not skilled at fighting alone.”


      My left arm, still clutching Laevateinn, was shot off first. Then my right, still holding on to Eckesachs. I had been disarmed—literally. I collapsed in a heap, unable to attack.


      The Black Knight was right.


      I couldn’t move while using Fourth Field, but it was perfect for protecting my allies. And End of Zero was strong enough to defeat an enemy in a single blow, but it needed to be charged up and left me unable to collect spiritual power. And as I’ve already said ad nauseum, I had absolutely no way to attack from a distance.


      I was like the complete opposite of the knight clad in black steel now pointing the muzzle of his gun at my head.


      How did it…?


      “You should never have challenged me in the first place.”


      How did it come to this…?

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Aircraft Carrier Stage (2,598th Try)


      I tried everything I could. We fought in every one of the hundred stages available to us. I squeezed every bit of knowledge I had into getting the most out of my skills.


      But it was futile. Nothing worked on him. In over 2,500 rounds, I didn’t land so much as a single blow.


      He hard-countered Hasten Time by using clever meta-strategies or by killing me faster than I could act. I couldn’t use Delay to slow him down if I couldn’t even land a hit. End of Zero would take way too long to charge, so it was totally useless. Fourth Field was good at turning me into a sitting duck, but not much else. I couldn’t make contact with Laevateinn, Eckesachs couldn’t reach him either, and he had figured out Desmoterion’s active range.


      It had all been useless. It was like everything I had learned since reincarnating into the world of Dungeon Magia had been for nothing. And it felt terrible.


      “I’m not…done yet.”


      And yet, despite all that…


      “I can still fight!”


      …I wasn’t going to quit. I breathed in the salty sea air, sped up my flow of time, and dashed across the deck of the carrier.


      I won’t give up. I can’t give up!


      I had to fight for what I held dear. I had a new home I couldn’t lose, and a future I needed to protect!


      And that was why…


      “…Oh? And what do you plan to do?”


      …this was truly hell.


      As I rushed the knight beneath the scorching sun above the aircraft carrier, the merciless sound of his gun pierced my ears.


      “Sever me with your Laevateinn? How, pray tell, do you plan to do that?”


      The Black Knight’s destructive force was relentless. It didn’t matter how many hundreds of times we fought—he was at peak performance the entire time.


      “Don’t tell me. I’m certain I can guess. You’ll approach me using Hasten Time and then detain me with Desmoterion?”


      Vesper Tilio continued to spew molten bullets while the Tuatha Dé Danann fairies encircled the area and Coshta Bower kicked up a blizzard.


      “A powerful strategy indeed. If I’m not mistaken, that’s what you used to defeat James Szilard, is it not?”


      I wouldn’t quit. I couldn’t. I had to keep going. Over and over and over again. And wasn’t endless torture the very definition of hell? I could die a million times over and I would merely be revived to begin the cycle of suffering anew.


      “However, if I know your strategy, countering it is quite simple.”


      Hell repeated itself once again.


      The Black Knight didn’t underestimate me. He didn’t look down on me or ridicule me. He even commended my abilities.


      “You’ll never reach me with that white dagger of yours.”


      And yet, he continued to defeat me without mercy.


      I couldn’t win. It felt like we weren’t even playing the same game.


      “GRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!”


      “Give up.”


      He parried my desperate rush like it was the easiest thing in the world. And in an instant, the round was over. My limbs were frozen solid. My torso had been lopped off. There, in the virtual space, the only thing marking off the extended minutes were my repeated, inevitable losses.


      “I… I have to…”


      I focused my ever-intensifying aspirations and unshakable desires into a wish from the bottom of my heart. A wish for a miracle to happen. But in the end…

    

    
      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only): Black Knight’s Laboratory


      …there would be no miracle for me that day.


      I lost over and over, like it was some law of nature. And once the clock struck midnight, our game ended.


      “I commend your determination. However…”


      In the end, we fought 7,744 times that first day.


       


      “…I’ve seen all I need to complete my assessment. Kyouichirou Shimizu—you are no match for me.”


       


      I had lost, 7,744 to zero.


      The complete shutout felt absolutely devastating.
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      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only): Restaurant Area


      Martha gave me a wake-up call at nine AM.


      I dragged my sluggish body out of bed, made myself look at least somewhat presentable, and left my room. Then, using the elevator, I headed down to the dining area on the first floor for a late breakfast.


      I chose a Caesar salad with croutons, a tofu steak with cream of mushroom, vichyssoise soup, and two fresh croissants.


      I wanted nothing to do with meat. I didn’t want any red in my food either. I had some yogurt for dessert, but I refused to add any berries. Basically, I wanted as few things to remind me of the color of blood as possible.


      “Whoa, are you okay?!” exclaimed the radiant star. “Look at those bags under your eyes!”


      “Oh, yeah. Fine, just fine. Just a whooole lot of…no problems.” I gave her a weak thumbs up hoping it would be enough to convince her.


      Albi and the others weren’t around. According to Haruka, they’d all gone river rafting.


      Sounds like everyone’s havin’ a grand old time.


      I couldn’t help but crack a smile. I had told them to forget about me and make the most of their summer vacation. This was a resort, after all. I didn’t want my gloomy exhausted face ruining their youthful fun in the sun. Dating sim swimsuit events were meant to be full of joy and relaxation.


      “You should get out there and enjoy yourself, too,” I said. “No use wasting your time worrying about me.”


      “Hey! It’s not a waste. Besides, I’m having so much fun right now!”


      Her eyes were sparkling like a little kid’s as she stacked a plate high with pancakes and filled a jumbo-sized bowl with shaved ice.


      According to Martha, Haruka had already partaken of the buffet breakfast with my sister and the others two hours prior. But you’d never guess that from the way she was acting.


      It should have come as no surprise, though. She was one of the top three eaters in Sakurabana. They didn’t call her the Blue Meteor for nothing.


      
        [image: ]
      

      “Hey, Kyou.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Could I, uh, ask you something? Sorry if it’s a bit of a weird question.”


      Shortly after I’d finished my yogurt and the server had cleared the table, Haruka spoke up. The cheerful girl sounded unusually timid. Something similar had happened back in June, when we’d shared an awkward conversation in front of Eternal Darkness.


      “You said you and the Black Knight are having meetings all week,” she said. “But…is that really what you’re doing?”


      “Why would I lie about something like that?” I replied. I sounded so nonchalant that it surprised even me. I was smiling, but my heart felt cold as ice.


      “You say that, but you look totally exhausted. Also, I don’t get why the meetings have to last for an entire week. The more I think of it, the fishier it seems.”


      “Well, it’s true that I’m exhausted. But I’m telling you, all we’re doing is talking. I mean, look at me. I’m not injured or anything, am I?”


      “…Why would you be injured? All I asked was if you two were really having meetings.”


      I’d just slipped up big time. If I was really holding meetings with the Black Knight, why would that have anything to do with whether or not I was injured? It might as well have been a confession—Now what would make me say something like that? Whatever it is, I’m sure doing it!


      I’ve really screwed myself now.


      If she knew the truth, Haruka would definitely offer to help me out. But if she did, her fun summer vacation would be out the window.


      This was a fight between me and the Black Knight. Mano a mano. I couldn’t rope my friend into something like that.


      “Hey, Kyou. These meetings of yours… Could I—?”


      “Wait! Isn’t that…?”


      Miracle or twist of fate, I couldn’t be sure. But at that very moment, when I was completely at a loss, I saw her.


      It was only for a split second, but when I looked out the window, I spotted a familiar figure upstream. My phone rang the very next second, as if to prove I hadn’t imagined it.


      “Sorry, Haruka. I’ll be back soon.” I dashed out of the dining area in order to catch up with her.


      “Wait up! I’ll come with you!” Haruka called out behind me.


      “Haruka… Right now, I…” It was all a front, obviously. I didn’t need to chase after the figure. I was just desperate for any excuse to get the hell out of there. “…I think it’d be best if you left me alone for a bit.”


      I didn’t want to involve her. I simply wanted her to enjoy her time here.


      “……”


      I didn’t mean to leave her looking so upset.


      “Sorry, Haruka. I’m really, really sorry.”


      After that, Haruka stopped trying to follow me.

    

    
      ◆  Dungeon City Sakurabana: Upstream of Sakura River


      The river flowing into Lake Sakuramine had been called Sakura River since ancient times. Unsurprisingly, it was surrounded by cherry blossom trees, also known as sakura. Not exactly the most creative name.


      I could see a group of people on a raft a ways off—Fumika and the others. The three Shimizu girls were working hard, paddling downstream along with their female instructor. It was a heartwarming sight.


      And standing nearby, watching over them, was the woman I had come here to see.


       


      “My sincerest apologies for calling you so suddenly, Master Kyouichirou.”


       


      She was dressed like a maid. More specifically, she was dressed like a maid in a swimsuit. She had on a black-and-white bikini covered with frills, complete with a frilly lace hairband, hydrangea hairpin, and mini-apron.


      The outfit struck the ideal balance between purity and exhibitionism. While she made it look effortless, it was quite a challenging look to pull off and complemented her ample proportions perfectly.


      “What are you doing here, Ms. Eliza?” I asked.


      She was Eliza Wispard, the sixth highest-ranking member of Rosso and Blu, one of Sakurabana’s Five Major Clans. She was also the parental guardian of my party’s littlest member.


      The one-eyed maid stood in the shade of a tree and surveilled the Shimizu girls as they enjoyed their time rafting. Frankly, the way she was looking at them concerned me, and I briefly debated calling the cops.


      “Please, Master Kyouichirou. You’re mistaken,” she calmly protested. “River rafting is a leisure activity, yes, but it comes with a certain amount of risk. What if that child were to fall into the water? As you know, she isn’t very athletic. I feel it is my duty as her parental guardian to keep watch over her.”


      “Fair enough. I can see why you’d be concerned,” I said. Then I lowered my gaze and pointed at the SLR camera she had hanging around her neck. “Aaand what exactly is that thing for?”


      “This is for my own enjoyment later…”


      “Ah-ha-ha-ha. ’Kay, be right back, I’m gonna make a phone call to the relevant authorities.”


      “…A jest. Naturally. This camera is for preserving tender memories of her youthful days of merriment.”


      “……”


      “Come onnn,” came a voice from the direction of the raft.


      We could hear other random phrases like “Oh, some water got in” and “Paddling is harder than it looks.” The raft’s occupants all seemed so innocent.


      “That poor child’s memories were sealed away by the black beast for so long,” said Eliza.


      Jupiter was working up a sweat, swinging her pigtails to and fro as she paddled with all her might.


      “That evil spirit’s influence prevented me from sharing so many of life’s joys with her.”


      After everything Jupiter had been through, the happy and peaceful life she now enjoyed as a member of our family probably seemed like something out of a dream to both her and her foster mother, Eliza.


      “And that is why I felt the need to immortalize these moments of joy.”


      “That’s not fair, Ms. Eliza.” What am I supposed to say to that? She sure knows how to make a guy feel like dirt. “Well, all I can say is, I’ll try my best to make it so that, one day, you won’t have to sneak around just to see her.”


      The swimsuit-clad maid smiled at me warmly. “You are so kind, Master Kyouichirou.”


      “That’s not true.”


      If I was really nice, I wouldn’t have upset Haruka like that. The more I thought about it, the worse I felt.


      “It seems like all I’ve done lately is screw up.” I couldn’t help but sigh. “First I can’t beat the guy I want to beat, then I upset the one person I want to see smile the most…”


      Fighting the Black Knight had taught me one thing—I was way weaker than I had ever imagined. I just happened to be lucky enough to be surrounded by strong friends. I wasn’t some combat expert. I didn’t have any exceptional skills. I was totally useless across the board. And I was getting sick of it.


      “The whole reason I wound up here was ’cause of my big dumb mouth.”


      “…That’s why I’ve come to speak with you today,” said Eliza.


      “Huh?” I was confused. What could she possibly have to say about any of that…?


      “Take a look at this seal.”


      She pulled a rectangular, indigo-blue piece of paper from her bosom. It was slightly larger than the banknotes used in this country and featured an illustration of a single black horse lying in a dark desert lit only by the moon. Its emaciated body gave the item a creepy vibe.


      “What is it?”


      “It’s an Irregularity’s Regalia. I obtained it from Waking Dream roughly three weeks ago. Its name is ‘Nightmare Traumania.’”


      I had heard of Nightmare Traumania before. In Dungeon Magia, it was one of the Regalia that could be obtained from defeating an enemy called Traumania—a boss found inside the Waking Dream dungeon at the end of a secret side quest. Its two abilities were Astral Stealth and Nightmare Projection. It also possessed a characteristic called Ability Transfer which was rare in the original Dungeon Magia.


      Wait… She said Waking Dream, right? And this happened three weeks ago? I definitely heard her talking about this before.


      “Didn’t you tell me you were going to Waking Dream to chase an Irregularity not long ago, Ms. Eliza?”


      “Yes. Allow me to express my humble thanks once more for your help.”


      As it turned out, I’d actually helped her acquire this Regalia.


      A while back, after settling things with Shion, Haruka and I had gone to see a movie. But on the way home, I’d received a sudden call from Eliza.


      “I am only able to stand here and watch that child enjoy herself because of the kind words you gave me that day. I, Eliza Wispard, shall dedicate my entire life to serving you, Master Kyouichirou.”


      “Uh, aren’t you Mr. Szilard’s maid, though?”


      Suddenly the silver-haired maid closed in on me.


      “A maid does not belong to any one person. A truly accomplished professional decides for herself who deserves to be her master.”


      Her expression was as collected as ever, but her words were so mind-boggling that I was having trouble keeping up. It didn’t help that she was pressing those against my left arm. They were soft and bouncy and almost on par with Fumika’s divine pair…


      “So…,” I said, as coolly as possible. “How does Waking Dream relate to what’s going on now, Ms. Boob—uuuhhh, I mean Ms. Eliza…?”


      “Would you like to touch them?”


      “I’m NOT touching them!”


      This maid is nuts! She’s too much woman for me, and in more ways than one! I wouldn’t last a day, much less a lifetime.


      “So…,” I said, once again trying as hard as I could to keep my cool. “How does Waking Dream relate to what’s going on now, Ms. Eliza…?”


      “Well…you see…”
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      It turned out that the Black Knight and I had been connected long before we met.


      A little while back, Rosso and Blu’s clan master had tasked Eliza with defeating an Irregularity called Traumania that haunted the Waking Dream dungeon. The creature had been causing trouble by luring adventurers into its domain, then turning their nightmares into reality so that it could feed on them.


      For various reasons, she wasn’t able to ask for help from anyone inside the organization, forcing her to seek the assistance of two adventurers outside her clan.


      The Black Knight was one of them. And I was the other.


      “The good sir knight was interested in your peculiar perceptive abilities, Master Kyouichirou.”


      I’d filled Eliza in on my theories regarding Waking Dream’s Irregularity. In other words, I’d used my knowledge of the game to give her detailed information about what to watch out for and how to defeat Traumania. It was the least I could do for the woman who’d raised Jupiter as her own.


      I had imparted these deductions of mine on one condition: that she keep my involvement a secret. In the end, she was able to use my intel to defeat the nightmare plaguing Waking Dream, and with that, to clear the black lightning girl’s good name. But as much as I’d like to sum the story up with “all’s well that ends well”—


      “What are you hiding, Eliza? The information you received couldn’t have been gathered in a single day. It was far too specific. And accurate.”


      —the tale wasn’t quite over yet.


      The Black Knight, Eliza’s other collaborator, was suspicious about the ease with which they’d defeated the Irregularity.


      “You’ve got a source for this intel. And whoever it is, they’re quite shrewd. They were able to figure this whole thing out when no one in your clan could.”


      So it was that the Black Knight decided to investigate Eliza’s informant.


      “The good sir knight is acting antagonistically toward you because of me, Master Kyouichirou.”


      Much as I appreciated her concern, I was certain Eliza was mistaken.


      It was true that the Black Knight had known about me before our meeting at Kirschblüte. That, as well as his suspicion toward me, was due to the events in Waking Dream three weeks prior. Furthermore, it was that suspicion which had resulted in the explosive conclusion to our negotiations and my current conundrum.


      When you lined up all those facts in order, it might seem like Eliza was indeed responsible, but nothing could be further from the truth. For starters, she hadn’t spoken a word about who I was to the Black Knight. And if I hadn’t meddled in the knight’s affairs, I could have likely avoided this situation entirely.


      So, if you’re wondering whether I regretted providing her with information about the Irregularity inside Waking Dream, the answer is a firm and resounding no. How could I possibly refuse to help a treasured friend just to avoid personal risk?


      Regardless of how things turned out, I didn’t regret giving Eliza that information. Not in the slightest. If I had the ability to turn back time, I would gladly do it again without hesitation.


      In the end, my battle against the Black Knight was inevitable.


      “By the look on your face, it would seem your spirit is not yet broken.” The Black Knight greeted me as I stepped into his underground laboratory.


      I nodded. “Let’s set the flow of time to double what it was yesterday.”


      “Not a terribly wise decision.”


      “Pfft,” I scoffed.


      Don’t be ridiculous. If I was smart, we wouldn’t even be here.


      “I gave up making wise decisions the minute I agreed to come and duke it out with you.”


      The Black Knight was silent. In lieu of a response, his visor glowed cherry blossom pink.


      Pink? That’s weird. What does pink mean, again?


      The color of the Black Knight’s visor expressed how he was feeling at any given moment. Black indicated contempt, while blue reflected the coldness of his heart—the deeper the blue, the colder the emotion. But pale pink?


      Did a color like that even show up in the game?


      I searched my memories for any scenes like that, but before I knew it, the visor had returned to its usual crimson hue.


      “The outcome will be exactly as it was yesterday,” he said.


      “Quit acting like you know everything, old man. Give us youngsters a chance to whoop your ass. You might just be surprised.”


      Reassuring myself that my fate wasn’t set in stone, I climbed into my cocoon.


      I knew I was just bluffing. Putting on a tough-guy act. Deep down, I was freaking terrified. The voice inside my head was screaming at me not to put it through any more pain.


      I ignored it and declared, “Today’s the day I kick your ass.”


      “Hmph. I hope for your sake that it is.”


      The Black Knight’s answer was devoid of passion, as though he had no interest in the outcome of our fight.
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    I lost, and lost, and lost some more.


    Then I died, and died, and died some more.


    There was no getting used to the pain. The misery I felt would never disappear.


    My pride, self-esteem, and what little sense of self-worth I had left were stripped away from me, little by little, with every loss.


    No matter what I did, I couldn’t win. No matter how hard I tried, I wound up getting hurt. Feelings of inferiority, uselessness, misery, shame, and humiliation all bubbled up from deep inside me like leaves floating to the surface of tea.


    Sure, life is about more than just winning and losing. There was no denying that. But after tens of thousands of defeats without so much as a single victory, a person’s heart was liable to shrivel up. To break in two.


    I was in hell. Honest-to-God hell.


    I lost, and lost, and lost some more.


    Then I died, and died, and died some more.


    I felt like scum. I’d succumbed to the sunk-cost fallacy and couldn’t even muster the courage to give up.


    Someone. Anyone. Please. Save me from this endless cycle of torture. I can’t take it anymore.
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    The second day ended in complete failure. We’d fought roughly fifteen thousand times—and I had lost every single duel. Added to my record from the first day, I had lost over twenty thousand battles to the Black Knight.


    In a way, I was almost impressed with myself. Most people would go their entire lives without experiencing twenty thousand losses to the same opponent. And we were only two days into the week. There were still five more left.


    Talk about hopeless. Talk about pathetic. Why was I like this?


    And worst of all…


    “G’morning, Haruka.”


    “Hey.”


    “So, about yesterday. I’m, y’know, really sorry.”


    “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. If anything, I’m sorry.”


    That was it. That was all Haruka and I said to each other that morning. It wasn’t like we’d had an argument, so there was no reason not to greet each other.


    But the exchange felt very awkward. Our conversation didn’t go anywhere, and we didn’t even sit together as we ate. It was pretty bleak.


    Goddamn it. How did it come to this?


    
      ◆  Virtual Space: School Stage (41,951st Try)


      This is all his fault.


      My one-in-a-million chance came near the end of our third day of fighting.


      We were using the School Stage, which consisted of five separate areas—two L-shaped school buildings, a gym, an eighty-foot swimming pool, and a massive courtyard. The most unique aspect of this stage was that you were always guaranteed to spawn inside one of the classrooms.


      This meant that, on rare occasions, opponents would spawn on top of each other.


      Each classroom was a perfectly ordinary twenty-three by-thirty-foot rectangle with concrete walls, windows, and thirty-two desks.


      And this time, we just happened to both spawn in the same one. The same room, in the same spot. It was the chance I’d been waiting for.


      “Get him, Desmoterion!”


      I could finally trap the Black Knight with my Regalia.


      The Reaper’s chains appeared and stretched out from every direction—head on, above, below, and from a diagonal angle. All at once, they shot toward the Black Knight.


      This is it. I’ve been waiting for this moment the whole time. The perfect starting position.


      I had carefully studied the characteristics of each stage and discovered the school’s unique starting position rule. Then I’d begun summoning Desmoterion the instant I spawned, just in case.


      Everything’s been leading up to this moment—to when we appear in the same exact classroom. You’re just spawning in, not a care in the world. But me? I’ve been busy setting my trap. We are not the same.


      How many rounds had passed as I waited for this one perfect chance?


      All the death, the fear, the agony, the shame, the helplessness, the despair, the denial, the defeat…all the pain I’d felt in this endless hell—I’d endured it, just for this one miraculous moment.


      Plus, I’ve gotten pretty damn good at busting out my Regalia crazy fast, you oversized tin can!


      The Black Knight made his move. He dodged right, then left, then took three paces back before jumping to the left again.


      Goddamn, look at those evasive maneuvers. He even weaseled his way outta my instakill opening… But I’m just getting started!


      I canceled Desmoterion. The black holes closed and the chains disappeared, leaving the Black Knight jumping through empty air.


      While you were busy hopping around like a rabbit, I applied Hasten Time.


      I was now moving sixty times faster than he was. The knight was stuck mid-jump about ten feet from the ceiling, totally defenseless. A guy as big as he was couldn’t possibly react in time from that high up.


      “Get him, Desmoterion!”


      The Reaper’s chains leaped out with full force once again. They reached from all directions toward my opponent.


      I’ve got this stage’s rules and terrain down pat. And all for this one moment—for this one perfect Desmoterion.


      I had created my own miracle. I’d crunched the odds down to the decimal point and read my opponent’s movements in order to strike him at his most vulnerable.


      I’m finally gonna do this. At long last I’ve—


      “Second Regalia, activate.”


      “…What?”


      In an instant, the classroom went dark. Above us, the heavens began to sparkle.


      It was like we were suddenly outside in the blackness of space under a field of twinkling stars. A sword materialized—a swirling galaxy confined within it capable of cutting through the very principles of the universe.


      Oh, COME ON!


      The Black Knight, wielder of seven Regalia, had summoned the strongest among them—his main weapon, the sword known as Over the Galaxy.


      Haven’t I been through enough?!


      It came down like a shooting star cutting a path through the Milky Way and sliced the Reaper’s chains in a flash of light too fast to be perceived.


      I’ve busted my ass for this! You’ve gotta be kidding!


      The knight’s skill with a sword was unparalleled. He had even singlehandedly defeated both Arthur and Kanata Aono—no small feat, even if they’d been relatively low-level at the time.


      Haven’t I felt enough pain? Haven’t I cried enough tears? And after I pulled off a miracle!


      By the time the knight’s feet touched the ground, Desmoterion’s four chains had been reduced to a pile of shattered links. I wouldn’t be able to use my Regalia again for another thirteen hours. And so…


      “What the fuck is your deal, man?!”


      …my last hope was to rush him head-on.


      I took out my white karma-severing dagger and thrust it at the knight and his galactic sword.


      “Damn it, damn it, damn it, DAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAMN IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIT!!!”


      The moment the galactic sword severed my head from my body, something deep down inside me finally snapped.
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      I didn’t remember how I got back to my room, but when I finally came to, I was in bed under the covers.


      I had lost. But this loss felt different. I had devised the perfect strategy, withstood hell, and finally, finally grasped a miracle before being totally, utterly defeated.


      This failure had shattered me. Not even the sunk-cost fallacy could see me through this one. The blow from the Black Knight’s galactic sword had been so powerful, it had sliced apart the last bit of hope in my heart.


      Thinking back, I realized how pointless it had all been. I was up against the legendary Black Knight. He was a one-man army who had pushed even the hero’s party to the brink of death countless times.


      How could a useless tutorial miniboss like me possibly hope to defeat such a fearsome foe? Even someone as thick-headed as I was knew I’d only been wasting my time. It might have taken getting killed over forty thousand times and having my every strategy completely shut down to make me realize it, but the truth had finally sunk in.


      It was impossible. I didn’t have a chance.


      I had been defeated. Completely and utterly defeated. I didn’t even want to think about what would happen next. How could I apologize? Sorry, everybody. I’m a totally useless loser, maybe? That might work.


      I tried to imagine their faces when I admitted that I’d failed.


      Would Albi be disappointed in me? I bet Jupiter would stare at me as blankly as ever. My kind sister would probably take pity on me. But what about…?


      Hey, it’s Haruka.


      But what about her…?


      Sorry, I know it’s really late, but I want to talk. Would you mind if I came to your room?


      She’d probably…


      Just let me know when you get this, okay?


      Haruka Aono would…
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      About ten minutes after I texted Haruka back, I heard a knock at my door.


      It was eleven thirty PM. The Black Knight and I had stopped early that day and the date hadn’t yet changed.


      I opened the door and found the radiant star standing outside my room in a sleeveless maxi dress. It was bright blue with an open back. Despite how much skin she was showing, she looked positively elegant.


      “Eh-heh-heh… I wanted to try wearing something a bit fancy for once.”


      “Huh.” I had no idea what to say. Usually I’d compliment her, but I just didn’t have it in me at the moment. “Uh, so…”


      “Not yet. I brought us a little something to snack on. How about you eat something first, then we can talk,” she said with a smile. Then she showed me the white paper bag in her hand. It had the Kirschblüte logo on it.
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      Despite being at the bottom of a pit of despair, I was surprised to find I was actually quite hungry. Haruka had brought me some of Martha’s vegetable dishes in a plastic container, and they seemed to warm my frozen heart. The simmered eggplant and daikon radish steak in particular really hit the spot. I felt alive for the first time in days.


      “…And then a bunch of fireflies landed on Jupi’s head. There were so many that she looked like a silver Christmas tree.”


      Haruka filled me in on all the lighthearted fun she and the girls had been having over their summer vacation. They’d done mountain climbing, river rafting, watermelon splitting, and firefly watching. They’d even eaten somen noodles served in a bamboo flume—a real summer classic. It sounded like everyone was having a really good time.


      I was relieved to hear they’d been enjoying themselves. I might have failed to convince the Black Knight to join our party, but at least the trip hadn’t been a complete wash.


      “Thanks, Haruka.”


      “Huh? For what?” The radiant star gave a cheerful laugh.


      Even though I had nothing particularly relevant or clever to add to the conversation, she kept me company, talking and laughing all the while. I felt more grateful than ever to have her by my side.
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      “Sorry about yesterday,” I said, sitting down beside her on the bed.


      “I’ve been feeling totally burned-out. But that’s no excuse for being awful.”


      “Hey, you weren’t being awful!” She sounded surprisingly serious as she shook her head. “You’ve been nothing but kind to me, Kyou. Even though I was prying, you didn’t get mad or anything. Even your voice sounded warm and kind.”


      “Yeah, but—”


      “But nothing! I’m the one who should be sorry. I could tell how tired you were, yet I kept pushing. Meanwhile, all I’ve done since we got here is play around and have fun. I’m sorry… I’m really, really sorry.”


      All of a sudden, I was overcome with the urge to jump to my feet and pound my chest.


      No, Haruka, I thought. You’ve got it all wrong. You don’t need to apologize for anything.


      I wanted you to play around and have fun. I didn’t want to cause trouble for any of you. I just wanted everyone to have a good time. That’s why I tried so hard to hide the truth. But I failed to carry that burden myself, and now I’ve gone and worried you. That’s why you reached out and tried to help me, isn’t it?


      What could you possibly have to apologize for, Haruka? I just don’t get it.


      “Hey, Kyou.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Do you mind if I ask you again?” Her voice trembled as she added, “I’m sorry.” But I couldn’t miss the resoluteness in her tone. “Kyou… Are you really just here to have meetings with the Black Knight?”


      It was the same question she’d asked me at breakfast the day before. But this time, everything was different. My spirit had been completely shattered, and I was able to understand the kindness she was trying to show me.


      So…


      “…Yeah. That’s all we’re doing.”


      …why the heck do I keep lying to her?


      “I’ll be honest, it’s been tough. And my lack of experience isn’t helping. I’m really trying my best, though. But I swear to you that I’m not in any danger. The Black Knight and I are just talking things out. Nothing more, nothing less. Just regular old meetings.”


      Aren’t I broken enough as it is? Why not just let it go? What is the point in lying now?


      I’ve lost. I couldn’t convince the Black Knight to join me. This story’s come to an end. There’s no reason to keep spinning this lie. It’s all over. Are you listening to me, Kyouichirou Shimizu? Just let it go, man. Let it go. Come clean and tell Haruka everything. Then we can enjoy the last four days of summer vacation with everyone else.


      “You guys go out there and enjoy yourselves tomorrow. And I’ll keep trying my best to convince him.”


      My God, man. What the hell are you doing…?


      “Huh. Well, then. I guess Albi was right.” She sighed. And then, suddenly, she disappeared from my field of view. “Sorry, Kyou. Looks like I’m going to have to get a bit physical.”


      The next thing I knew, she was on top of me and shoving me down onto the bed.


      “What the—?! Ha… Haruka?!”


      She easily pinned my arms and legs. This sword master was apparently equally skilled in the art of grappling.


      “You’re a nice guy, Kyou. Really nice. You’re always putting our needs first. Thank you. I’m really grateful. But you know what…?”


      Without breaking eye contact, she brought her face closer to mine. The scent of aromatic oils tickled my nose. Haruka was…


      “How about you cut the crap and stop acting so stubborn all the time?”


      …seriously pissed. Her voice remained calm, however. Something about her composure reminded me of her younger sister, Kanata.


      “I’m glad that you care so much about us. I wish I could have stayed quiet and watched over you while you did what you had to do.”
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    She left no room for me to object. I couldn’t even manage a hold on or a let me explain. All I could do was lay there under her leering gaze like a mouse cornered by a cat. There was no way out of this one.


    “But you know what? I’m not as reasonable as you might think,” she said, her voice as cold as ice. “And I’m not a very patient person, either. So if you insist on lying to me while you suffer in silence, I have ways of making you talk.”


    “Like what…?”


    “Brute force.”


    I was suddenly struck by how revealing Haruka’s blue dress was. In fact, it showed just as much of her pale skin as her risqué battle costume did.


    So if some insane statistical anomaly caused her to press up against me while dressed like that…


    “Until you tell me the truth, I’m not letting go of you no matter what.”


    …I’d be in direct contact with her skin. And by some strange twist of fate, that was exactly what happened.


    Her feet. Her legs. Her midriff. Her thighs. Every part that made up Haruka’s body was pressed up against me.


    But most concerning was her chest. My face had become one with Haruka Aono’s chest.


    Sweat dripped down onto my nose. And it wasn’t my sweat, either. I had stopped perspiring. In fact, my body was having trouble doing much of anything.


    My brain couldn’t keep up with the evolving situation. The sensual information flowing into my mind went unprocessed, and I froze up.


    I could feel her heart beating with my eyeballs.


    “Haruka…”


    “Don’t bother. I’m serious. I don’t care if I have to stay here till morning. I’ll keep at it until it’s time for your quote, unquote, meeting with the Black Knight. I’m not moving a molecule until you talk.”


    Have I died and gone to heaven…?


    No, wait, this is serious.


    It doesn’t matter what kind of excuse I make up. If I challenge the Black Knight with my partner’s boobs glued to my head, I’m going to come off looking like a total perv. How am I supposed to fight like—? Wait, wait, wait. What the hell are you thinking, Kyouichirou? You’ve already given up fighting the Black Knight, remember? Why do you—? Shut the hell up, dumbass! It was just a hypothetical. Anyway, the point is, I can’t do a damn thing stuck here like this.


    So it was that, on that summer’s eve, I found myself alone with a girl from my party pinning me to my hotel bed. That’s right, I was in serious trouble.


    “Now, then,” said the radiant star, her voice suddenly much livelier. “Time to see which one of us has the most stamina.”
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    Because my face was buried in Haruka’s chest, I was totally unable to check the time. But by my estimate, I lasted somewhere around two hours.


    The whole time she held me against the bed, Haruka didn’t say a single word, and neither did I. I wasn’t really thinking about anything particularly deep, either. My mind was filled with frivolous thoughts about how soft her skin was, how nice she smelled, and how calming the sound of her heartbeat was.


    “Listen. Me and the Black Knight…”


    So it wasn’t like I gave in after some deep inner conflict or anything.


    As I lay there enveloped in the warmth of Haruka’s body, everything else just stopped mattering. And before I knew it, my mouth was moving on its own. Guys might act cool, but at the end of the day, we couldn’t resist our basic nature. Especially virgins like me.


    “…we’ve been having simulation battles all week.”


    So in the end, I spilled my guts to Haruka.


    I told her about the Black Knight, the simulation battles, the absence of the pain-blocking system, and about my forty thousand deaths and losses.


    I told her about the pain, fear, and helplessness. How every time I lost, it felt like a part of me that I hated and had hidden deep down inside myself was slowly being dragged up to the surface.


    I came clean about my weakness. About how unbelievably, hopelessly pathetic I was. I even told her about my realization that I was nothing but a mediocre wannabe. That unlike her and Jupiter, I had no special talents.


    “That damned old guy’s too strong,” I whined. “He’s from another world. It doesn’t matter how many tens of thousands of times we go at it. I can’t beat him.”


    I repeated the same pathetic complaints over and over.


    Haruka was quiet the whole time. She simply listened, kindly nodding along. Every now and again, she stroked my hair. This continued all night long.


    Every time I spoke, and every time she touched my head, it felt like the thorns piercing my heart were being plucked out one by one. She was so warm and kind that I started to grow drowsy.


    I may have been powerless, but I was not alone. I was the polar opposite of the Black Knight, but that was fine by me. That was just how I was. And right now, I felt so proud of it that I wanted to scream it from the rooftops.
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    “So what do you want to do now?”


    Even after I finished talking, Haruka stayed on top of me. When I asked her why, she told me she was embarrassed.


    “I’m not sure what kind of face I should make right now.”


    We were in complete agreement on that one. I had no idea what expression was appropriate at a time like this. It would be one thing if we were dating. But we weren’t. We were teammates who just happened to be the opposite sex.


    “I don’t…really know,” I replied.


    For the time being, I felt like it was best to keep pushing ahead. Even if, only a few hours earlier, I was totally ready to quit.


    “What if I told you I wanted to keep fighting him? Would you be mad?” I asked.


    “No way.”


    I was still unsure of what to do, but I was feeling far more optimistic.


    Sure, thinking about it rationally, continuing to fight him was just a waste of time and effort. The difference between us was overwhelming. I couldn’t even attack him unless I got close, while he had a number of ways to obliterate me from any range—several of which I hadn’t even seen yet.


    I was outclassed in both combat ability and raw strength. Even when I’d finally pulled off a miracle and cornered him in the air with Desmoterion, he’d still managed to destroy me.


    And my knowledge of the game, which gave me a leg up in most situations, was barely helping. Even if I knew everything about the Black Knight’s gear, including the Regalia he hadn’t yet revealed, the same could be said of him. Hell, he had probably done even more exhaustive research on me than I had on him.


    With Haruka’s help, I’d been able to pick up the pieces of my shattered psyche, but that wasn’t going to be enough to beat the Black Knight.


    Taking all that into consideration, there was only one answer—what I was doing was impossible. That was the only rational conclusion.


    I’d already tried all means available to me, and every one had proved hopeless.


    …But have I really tried everything?


    Suddenly, an image floated into my mind. It was a memory of the wicked goddess putting away a mountain of Martha’s meat skewers.


    Actually, now that I think about it, maybe there is something I haven’t tried.


    But, man… I dunno…


    “…Would that even help?” I muttered.


    “Ooh, did you have a good idea? Tell me, tell me!”


    “I don’t know if I’d call it a ‘good idea.’ I just remembered something, that’s all. But it’s probably nothing.”


    “Hey, come on! Quit holding out on me. If you’re cooking up strategies, let me join!”


    Haruka whined and squirmed. As she did, her breasts swayed less than an inch from my face. I can’t think straight lying here like this. It’s like my brain has a permanent debuff.


    “Actually,” she continued, “forget the strategy meeting. Why don’t the three of us just gang up on him and kick his butt?”


    “That would break one of the only rules he gave me.”


    My battle against the Black Knight was one-on-one. I needed to beat him alone. This was a trial that I had to overcome myself. So if I wanted to keep challenging him, I was going to have to do it alo—


    Wait. What does alone even mean?


    Solo. All by myself. Totally isolated. That was how I’d planned on fighting the Black Knight in that virtual world of pain.


    But was I really alone? Was it even possible for me to be alone? Had I, Kyouichirou Shimizu, really been taking on the Black Knight without any help?


    “Hey, Haruka.”


    “What is it, Kyou?”


    “Am I alone?”


    “That’s a pretty weird question to ask while your face is buried in my cleavage.”


    She was right. I felt like an idiot. Here I was, lying in bed with my partner in crime holding me down, my face caressed by her breasts. How could I be alone?


    I tried to visualize myself being shot full of holes by the Black Knight.


    I saw my blood spurting, felt my body temperature begin to drop. When my mind was about to be overwhelmed by suffering and fear, I was sure that I would remember the feeling of her skin.


    It wasn’t just Haruka, either. There was Albi, the source of my power, my mother and father who raised me, and my sister who had stayed by my side all these years.


    And more than that, there was us—the two-in-one combo that was me and Kyouichirou. I had never once been truly alone. The precious moments I’d spent with countless people had all come together to create the person called Kyouichirou Shimizu.


    I felt my field of vision expand. For the first time, I noticed the stars of possibility hanging just outside my narrowed span of awareness. They spread across the palace of my mind, glittering like gold.


    I thought of all the incredible things I had done over the past few weeks. The feats I’d accomplished, the treasures I’d obtained. Lines ran across my cerebral starry sky, connecting the dots, until they formed a greater picture.


     


    “Took you long enough. I was wondering when you would finally call out to me, Master.”


    And that was when I…


    
      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only): Black Knight’s Laboratory


      On the morning of the fourth day, I shared a late breakfast with Haruka, then headed down to the laboratory.


      “I’m surprised you’ve come,” said the space’s owner when he saw my cheerful face. “You mean to tell me you wish to continue?”


      “To be honest, I was ready to quit until about twelve hours ago.”


      I sat down on a blue stool in the Black Knight’s study space and looked up at him. His visor was a light brown—yet another color I’d never seen in the game.


      “But then I refreshed the Black Knight wiki page in my head. They must have done some maintenance over the summer or something. It got a major update. Turns out that a lowly tutorial miniboss can beat the Black Knight after all.”


      “…If you’re trying to imply something, then come out with it.”


      I laughed, then puffed out my chest with pride. “I’m tellin’ ya I can kick your ass now. Me, Kyouichirou.” I had thrown down the figurative gauntlet.


      “You must be delusional,” he answered. The air around us seemed to drop a few degrees. “Your chances of victory peaked yesterday. And yet you were still unable to defeat me.”


      “How long are you gonna keep spinning yarns about the past, old man? That was then, and this is now. It’s a brand-new day. You’re long past your prime, but I’m still a growing boy. Forget three days—gimme one evening and I’ll transform into a totally different person.”


      I could barely believe how smoothly my trash talk was flowing. I had been so intimidated by the Black Knight before. But now, everything was different.


      “Better watch yourself, you geriatric has-been,” I continued. “’Cause this smack-talking punk’s gonna mop the floor with you. I don’t even need a full day to do it.”


      “How impudent.”


      “There’s plenty more where that came from, if you want seconds.”


      I kept the insults coming—just a monkey clapping his hands to evoke a reaction. It was little more than chatter. A cheap trick to piss off my opponent and, if I was lucky, maybe cause him to slip up during combat. Sure, it was unlikely to make much of a difference. But talking smack was free, and I had nothing to lose. And once I’d dropped the mic, it was time to move on to the main event.


      “But if you want something a bit more to your taste, I think I’ve got just the thing to get your mouth watering.” It was time to get serious. “Let’s talk about this whole all-or-nothing thing. To the winner goes the spoils, yada yada.”


      If the Black Knight won, he’d get information. If I won, I’d get him. This was a virtual duel where the winner took all. On its face, there was nothing particularly unusual about a rule like that. It was practically the minimum requirement for gambling. But within that rule, I had found myself an opening.


      “Y’know what? Let’s change things up. You have nothing to worry about—win, lose, who cares? I’ll tell you everything you want about the girl you’re looking for. And if you don’t believe me, I’ll even sign a contract. Hell, sit me down in front of a mind scanner. I don’t care.”


      Win, lose, whatever—I’d pay him his reward. Usually, a ridiculous pledge like that would do nothing but screw me over. However…


      “You really are delusional,” said the knight.


      “Nah, old man. I’m thinking clearly for the first time all week.”


      “Sweet talk me all you like. A kind gesture won’t be enough to convince me to join you.”


      “I didn’t think so.”


      The Black Knight didn’t underestimate anyone. He was cold and calculating in everything he did, and always finished the job. No one knew that better than me.


      “But if you don’t have anything riding on this bet, it’s gonna be a hell of a lot tougher for you to fight like your life depends on it.”


      “……”


      It was one thing to be serious about what you were doing. But fighting like the life of your loved one was on the line was totally different.


      “Win, lose, it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you what you need to know. In other words, I’ll give you the right to claim the thing you want. That way, you’ll have no obligation to fight for it.”


      But nothing had changed on my end—it was still life or death for me. It was a dog-eat-dog world, and I wasn’t about to let myself become puppy chow.


      The best part about this little scheme of mine was that there was no way the Black Knight could refuse. Was he going to say no to the one thing he wanted most in the world, no strings attached? Fat chance!


      “This ploy of yours is pathetic.” The Black Knight’s visor glowed violet. Despite his protests, he clearly had his guard up. “Don’t think this nonsense will close the gap in skill between us.”


      “To be honest, I think lowering your motivation’s pretty worth it. Especially if the only thing I need to do it is a few cheap words. But, trust me. I’m not stupid enough to think this is all it’ll take.”


      I raised my middle finger to get even more of a rise out of him. Sure, it wasn’t the most gentlemanly thing to do, but, considering this edgelord knight had already racked up a five-digit kill count, I figured it was more than appropriate. Besides, it was probably no more threatening to him than a bird chirping in his ear.


      “Don’t worry, Black Knight,” I said with a cocky grin, “I’ll kick your ass the old-fashioned way. So keep acting like you’re the king of the ring. As long as you still can.”


      “Boy…” The Black Knight sounded confused. Bewildered, even. “What in the world happened to you?”


      “Nothin’ much.”


      The conversation I’d had earlier that morning flashed through my mind. The special pact that Haruka and I had shared as we sat in the morning sunlight, wrapped up together under my bedsheets.


       


      “Huh? What favor? Of course! Whatever you need, Kyou!”


      “It’s not like anything dramatic or earth-shattering happened.”


      “Hey, that’s a more important role than I expected! But yeah, of course. No prob! Oooh, I’m starting to get real excited now! But hold on. If you want me to do that for you, you’ve got to do something for me too, ’kay?”


      “I guess you could say…”


      “I bet you’re going to come back totally exhausted, right? Weeeell, y’see, I brought all of these swimsuits I was hoping to show off, so…”


      “…I got out of bed feeling really motivated this morning.”


      “…is it all right if I keep spending the night with you like this for the rest of the week?”


       


      “That’s all. No big deal.”
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      ◆  Story from a Distant Star


      Once upon a time, on a far-off planet somewhere in space, there was a solitary knight.


      He was wise and brave, a benevolent protector with a strong sense of justice, and a living treasure to his countrymen.


      The knight earned himself a reputation as the trusty blade of a great king. His sword of justice slayed many an invading barbarian, and the knight’s loyalty to his kingdom was never questioned.


      These qualities, along with his dedication to the king, allowed him to move up through the ranks, and he became a general at a young age. The knight thanked the king for his generosity by piling up the bodies of the ruler’s adversaries.


      It was around that time that the knight met a princess. His army had clashed with hers, and after the fog of war cleared, the knight took the princess captive.


      She was beautiful—more beautiful than any jewel the knight had ever laid eyes on. And she had a heart as pure as a mountain stream.


      “Heed my words, O Knight,” she told him. “The king whom you serve so loyally is deceiving you. He plots the demise of this very world.”


      For the knight, that was the beginning of the end.

    

    
      

      ◆◆◆  The Black Knight of the Seven Regalia


      In early July, James Szilard, clan master of Rosso and Blu, commanded his aide, Eliza Wispard, to complete a secret mission.


      It was an investigation into Waking Dream, one of the dungeons under Rosso and Blu’s purview.


      The dungeon was a vast desert dimension with little more than sand and harsh winds, and a phenomenon of unknown origin had taken over its endless dunes. A strange specter appeared at night and stealthily attacked adventurers, leaving them comatose. Szilard sent his head maid to the dungeon to find the culprit. In order to avoid internal clan conflict, he’d also instructed her to work in secret with a mercenary for hire.


      The Black Knight was that mercenary, and he was asked to provide combat support on site. A seasoned expert like him was deemed necessary due to the high risk of succumbing to the mysterious force inside Waking Dream.


      However, in the end, the mercenary was not able to provide enough support to justify his high cost. The issue wasn’t that the mission was too difficult—in fact, it was quite the opposite. It was far too simple. The source of the commotion was dispatched quickly and with unbelievable ease. The problem was solved with far less effort from the Black Knight than he deemed fair.


      He hadn’t slacked off or anything, mind you. The enemy was a powerful Irregularity nesting deep in the dungeon. The job should have been commensurate with his compensation.


      But something strange happened—the phenomenon posed no threat to them whatsoever.


      Why?


      “I’ll go speak to a gentleman that I know I can trust.”


      Eliza had received information that trivialized the encounter.


      The maid assigned to investigate the source of Waking Dream’s strange phenomenon should have had no way to know anything about the Irregularity behind it all. And yet, within twenty-nine hours, she’d managed to acquire impossibly detailed intel and bring it back to the Black Knight.


      What should have been an unknown enemy had been easily unmasked. And once the Knight knew what his opponent had up its sleeve, an Irregularity found on the twenty-fourth floor was no big deal.


      The biggest factor in his victory was the information he’d gotten before the fight. The one who had truly done the lion’s share of the work was the “trustworthy gentleman” the maid had spoken of.


      And so it was that the knight became interested in this mysterious informant.


       


      For better or worse, the stage was set. It wouldn’t be long before the turning of the wheel of fate brought the two face-to-face.


      Kyouichirou Shimizu was a young man who had only just begun his adventuring career a mere three months prior. Yes, the person Eliza had dubbed a “trustworthy gentleman” was little more than a fifteen-year-old boy.
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      “Unacceptable.”


      The moment the boy had spoken her name aloud, hatred welled up in the knight’s heart. It was like the boy had rifled through the drawers of his mind.


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu. You’ve stolen glimpses of my past and future life—of our past and future life—and you’ve done it without permission. And now you’ve brazenly waved your ill-gotten information in my face to blackmail me.”


      By relying on something he called “gaming knowledge,” the boy was capable of causing great harm—he could access information he had no right to. He had the power to expose a person’s past, to read the future, and to control the present.


      Information was power. Wealth, authority, and even violence were nothing compared to the strength of raw knowledge. As proof, the boy had even brought with him an Ultima spirit—one of the supreme beings and stewards of the world.


      The spirit, who sat at the boy’s side, greedily devouring the food of humans, had once struck the Black Knight. The moment her hand made contact with his body, the knight’s very consciousness was sent hurtling into a white abyss.


      The spirit’s power was unparalleled. And yet, even she bent her knee to the boy’s knowledge.


      Kyouichirou Shimizu was in possession of the most dangerous combination in the entire world—he could form strategies based on omniscient knowledge and access the violence of an Ultima spirit.


      But how he used that power was far more concerning. He had the wisdom to apply his knowledge, the eloquence to make even Ultima spirits serve him, and a reputation worthy of a king.


      “Ms. Eliza? Yeah. I know her.”


      Orichalcum had referred to him as a “trustworthy gentleman.” She, who was James Szilard’s closest confidante, and a woman the knight acknowledged as one of the most skilled advisors in the modern age, not only trusted this newly minted adventurer, but was even adopting strategies he had developed.


      That was the turning point.


      The Black Knight would ordinarily put his search for his beloved above all else—in the presence of his eternal love for her, good and evil were mere trifles. As the boy himself had argued, the knight would make a pact with the devil himself if it meant seeing his beloved once again.


      No one would stand in the way of his love.


      Even if the boy stole glances at his treasured memories, or had an Ultima spirit strike him in the middle of a discussion… If helping him was what it took, then…


      “Durante Alighieri. I hereby appoint you Supreme Commander of the Empire of Holy Dogma’s Seventh Space Armada.”


      But something stopped the knight from cooperating with the boy.


      Memories from long ago flooded his mind. They were images of another world, in a galaxy far from this one. In that distant place, he had been a knight in the truest sense.


      He had defended his country and protected his people. He had traveled the galaxy, fighting for everlasting peace.


      But he had long since turned his back on that identity.


      To protect his beloved, he had abandoned his country, left his home galaxy, and even sacrificed his physical body. He was merely a wandering suit of armor with no more space for human emotions.


      Yet the boy’s strength, wisdom, and humanity were powerful enough to captivate even an exceptional talent like Eliza Wispard.


      What happened next arose from a selfish desire. An impulse the knight ought to have suppressed. It was truly unforgivable, even barbaric.


      And yet, once the incident in Waking Dream had interwoven their destinies, something inside the living armor’s soul began to stir. A longing for the past that began to crack apart the knight’s fate, to ask, What if?


      Before he knew it, the knight had challenged the boy to a duel.


      This boy with the knowledge and power to change the very fate of the world…


      Was he friend? Foe? Or something else…?


      “If you want to prove to me that you’re trustworthy, you’ll need to show me what you’re really made of.”


      The living armor’s honor as a knight compelled him to judge the boy’s worth for himself.
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      The knight chose a particularly heinous stipulation for their duel.


      Their virtual battles would be held without the pain-blocking system. Such a suggestion was archaic. It spit in the face of current battle practices.


      This horribly anachronistic and merciless stipulation would provide their duel with a sense of reality completely unparalleled in the modern world of clean-cut fights.


      Even in the simulation, one would feel the painful, icy grip of real death. It might seem obvious, but it was something you couldn’t grow accustomed to. Every time he met his end, the boy screamed and writhed in agony.


      It was a natural response. He was feeling all kinds of pain. He’d had his body pierced, his limbs severed, and his neck sliced off. He’d experienced the impact after falling from a great height and the horror of suffocation, heard the sound of his spine shattering, felt his blood freeze and his lungs scorch, had his body slowly devoured by microscopic fairies… The list went on and on. Most people would go their whole lives without knowing such agony.


      After only one such experience, a regular human would be begging for freedom. Most modern adventurers would relent after two or three tries, and they would be justified in doing so.


      It was only natural for humans to be weak. Pain was a sign from the body that something was wrong. And an intolerable amount of pain wasn’t meant to be tolerated.


      Most would give up immediately. And the Black Knight, rationally, believed the boy would be no different.


      He’d expected him to last through one or two attempts. Five would be impressive. If he crumbled after ten, he’d have proved himself worthy of the Black Knight’s assistance.


      “I’m not…done yet.”


      But the boy…


      “I can still fight!”


      …simply refused to yield. Within the virtual hell’s accelerated flow of time, the boy died countless horrible deaths, enduring pain and fear that would shatter most. Yet he refused to surrender.


      “Not yet! One more time!”


      The very sight of it felt wrong.


      The boy could feel every horrible injury as if it was real. And every time he died, he screamed himself hoarse.


      Why…? Why do you continue to stand, Kyouichirou Shimizu?


      The knight’s challenger was tenacious beyond his wildest expectations.


      “What drives you to keep fighting?”


      After he’d slaughtered the boy at least a thousand times, he finally asked that question.


      Though the boy had formed a pact with an Ultima spirit, his own strength was hardly impressive. Even with his spirit-based skill, his combat abilities were on the level of a Middle-Demis spirit. Only when he worked together with the members of his party could he hope to compete with any top adventurers. Alone, he didn’t stand a chance. He was nowhere near the Black Knight’s level.


      But as he watched him endure all that suffering, the knight began to feel something akin to compassion for the boy.


      “I gotta keep fighting.”


      He spoke of his obligation to his team.


      “I’m their leader. And a leader always puts the safety of his party first.”


       


      His hands trembled. The blood drained from his face as he felt the pain of a massive abdominal injury sink in. Yet even as tears streamed down his face, he persevered.


      “I know I’m weak. I’m the weakest member of my party. If I tried to take on the boss of Eternal Darkness, I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing. But that’s why…”


      Never had the Black Knight felt so embarrassed over his own arrogance.


      “…That’s why I have to fight like hell at times like this.”


      The boy understood his own weakness better than anyone else. Feelings of inferiority plagued his heart.


      “I’m not gonna let any of them die. I want to protect them so they can keep on smiling.”


      Yet despite his weakness…


      “I’m not giving up. Screw that. Even if I gotta rely on dumb luck, I’m gonna beat you. And then you and me and the rest of our party are gonna kick that dragon’s ass.”


      
        [image: ]
      

      The boy continued to fight.


      He would lose, die screaming in pain, then rinse and repeat.


      It was an endless cycle of death and failure.


      As the first day gave way to the second, and the second gave way to the third, the knight and the boy kept increasing the flow of time in the virtual world. And as they did, the boy seemed to lose momentum.


      “SHIT, SHIT, SHIT! Why am I so freaking weak?!”


      The knight watched as his opponent lost faith in himself and repeatedly broke down in tears.


      …No. You’re wrong, boy. You aren’t weak.


      The boy’s true power wasn’t his omniscience, nor did it come from his pact with the spirit or any other outside force.


      You’ve endured tens of thousands of deaths, suffered countless injuries, and yet you still stubbornly stand against me.


      The Black Knight understood the boy’s strength. He was watching it in real time. No matter how many times the boy was shattered, he struggled to his feet. It was a quality worthy of respect.


      You aren’t weak. You are strong.


      But the Black Knight kept silent. It was not his place to speak.


      There were many occasions when it was fitting for a powerful warrior to yield to a weaker opponent, imparting encouraging words such as You’ve done well or It would be a shame to finish you here, or even Let us continue this another time. Such scenarios were a dime a dozen in works of fiction. If the Black Knight spoke up, the boy’s endless hell would instantly come to an end. But such words would brand the boy for life. It would be little more than arrogance from the knight—an acknowledgment that the boy was too weak to defeat him.


      How could he do that to the boy? How could he praise his tenacity while forcing him to give in? Was the boy supposed to thank him for leaving their duel unsettled?


      He couldn’t bring himself to degrade the boy in such a fashion.


      It would be an insult. The boy’s determination, his incredible sense of responsibility for his friends, his heroic vows not to give in—to ignore them and award the boy a free victory would be to do him a grave disservice.


      To such a proud challenger, praise, compassion, and charity would be mere insults.


      The knight could not be the one to heal the boy’s weary heart. Someone else would need to impart him the wisdom he needed to win.


      “Do you resign?”


      “Not…a chance!”


      “Very well.”


      The only role the knight could play was that of supreme adversary—an enemy to be beaten at all costs.


      So the Black Knight refused to underestimate his opponent or go easy on him. He simply continued killing the boy as precisely and efficiently as possible.


      It was all the knight could do to show his opponent the courtesy and respect he deserved.


       


      Though the Black Knight had been the one to suggest this duel, it was no longer in his power to bring it to an end.


      If the boy would not break, then the knight could not back down.


       


      

      So the hellish cycle continued.


      Over and over and over again.
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      But on the fourth day, something changed.


      “I’m tellin’ ya I can kick your ass now. Me, Kyouichirou.”


      A defiant provocation. A challenge, spat out with contempt. The boy had shown up once again, his weapons over his shoulder in a black backpack. All traces of weariness from the day before had vanished.


      Something had happened to bring him joy, and it had imbued his heart with unwavering vitality.


      But the boy continued to lose. Tens of thousands of times. He suffered defeat after crushing defeat. And he did it at a pace far exceeding that of the previous days, for they had set the simulator’s flow of time to its maximum.


      However, the quality of the boy’s losses had changed completely. They were wholly unlike those from the day before. He shed bitter tears less often, and his mental state seemed more stable.


      This was something the knight hadn’t seen in him before. The boy was no longer a loser who simply refused to stay down. He seemed more alive. Though his determination to keep going remained unchanged, he now calmly analyzed the situation, calculated the knight’s movements, and slowly but surely learned from every experience.


      The unmitigated pain was no longer a form of torture—the boy had found meaning in this endless hell. The older model cocoon which simulated pain so vividly had proved to be the perfect method for teaching the inexperienced boy the feeling of a real battle.


      They fought approximately ninety-six thousand battles on the fourth day. Assuming each match lasted five minutes, they had faced off for the equivalent of 333 real-world days.


      The boy had entered his pupal stage inside the cocoon.


      All that was left was for the Black Knight to await his metamorphosis.
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      On the fifth and sixth days, the boy continued to lose. But he seemed to care less and less about the outcome of each battle.


      He was now exclusively selecting the Kingdom Stage, the arena with the largest scale and complexity. It consisted of three layers—the underground, the surface, and the floating islands. It was designed primarily for battles between adventurers using High-Demis spirits and above.


      For the boy, who lacked long-range capabilities, it was a stage with many disadvantages.


      Yet, despite this, he continued to choose it again and again. Their matches became longer, often running more than fifteen minutes, most of which the knight spent seeking out his opponent.


      He seems to be trying to learn something.


      The Black Knight couldn’t think of any other reason to extend the length of their matches. The boy was training to win against his opponent even in the midst of battle.


      It was a bold way to approach a duel.


      Good. Show me what you can do, boy.


      The Black Knight continued to accumulate decisive victories. The moment he spotted the boy, he would take him out as efficiently as possible, mowing him down with a hail of projectiles from his Regalia without ever letting him approach.


      Refine your unseen potential. Sharpen your wits.


      The Black Knight knew his opponent would never stop until he’d won.


      Each individual battle was insignificant. To the boy—perhaps to both of them—only one victory would truly count.


      I want you to show me your true essence.


      This continued on and on until, finally, the morning of the seventh day arrived.

    

    
      ◆  Day 7: Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only): Second-Floor Exhibition


      The second floor of Kirschblüte was dedicated to an exhibition of a certain artist’s paintings, all done in a fantastical style.


      The artist’s name was Beatrice Alighieri. She had once been a princess. Then she had been the Black Knight’s wife. Now she was the object of his endless search.


      The paintings lining the walls of the exhibition traced the journey she had taken 150 years prior.


      Beatrice was the knight’s wife, but she was also an artist, and an adventurer.


      Among the works decorating the blue room on the second floor was a triptych considered to be one of her greatest masterpieces.


      Dubbed Journey, the three panels depicted a knight who travels to the underworld to meet his beloved one final time before she is called up to heaven.


      The knight descends into the depths of hell, climbs to the peaks of the mountains of purgatory, and is finally reunited with his eternal beloved in heaven.


      To most, this divine comedy might appear to be mere metaphor. But to the Black Knight, it depicted nothing less than the fulfillment of his greatest wish.


      “You’re up early this morning.”


      The knight turned to see a familiar wrinkled smile. It belonged to a small elderly woman with a rounded back. But despite her age, her joyful aura hadn’t changed since she was a child.


      “I’ve caused you a lot of trouble, Martha.”


      “Pishposh. You’ve paid me well enough for my time. Who would have dreamed that, even at my age, I’d receive such a generous allowance.” She laughed merrily.


      The knight had paid her a small fortune to rent out the auberge in the middle of their busiest season, and the fact she’d called the sum an “allowance” was proof she still had her sense of humor.


      “That was meant to include expenses for the boy and his friends,” added the knight. “You’d better not try to charge them.”


      “Yes, yes. I’m well aware. But, if they were to, say, leave a generous tip, then it would be rude of me to refuse it, don’t you think?”


      “…You may do as you like.”


      “Hoo-hoo,” she said with a fist pump. Her love of money hadn’t dulled with the passing years either, it seemed.


      The exchange was enough to turn the knight’s visor cherry blossom pink.


      “How very kind of you Sir Black Knight. Or would you prefer I call you Old Man Durante for old time’s sake?”


      “I could do without the ‘old man’ part. Coming from you, it makes me feel ancient.”


      “You’ve been around for, what? Three-hundred-sixty years? You’re certainly getting up there.”


      “Three hundred and fifty-nine. I know you did that on purpose.”


      “Oh-ho-ho.” The old woman laughed.


      Was it their sixty years of friendship that allowed her to be so forward? Or was it the fact that the Black Knight was her foster father?


      It was tough to say. Either way, the knight couldn’t afford to let her distract him. Not now, when the final battle with the boy was so close at hand.


      “Tell me, Sir Knight,” said Martha. “How has he been doing?”


      “We have had 313,855 battles, and he has lost all of them. An overwhelming defeat for the boy—going by the numbers, that is.”


      “My goodness. How extraordinary.”


      She was right. It was outrageous. He and the boy had spent a truly ridiculous amount of time together in the virtual world.


      “But I doubt things will be so clear-cut in the end,” he added.


      As a fellow adventurer, the boy’s supreme adversary, and a knight, the living armor knew one thing for certain…


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu is sure to come up with something. All I can do is wait to see what it is.”

    

    
      ◆  Auberge Kirschblüte (By Reservation Only): Black Knight’s Laboratory


      “Yo.”


      It was nine AM when the boy stepped out of the elevator.


      “It’s the last day of summer camp, and I’ve got a good feeling about my chances. I’m totally gonna kick your ass, so you’d better get ready.”


      He was carrying his weapons in a long black backpack, and a skull ring dangled from a chain around his neck. His appearance hadn’t changed one bit since the day he showed up a week prior. But he gave a very different impression than he had back then.


       


      “Let’s begin.”


      “You got it.”


       


      There was no need for introductory remarks. They could talk in the virtual world.


      The knight inspected the equipment before flipping a switch, and the gray cocoons opened with a solemn air, welcoming the two combatants.
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    Commencing Simulation Battle Program.


    Astral Compactor, Connected.


    Initiating Astral Scanning System.


    Registering Soul Data.


    Registering Regalia Data.


    Would You Like to Use Your Registered Equipment Presets?


    You Have Selected Preset 1. Registered Equipment Will Be Used for Every Simulation.


    Setting Time in Virtual Space to 666x Speed.


    Status Check…Complete.


    Vitals…All Green.


    Pain-Blocking System Deactivated.


    Your Opponent Has Waived Their Right to Select the Stage. Please Select a Stage for Your First Battle.


    You Have Selected the Kingdom Stage.


    Avatar Setup Complete.


    Spawn Location Set to Random.


    Synchro Rate, 100%. Connection Status Nominal.


    Commencing Virtual Dive.


    Diving in 3, 2, 1…


    Commence Program.


    
      ◆◆◆  Virtual Space: Kingdom Stage: Black Knight of the Seven Regalia


      The seventh day of battles started much the same as before. The Black Knight and the boy fought on the Kingdom Stage. With three levels, it was the largest one available.


      Each time, the knight would search out the boy and, as soon as he found him, would kill him with a rain of blazing bullets. This kind of one-sided slaughter had become their daily routine.


      One hundred deaths became one thousand, then ten thousand. Soon the boy had died twenty, thirty, forty, fifty thousand times. Doubt crept into the Black Knight’s mind.


      He can’t possibly be willing to let it end like this.


      Had his expectations of the boy been misplaced? Had they been foolish delusions? Perhaps his young opponent had no plan after all.


      Much as the knight wanted to deny it, the boy continued to lose, just as he had countless times before.


      The boy died sixty thousand, then seventy thousand times. This went on and on. Then, shortly after his total death count for the week exceeded four hundred thousand, he called out to the knight.


      “Hey! Sorry to keep you waiting so long. I’m gonna take the next fight seriously. It’s gonna be our first—and last—real battle. If I lose this one, I’ll be a good sport and admit defeat.”


      The stage’s castle was already in ruins, and the boy was lying in a puddle of his own blood.


      “So help a guy out and kill me off already, would ya? I can’t move anymore.”


      But the castle hadn’t been destroyed by the knight. It was already in that state when he’d found the boy. And it seemed as though the devastation had come from a single strike.


      “I almost doubted you,” said the knight.


      “Psh, whatever. But I’ll admit, this was cutting it pretty close.”


      “And your odds of winning?”


      “I dunno. Probably like thirty percent.”


      The Black Knight laughed. It went beyond a mere color change of his visor—he actually made a sound.


      “You certainly are something,” he said.


      With a chuckle, he pulled the trigger.
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      It had been a long journey.


      Within the virtual space’s accelerated flow of time, the hellish cycle had repeated itself 409,644 times.


      The turning of the wheel of fate, sped into a frenzy by the knight’s whims, began its cycle once more.


      The weak versus the strong.


      The supreme enemy versus his challenger.


      The loser had never tasted victory, while the winner maintained an unblemished record.


      But that was only the story up until now.


      What came next, nobody knew.


      The boy was about to embark on a new road, one that asked What if?


      Behold, black steel wanderer. The road you have built, paved in four hundred thousand corpses, shall become as a sword that pierces your very soul.


      The time for retribution was at hand.

    

    
      ◆  Virtual Space: Battlefield Stage


      Meteors danced across the starry sky. The knight gazed up at the infinite expanse above and recalled a scene from long ago.


      The Battlefield Stage was structured almost the same as the Plain Stage. The ground glowed pure white and, though the space seemed to go on forever, if you kept walking long enough, you would eventually run up against an invisible wall. It was a flat area that stretched over a mile in every direction without an obstacle in sight.


      “I thought it over really carefully, y’know,” said the boy. He was standing just to one side of the center line. “I figured it’d be best to go back to the basics and pick something simple.”


      “Why choose the Battlefield over the Plain Stage, then?” asked the Black Knight, as he walked back to find his starting position.


      They had switched the rules back to classic, allowing both combatants to choose their starting position. They could begin the fight anywhere within a hundred-yard radius from the center line.


      Since the boy specialized in close-range combat, he’d positioned himself right at the front. The Black Knight, meanwhile, headed as far out as possible.


      “I’ll be honest, I was kinda torn,” the boy replied. “The layout’s basically the same. The Plain Stage might even be better since it has a ceiling. But, well…” He trailed off, then pointed at the sky above them. “You can’t beat that view.”


      Hmm. Fair point, thought the knight.


      “This is our big finale after all. Might as well let it play out underneath a starry sky.”


      “A worthwhile reason.” The Black Knight knew that aesthetics were sometimes more important than logic. “This will be our final battle. Do you have anything you’d like to say before we begin?”


      “Nah. I think I’ll let my fists do the talking.”


      Letters scrolled across the sky—the system announcement. The boy seemed to have changed his outfit. He was now wearing a large black cloak.


      Hmm. He’s changed his preset?


      In all four hundred thousand matches, this was the first time the boy had switched his gear.


      “All righty, let’s—”


      “Indeed, let the battle—”


      The system announcement rang out, announcing the start.


      ““—begin!””


      Their final match was now underway.


      The boy ran forward. In his left hand he gripped a white dagger capable of severing cause from effect. It seemed he was still using Laevateinn as his main arm. However…


      “Fifth and Third Regalia, activate.”


      Putting too much trust into a single powerful weapon merely limited one’s options and created openings for one’s opponent.


      “Vesper Tilio. Tuatha Dé Danann.”


      The Black Knight manifested his fiery machine gun and army of green fairies. He countered the boy’s familiar strategy the same way he had thousands of times before—by rushing him down with a pincer attack.


      A blast of suppressive fire shot forth from the right, while an army of man-eating fairies flew in from the left.


      There was nowhere for the boy to run. The moment he used Fourth Field, it would all be over. Just as it had been countless times before.


      What will you do, boy? thought the Black Knight. How will you avoid my two-pronged attack?


      The boy kept moving. There was no more fear in his eyes. He stared straight into the knight’s visor as he called out the name of his next move.


      “Here we go! Full-Dive Synchro Mode!”


      A blue flash of light cut through the air, followed by the sound of a sword slash. A beautiful katana cut clear through the machine gun’s fiery red blast.


      That katana was Azure Skies, the anti-energy blade owned by the boy’s comrade. The treasured sword of the Aono line was capable of dealing special, nonphysical damage, allowing it to slice through spirits, thermal energy, and even Antares’s heat resistance debuffs.


      …What?


      But that wasn’t what caught the knight’s attention.


      What is this sword style the boy is using?


      Borrowing a weapon to counter Vesper Tilio was reasonable enough. But the boy had single handedly sliced through the Regalia’s countless thermolurgical bullets with almost godlike accuracy. He simply couldn’t be capable of such a feat.


      Could he have spent all of his spare moments in the simulator training his sword skills…? No. Even factoring in the accelerated flow of time, there’s no way he could have improved this much.


      His moves were fierce, yet graceful, and his attacks were deadly accurate, yet capable of being adjusted in the blink of an eye. It was clear that this was someone else’s handiwork—someone far more skilled with the blade than the boy.


      “You probably guessed it; this is someone else’s style.” As the boy laughed, he joyfully sliced through the hail of fiery bullets and continued pressing ever forward. “But it’s not the real Haruka, of course. A certain someone is using my memories of her to control my body and help me pull off her movements.”


      There was another flash of steel as he swung his blade so quickly it produced a gale of wind that cut through the air. It struck the fiery bullets—


      “…!”


      —and sent them flying backward.


      Cracks…!


      The barrel and left side of Vesper Tilio showed signs of damage.


      A mere blast of wind from a sword some fifty yards away had dealt a devastating blow to the knight’s Regalia. It seemed he’d miscalculated when choosing his first weapon.


      He’d expected the fight with the boy to play out exactly as it had countless times before, and now he was suffering the consequences.


      He’s significantly lowered the weapon’s output. I can’t use it for rapid fire anymore.


      The boy was no longer just a boy. He was…

    

    
      

      ◆◆◆  Adventurer: Kyouichirou Shimizu


      “YEEEEEESSSSSS!!!”


      I was no longer just me. I was using Full-Dive Synchro Mode to surrender my body to my spirit so she could pilot it with optimal precision.


      It was a basic skill that didn’t require much input from the user, so it didn’t matter how weak I was. Anyone with a spirit pact could do this. But until four days ago, I had forgotten all about it.


      “Damage to Vesper Tilio confirmed. It can still fire blasts of pressurized heat, but its output has been significantly reduced. I believe we have lowered its performance by roughly sixty percent.”


      “Hell yeah!”


      Basic skill or not, however, when Kyouchirou Shimizu and Himinglaeva Albion used Full-Dive Synchro Mode to become one, the skill transformed into something truly powerful.


      Albi’s full name was Himinglaeva Albion, the End of Zero Unit. She was the goddess of time and causality, and my party’s lovable secret boss. And she was capable of whipping out numerous OP skills that had crushed many a player’s spirit. But because of her lazy, carefree lifestyle, it was easy to forget that this wicked goddess was something special. She spent most of her time eating, after all. And when she wasn’t eating, she could usually be found sleeping. It was hard to believe this slacker of a goddess could handle a sword like Azure Skies, right? Well, I’d thought the same thing! In fact, I’d totally forgotten she was capable of doing anything useful!


      “How terribly rude of you, Master. Perhaps you should think back to how we met.”


      It turned out I was wrong. Very wrong. The wicked goddess was an accomplished sword practitioner. That should have been obvious from the way she wielded not one but six sabers in battle form. Even if she spent most of her time fused to the sofa, she was an Ultima spirit through and through. Her skills with a sword were nothing short of divine.


      “I will admit I am not quite at Haruka’s level. But even correcting for my overconfidence, I would say I am capable of reproducing her skills with roughly sixty-percent accuracy.”


      As Albi had said, Full-Dive Synchro Mode allowed me to imitate Haruka Aono’s sword skills with around 60-percent accuracy. Coupled with Azure Skies, which I’d borrowed from the real Haruka, I was essentially capable of summoning the radiant star to the battlefield.


      But that was only one of the tricks up my sleeve. Up next…


      “The army of fairies is approaching. Master, permission to use our trump card?”


      “Yeah, let’s do it. Thanks, Eliza!”


      I sent an order to activate the black seal I’d hidden away in my breast pocket. The piece of paper was a replica of a certain Regalia depicting a single black horse in a desert at night. For some reason, it also featured a lipstick mark left by the head maid. But once it was activated…


      “Activate Ability Transfer! Nightmare Traumania, ‘I Love Maids! Meow-Meow-Meow!’”


      …the tens of thousands of fairies were scattered at once, catching the Black Knight off guard.


      The Regalia known as Nightmare Traumania was dropped by an Irregularity that appeared in Waking Dream.


      Its abilities, Astral Stealth and Nightmare Projection, were particularly insidious and allowed the user to conceal themselves while inflicting nightmares on any surrounding enemies. In other words, it excelled in hitting a foe where they were weakest.


      But at the moment, this Regalia’s most useful aspect…


      “If Traumania’s psychic blasts can make even a guy like you tremble, ain’t no way your tiny pip-squeaks’ little minds can handle ’em. Their tiny brains just went pop!”


      …was its unique characteristic, Ability Transfer, which allowed a person other than its owner to use the skill etched into it.


      “This nightmare… I see. So it was Eliza.”


      “Yep. Guess that maid’s taken a shine to me. She was kind enough to let me borrow it!”


      I took a step forward as the sound of countless fairies dying filled my ears. Eliza felt partly responsible for my current situation, so she’d told me the magic word to activate her Regalia: I Love Maids! Meow-Meow-Meow!


      “Turns out I was wrong!” I shouted, taking another step.


      Together, we’d greatly reduced the fire scorpion Regalia’s output and sent the faerie’s minds to the shadow realm.


      “This whole time, I thought I was fighting alone.”


      For the first time this week, nothing stood between me and the Black Knight. He had only five Regalia left. And, as long as he was forced to keep holding back, he would only be able to use two more of them. But if he took things to the next level, I’d have to worry about four.


      “I thought everyone else was amazing, and that I was just a useless piece of crap!”


      Either way, I was about to enter a new stage of the fight.


      “But I was never alone.”


      I ran, and ran some more. I was relying on the help of my friends. Yet I was proud of that now.


      “Doesn’t matter where, doesn’t matter when. They’re always with me!”


      I ran at full tilt under the starry sky.


      This whole time, I’d been worried that I was a crappy adventurer because I couldn’t do anything on my own. I wanted to be like the Black Knight—a badass jack-of-all-trades who could do it all. I thought that relying on the help of others was lame, that I had to figure out everything on my own. And that had brought me to the brink of self-destruction.


      Sure, I could admit it. I was weak as hell. My own spiritual power was so limited I didn’t stand a chance against the Black Knight. So instead, I’d let my spirit take over my body and fight for me. I was like a kid swinging a stick, pretending it was a sword.


      I was no protagonist. I was no hero. What the hell kind of main character screams I Love Maids! Meow-Meow-Meow! on the battlefield without a shred of shame?


      Yet, despite all that…


      “I’m surrounded by people willing to lend their strength to a loser like me!”


      …I was proud to be who I was.


      “This one’s for the person who raised me, for the other me deep down inside, for my crafty accomplice, for the accomplished weapon smith, for the great adventurer who took me under his wing, for the head maid, for my new family, and for my rival. And it’s also…”


      Thoughts of the path that had brought me here rushed through my mind, and the memories we’d all shared came together like a karmic miracle.


      “…for the one willing to smile and embrace me even though I’m a useless piece of crap!”


      I was full of gratitude for that blue radiant star who had finally made me realize the truth.


      “Get ready, Black Knight. The real battle starts now!”


      I reached my mark.


       


      “Second Regalia, activate—”


      “Get him—”


       


      At fifty feet apart, we activated our Regalia at almost the exact same instant.


      “—Over the Galaxy.”


      “—Desmoterion!”


      The Black Knight manifested his rule-severing galactic sword in his left hand just as four oval-shaped black holes appeared around him. The next instant, we boosted our speed past the limit.


      “Wrong move, Black Knight.”


      My opponent waved his galactic sword to cut through the Reaper’s chains. But he was far too late.


      I canceled the three chains he was most likely to target and repositioned their trajectory to attack his blind spot. I imbued the remaining one with Fourth Field. Of the second volley, I buffed one chain with Delay and another with a double dose of Stealth using Nightmare Traumania. The final chain, I left unbuffed on purpose. And I did it all in 0.06 seconds.


      The Black Knight clearly sensed that he was in danger. He smoothly swung his sword to meet the chains as they reached for him, so I canceled them once more and—


      “Not bad!”


      —changed their trajectory, buffed them, then summoned them again. The cycle repeated: attack, cancel, change trajectory, buff, summon, attack, cancel.


      The Black Knight swung his weapon with a fluidity that rivaled the greatest swordsmen in history as he fended off the finely calculated movements of my chains. A lightning-fast exchange ensued under the starry sky of the Battlefield Stage.


      The knight’s galactic sword flashed in all directions, faster than the mortal eye could see. Not to be outdone, I summoned and canceled the Reaper’s chains at the speed of light and avoided all of his attacks. Over ten attacks were occurring every moment, and I could perceive and avoid them all.


      How could someone like me possibly whip out skills like these at such an incredible speed? There were three reasons: First, I had buffed myself with Hasten Time. Second, the effects of Full-Dive Synchro Mode had granted me access to Albi’s divine abilities. And third…


      
        [image: ]
      

      “Master, it would appear that the speed at which you—or rather, Kyouichirou Shimizu—is able to convert spiritual power is far higher than average.”


      It was a shocking revelation. Kyouichirou Shimizu, the tutorial’s weak-ass miniboss and my favorite single-target loser had been holding out on me. He had been little more than a meme in the game’s fandom, able to attack only once every three turns. No doubt people online were still dunking on him to this day.


      But Albi saw things differently. “Think about it, Master,” she’d told me. “You once said that Kyouichirou Shimizu’s attack pattern was to inflict Sleep, lower his opponent’s defense, and then use a punch as weak as a flea’s, correct?”


      Just hearing her outline my host body’s attack pattern was making me cringe. Why was I—I mean, why were we—so damn weak? That was no strategy to use against a three-person party.


      “Yeah, that’s right. The guy’s a joke. I’m a joke. Why would someone like that have the balls to stand up to the wielder of the holy sword?”


      Kyouichirou was the weakest of the weak. He’d even formed a pact with a Low spirit, the least powerful kind, and his ability to use Astral Skills was laughable. In a game where most relevant characters were packing Demis spirits or above, he was in no position to start picking fights. Talk about pathetic. That was why I had never even noticed…


      “Then how?” Albi had asked. “How was he able to inflict Arthur with Sleep and lower his defense with one hundred percent accuracy?”


      …that I, we—Kyouichirou Shimizu—had been hiding a secret talent.


      “Only a truly capable individual is able to wield the holy sword. In gaming terms, he would have what you might call the hero’s plot armor.”


      Resistances in Dungeon Magia were determined via a character’s attributes.


      The wicked goddess, who possessed the time attribute and stood at the pinnacle of spiritkind, couldn’t be harmed by time-based attacks—in fact, she would absorb them. Fire-attribute dragons, meanwhile, were immune to fire-based attacks.


      Arthur’s spirit, Excalibur, boosted his power output to incredible levels. And as a result of his spirit’s blessing, he was naturally resistant to most debuffs, making him one of the strongest characters in the original Dungeon Magia.


      “It couldn’t be that he simply possessed a strong Astral Skill. A spirit’s class is absolute. A Low spirit’s attack couldn’t possibly negate a Demis spirit’s blessing, let alone that of the holy sword.”


      Not only would such a thing fly in the face of the game’s system, but Dungeon Magia’s dev team was notorious for their dedication to the rules of their game’s world. It was hard to imagine them completely dropping the ball when it came to Kyouichirou and no one else.


      Even now I—we—were weak as hell. It would make way more sense for Kyouichirou’s debuffs to be guaranteed misses.


      “And in that case, the only reasonable explanation is that it wasn’t his spirit, but Kyouichirou himself who pulled off the feat.”


      When it came to Astral Skills, there were five major characteristics that affected a human pact holder’s ability to utilize spiritual power.


      “Capacity (how much one could hold), scalability (how wide a range it could be fired across), directionality (how freely one could control it), convergence (how powerfully one could focus it), and conversion speed (how quickly one could fire it).”


      The wicked goddess had once told me that I was efficient at both conversion and convergence, but that my directionality and scalability were terrible.


      That’s right—she had already evaluated my natural abilities long ago. And I had relied on those abilities to get me this far.


      “However, it seems I may have misjudged you on one point.”


      While it wasn’t exactly a contradiction, something wasn’t adding up. If Kyouichirou truly was completely devoid of any talent, and if Astral Skills really did rely on those five characteristics alone, then…


      “Kyouichirou’s conversion speed is what allowed you to use my ultimate attack, the End of Zero. Were it not for that, it would have been impossible to master the ultimate endpoint of acceleration within the span of a few months.”


      The ultimate endpoint of acceleration. The uppermost limit of speed itself. Just as learning skills via a skill board required expending resources, so too did natural talent impact the rate at which one could level Astral Skills.


      My Astral Skill scalability was abysmal. The distance across which I could unleash my skills was so pathetic that my version of Fourth Field, which should have been the straightforward ability to stop time, only worked on my own body.


      But the End of Zero—Albi’s ultimate skill from which she’d earned her second name—had no scalability in the first place. And so I was able to learn it by training from fall to winter.


      In other words, my abilities were the same as Kyouichirou’s.


      “While your lack of scalability means you have absolutely no aptitude as a long-range attacker, you are still capable of taking advantage of a number of Astral Skills.”


      My unusually high conversion speed made me a natural when it came to converting spiritual power into Astral Skills and rapidly firing them off. This kind of talent would ordinarily be useful for bombardiers like Szilard or Jupiter who stayed in the rear. It became obvious when you imagined a gun blasting away rapid-fire. The ability to shoot quickly was only helpful when you had something to shoot.


      This was likely the root of the wicked goddess’s misreading of my innate talent. Because of my limited range, I could only use skills on myself and whatever I could touch. On top of that, the goddess of time’s skills were guaranteed to take effect as long as they made contact. And so, unlike the Kyouichirou in the game, there had been no need for me to worry about hitting an enemy with an attack faster than their spirit could protect against its effects. My skills were all 100 percent effective.


      Considering that, I began to wonder when and how Albi had even noticed my talent in the first place.


      “I saw it during the battle in the School Stage. In that moment, which you seem to have dubbed a ‘miracle,’ when the knight appeared before you right at the start of battle, you were able to summon and cancel your Regalia with astonishing speed.”


      Regalia were essentially skills in item form.


      “The Desmoterion skill is activated through your Regalia ring. Ordinarily, someone with zero mastery of long-ranged skills would struggle to manipulate such an attack. But the fact that it is summoned via a Regalia solves that issue. If anything, it presents the perfect opportunity for your natural talent to shine.


      “Let us polish this natural talent of yours. From within the depths of this hellish game, let us improve upon your talents even further. Surely then, you will be able to reach the knight.”


      I nodded over and over.


      I’ll do it. I’m sure I can. After all, I’m…


      “Nyeh-heh-heh! Bow down before the might of my Astral Skills, you foooooools!”


      …Kyouichirou Shimizu, the man who, with nothing but a Low spirit, put his life on the line and fired off skills with such speed that they hit even the wielder of the holy sword with 100-percent accuracy.
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      “You’re about to find out just how kickass Kyouichirou Shimizu really is, Black Knight!”


      I changed the chains’ trajectory, buffed them, summoned them, attacked, canceled, changed trajectory, buffed, summoned, attacked, canceled…


      The moment I envisioned my attack, it took form, rewriting the very logic of the world.


      Fifty feet. That was the effective range of Desmoterion. And everything within that range became my ideal reality. Chains disappeared then reappeared ad nauseum. They were as ephemeral as clouds and attacked in waves.


      The Black Knight was able to avoid them thanks to his otherworldly experience and finely-honed skills. But this was only the beginning. We were about to pose a much bigger threat.


      We advanced on the knight. With Azure Skies at the ready, Kyouichirou and Albion Shimizu used Haruka Aono’s sword skills to strike out mercilessly.


      “I’ll control the chains. You control me.”


      Together, we would launch a three-pronged attack. I would bind his movements and lower his speed, and Albi would strike at him while piloting me like a mech.


      “Nyeh-heh-heh! Bow down to the might of our Astral Skills, you foooooool!”


      In our own way, we had recreated Kyouichirou Shimizu’s signature attack pattern.


      The Black Knight’s tough. I didn’t expect him to make it through my first chain assault.


      Thanks to my ability to cancel my skills, I was able to keep the knight from destroying my chains. But the fact that he was able to avoid them all coming at him at once, including the double-dose stealth chain, was positively unreal.


      I gotta tip my hat to you, Black Knight. You really are on another level. But…


      …that was about to end. The only reason the Black Knight and I were on even footing was because I was limited to attacking him with Desmoterion, which necessitated keeping him within its effective range. However…


      “Now it’s my turn to join in.”


      We no more than five yards apart—close enough that I could quickly throw out an attack between chain volleys. In other words…


      …Laevateinn is now in range!


      The white dagger could slice apart any sentient lifeform, and it was now in our hands as Albi used my body to perform Haruka Aono’s sword skills.


      C’mon, Black Knight. What now?


      His blazing heavy machine gun had been damaged, his army of fairies, decimated. Even his galactic sword was preoccupied.


      His icy horse Regalia is all that’s left of the ones I’ve seen so far, but I couldn’t care less about that. The real question is…


      …how much of a threat did his spirit see me as?


      I was hoping it would keep treating me like a weak loser, but…


      “Rejoice, boy.”


      Suddenly, all the hairs on my body stood on end. Something had changed. The primary rule at the core of the Black Knight’s being was about to—


      “All the training you’ve endured has cemented you a place in my divine comedy.”


      —take things to a whole new level.


      I had spent the last four hundred thousand battles honing the speed at which I unleashed my skills. I had hidden away from my opponent in order to train myself until I was good enough to face him. However…


      “Astral Skill, activate. Manifesting first canto.”


      …that very progress was about to blow up in my face.


      The Black Knight had summoned his spirit, the three realms of the divine comedy.


      “It begins—Inferno.”


      This was his Jin-class spirit, “Commedia.”


      The moment he activated its first book of power, the world around us was plunged into darkness.


       


      “Shit.”


      It was the beginning of the end of the world.
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      ◆◆◆  Virtual Space: Battlefield Stage: Black Knight of the Seven Regalia


      The Black Knight’s spirit was called Commedia. It was the very essence of spiritkind and a manifestation of its final form. It was the universe itself—a three-layered existence condensed into a single dimension. It contained laws, matter, phenomena, concepts, and every other component of the universe put under the control of a man named Durante Alighieri. When this practically infinite power was unleashed, the knight controlling it became omnipotent.


      But there was no way that such a high-ranking spirit—the very universe itself—could be controlled by a single man without limit, and its power took a terrible toll.


      The divine comedy put a certain restriction on the knight—he needed just cause to use his spirit’s immense power. It could only be manifested when he was faced with a formidable foe, when there was evil that needed vanquishing or some grandiose purpose to achieve.


      Commedia limited not only the Black Knight’s powers, but even his very way of life. This principle was called Terza Rima. The knight’s combat abilities were split into four, from stage zero up to stage three.


      If he could reach the highest level, Paradiso, the Black Knight would be granted temporary access to all of Commedia’s power—the very universe would be at his fingertips. But while in the lowest level, Limbo, he was unable to use any of that power and remained in a greatly weakened state. The number of Regalia at his disposal was also severely restricted.


      Up until this point, the boy had been fighting the Black Knight in his Limbo stage. He had been restricted to using only four of his seven Regalia and couldn’t employ any Astral Skills. Nor could he access the true power of his galactic sword.


      But now, everything had changed. The knight could use six of his Regalia—only the seventh remained beyond his reach.


      Stage one, Inferno, allowed him to use not only his basic skills, but his Astral Skills, as well.


      The gates of hell had been opened.


       


      “It begins—Inferno.”


       


      The moment he acknowledged his opponent’s skill, the Black Knight opened with the first canto—Inferno, a dark explosion of mass.


      Commedia supplied the knight with an accumulation of dark spirit matter which he mixed with their antipodal spirit particles to create a violent reaction. The mixture fused, compressed, spun, scattered, and was destroyed.


      This process created dark spheres of imaginary mass and heat at the center of the Black Knight’s chest which then rapidly expanded, further absorbing the spirit particles in the surrounding area and swelling until they were was large enough to consume an entire house. Then, the improbable mixture exploded with enough destructive force to consume the battlefield.


      The entire process, from the time the Black Knight activated his Astral Skill to the moment of detonation, took no more than 0.2 seconds. In the blink of an eye, Inferno had engulfed the white field around them and left a black crater nearly two miles in diameter.


      One hit was enough to kill most opponents. The skill was not without its drawbacks, of course. It indiscriminately devastated everything in the vicinity, for one. Commedia also restricted this skill at the Inferno stage, allowing the Black Knight to use it only while fighting alone. Despite these limitations, however, it was powerful enough to eradicate all but the highest class of Demis spirits.


      Fierce gusts from the blast blew debris in all directions. The cataclysmic attack should have eradicated every living creature in range. And yet…


       


      “Fourth Regalia, activate. Coshta Bower.”


       


      …the massive strike had little effect on the boy.


      Inferno’s explosion had left him no time to run. Backed into a corner, the boy had no choice but to activate Fourth Field to protect himself from the attack’s devastation. But that had been the knight’s true goal.


      If I hadn’t activated Inferno, he would have won.


      In exchange for Fourth Field’s absolute defense, the user was left completely immobile. Forcing the boy’s hand was the only way for the Black Knight to escape his fifty-foot zone of dominance.


      The boy had trained hard to force the knight into his spirit’s next stage. The knight had no choice but to deem him a worthy opponent.


      I’m impressed you’ve pushed me this far, he thought, riding his frozen carriage into the sky.


      The Black Knight moved swiftly. He covered his ascent by commanding his frozen headless steeds to blanket his surroundings with ice, then firing the nearly-ruined Vesper Tilio to keep his opponent distracted. Once the knight had ascended one hundred yards into the air, he nearly felt safe for a moment.


      “Sixth Regalia, activate.”


      But he knew better than to underestimate his opponent.


      Kyouichirou Shimizu, newly emerged from his metamorphosis, was an unknown variable. The knight might have controlled the skies, but that was no reason to let up on his attack.


      He needed to protect against all possible contingencies—even unlikely ones, such as the boy finding some means to attack from a distance. So he activated one of the Regalia newly at his disposal.


      “Daedalus Labyrinthos.”


      It summoned a golden cube measuring 1600 feet to a side. The massive cube, glowing with a pale light, swallowed the boy.


      The Regalia was meant to trap its target in a deadly labyrinth filled with monsters, forcing its victim to fight their way out. Each monster was at least as strong as a Lower Demis spirit, and some were closer to Middle-Demis spirits. One thousand such creatures lay in wait within, all as strong as the boy before his transformation. And the golden cube was bound by an ironclad rule—every monster within its bowels had to be defeated before the target could leave the labyrinth.


      This skill, while by no means deadly to a worthy opponent, was the perfect tool for depleting a combatant’s resources. The sheer number of monsters inside meant that even the strongest of warriors would have to expend a considerable amount of spiritual power to make it through. Most challengers would exit the structure exhausted. This was especially true for someone like the boy, who lacked any ranged attacks. He would have to defeat the creatures in hand-to-hand combat, making the Regalia a particularly devious trap for this encounter. But most importantly…


      Only three minutes and twenty seconds until I can use my Astral Skill again.


      …the golden cube bestowed upon its master the precious gift of time. He had to wait ten minutes before he could use Inferno again. Thus, Daedalus Labyrinthos was the perfect tool to buy him the time he would need.


      I should get into position so I can use Inferno as soon as its cooldown time ends.


      After entering his Inferno stage, the knight had created both a black crater of death and a den of fiends. He had made effective use of every tool available to him now that he’d truly begun to fight. He could crush his opponent on a scale unthinkable in his Limbo stage.


      One minute, forty seconds.


      And yet, this formidable array of obstacles…


       


      “NYEH-HEH-HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”


       


      …Kyouichirou Shimizu was now powerful enough to surpass them all.


      He smashed through the top of the golden cube. A black bolt of lightning tore across the sky, followed closely by a booming thunderclap as the corpse of a fifty-yard-tall monster went flying into the starry sky.


      Already…?!


      The Black Knight rushed back onto his frozen carriage and fired a wave of icy blasts and fiery artillery shells from a thousand feet away.


      He felt his stomach sink. The boy had conquered Daedalus Labyrinthos too quickly. And the black lightning, that was…


      “Szilard sends his regards,” the boy called out, small rifles visible in both of his hands.


      The Black Knight knew those weapons well. The boy had won them in the recent battle royale. Every time they were fired, they used up the equivalent of five million astral crystals, the epitome of poor cost performance. And those crystals contained a fragment of a certain person’s skill.


      “I’d like to stay friends with both of you, so I’ll give him a portion of my skill equivalent to the intel he gave Eliza. That way, all three of us will be equal, and all our debts squared away! Hah-hah-hah!”


      These were Arcadia rifles, and it was clear at a glance that their blasts contained that man’s skills.


      From one barrel burst rays of heat, and from the other, icy hail-laden gusts. The boy was fighting fire with ice and ice with fire. And in the end, he claimed victory in the aerial gunfight.


      His triumph came down to a combination of factors, not least of which was the heavy damage already sustained by Vesper Tilio. Shooting blasts of high-frequency ultra-heat particle bullets from the top of a carriage made of ice put the knight at a disadvantage. But most importantly, the boy’s thermolurgical blasts belonged to none other than James Szilard.


      That sly devil. Someday, his rotten personality will cost him the loyalty of that maid of his, the knight thought bitterly as he plummeted through the air. His carriage had melted, and his flaming machine gun was frozen.


      “Daedalus Labyrinthos, begone.”


      The golden cube disappeared, sending the boy hurtling toward the ground, as well.


      Falling between the starry sky above and the blackened crater below, the two combatants were a mere thousand feet apart. Vesper Tilio had been destroyed, and Inferno was still on cooldown. All the knight had left in his arsenal were his galactic sword and the remnants of his sworn enemy, the king of demons.


      “What’s the matter?” called the knight. “If you have bullets left, then why not use them?”


      Why had the boy had stopped firing?


      “Thanks to that damn maze of yours, I already used up most of ’em,” answered the boy. He’d used up most of his precious stock racing through the labyrinth. “Besides, if I blasted you with everyone’s skills right now, you’d just slice ’em up with that sword of yours.”


      The knight laughed—the boy was right. It was high time for him to use his main weapon. The end was near.


      “Hey, Black Knight,” called the boy. He sounded less excited than he had a moment before. “I get the feeling we don’t have much time left. I dunno which of us will win, but I’m sure we’ll find out soon, huh?”


      Winner and loser. The moment their feet touched the ground, their four-hundred-thousand-round war would reach its conclusion.


      “So before we hit the ground, I just want to say…”


      And the Black Knight—


      “…I’m really sorry about the other day.”


      —was at a loss for words.


      “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I was just trying to do what I thought was best. For everyone.”


      No.


      “But I was wrong. I defiled your inner sanctuary. It was arrogant of me. You were right to get pissed off.”


      You’re mistaken, thought the knight. You don’t understand.


      The real reason he had challenged the boy was to satisfy his own curiosity. He’d wanted to see if he could regain his long-forgotten ambition. It was a selfish desire to see if he still had what it took to serve.


      “So I’m sorry, all right? And thanks. You taught me something really important in here. Seriously…thank you.”


      Memories from a time long ago flooded the knight’s mind.


      He felt the heat of a castle bathed in flames. Heard the agonized cries of his people. Saw his former master, who he’d believed fought for peace, when in reality the man had wished for nothing more than the eradication of all other races.


      The knight hadn’t felt a shred of regret since he had taken her hand.


      But, if he could have one wish…


      “I couldn’t have come this far without your help.”


      …he would ask for another chance to lay down his life for an honorable king.
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      They fell, and fell, and fell.


      When the two figures reached the ground, neither of them made a sound. The boy caught himself using his chains, while the knight severed the laws of physics with his galactic sword and avoided all fall damage.


      They faced each other down at the bottom of the black abyss.


      “……”


      “……”


      The knight looked upon his foe as the boy stepped forward through the dark, his black cloak fluttering behind him.


      He had traversed the depths of hell and overcome its trials. The once-weak boy had been forged in hellfire, and had come out the other side, his metamorphosis complete.


      In his left hand, he gripped the white dagger which severed cause from effect. In his right, the blue katana that sliced through the laws of thermodynamics. One of the Reaper’s chains, dyed red, extended out from behind him like a tail, wrapped around the unimaginably heavy black sword of transformation. And, within his cloak, dark as the night, he hid the various skills he’d borrowed from his companions.


      He looked like a six-armed, multifaced asura.


      The once-weak boy had been born anew. His apotheosis complete.


      His skills were numerous. As he was now, not even the Black Knight could hope to survive within his fifty-foot zone of dominance.


       


      “…Activating first Regalia.”


       


      There was no more room for hesitation.


      He would have to summon the demon king of vanity. The very same beast who had murdered his beloved and sent her soul to places unknown.


      “Listen well, knight. Forever shall you wander in search of her soul.”


      The Black Knight called out the name of his detestable Regalia, an immense power garbed in the skin of his most loathed foe.


       


      “First Regalia—Belial. Core Fusion.”


       


      By calling upon his first Regalia, he had summoned the soul of a spirit who was once known as the king of demons. This forbidden summoning magic bound his soul to the knight’s body, returning the king temporarily to his former glory.


      A pitch-black aura consumed the knight, darker than the surrounding abyss. Then, an unsettling creaking sound filled the area as the demon king’s soul devoured the Black Knight’s body. Together, they slowly took on a wholly new shape.


      Wreathed in an all-consuming darkness, the knight grew a pair of black wings. Two more arms sprouted from his shoulders, each twice as imposing as his own.


      He stretched his wings, crossed his four arms, and stood, emitting a pitch-black miasma. The Black Knight’s transformation was complete.


      “Sodom,” he incanted, shooting a deep blue wave of gravitational power from his right arm. “Gomorrah,” he added, sending a blast of blazing angels from his left.


      The fiery angels lifted their beautiful voices as they rushed toward the cloaked asura.


      The boy acted quickly. He bound Laevateinn behind him with a Desmoterion chain and equipped an Arcadia in his left hand.


      “Here we go, Haruka. Jupiter.”


      In an instant, the blue blade danced, creating gale-like cuts as miasmic black lightning ripped across the battlefield, clearing everything standing in the way of his advance.


      The Black Knight responded in kind, and a flap of his black wings sped him toward his prey.


      He had no time to waste. Belial’s powers were many—aside from gravitational waves and angels wreathed in flame, he could also alter reality with a word. However, these gifts came with a time limit—the Black Knight could only use them for five minutes. He had to make his precious little time count.


      The demon king’s spirit-made-flesh propelled him across the gap to his opponent in an instant, and he entered the asura’s fifty-foot zone of dominance.


      “Shit.”


      Entering the asura’s domain summoned his Reaper protectors. He brought forth and dismissed the chains at the speed of light, making them appear and disappear countless times every instant. They proved too fast for the knight, and one of them grazed Belial’s wing and infected it with Delay.


      A necessary sacrifice.


      The knight advanced further into the boy’s fifty-foot zone of death. It was worth the risk.


      “Kyouichirou Shimizu. You shall not use your chains against me.”


      The knight could back up his claim. Belial’s greatest ability was Antichrist—the power to deny God. Whatever the king of demons rejected lost all worth and value. His words became the new reality. Though there were limits to the ability, it was undeniably powerful, worthy of being called the demon king of vanity’s ultimate move.


      The asura’s chains lost their power.


      Desmoterion’s ability had been sealed, nullifying Kyouichirou Shimizu’s greatest weapon. His white dagger fell helplessly to the ground.


      The Black Knight focused all his senses on Laevateinn. The boy rushed toward it, desperate to scoop it up with his powerful grip, when—


      “You’ve done well to come this far…”


      —his left arm was severed clean off along with the dagger it had just managed to grab.


      Blood spurted from the spot where his arm had once been. And it wasn’t just the one. Five of the asura’s six arms were gone.


      His chains were useless. And now Laevateinn, his one hope to defeat the knight, had been eliminated.


      “…However, your overreliance on that white dagger has proved to be your downfall.”


      “Yeah.”


      The boy froze time. He’d activated Fourth Field—the power of time’s gatekeeper, which provided absolute defense in exchange for sealing its master’s movement.


      But it was too late for defense now.


      The Black Knight took one step back from the boy and waited for his skill to run out.


       


      “…you’re right about that, Black Knight.”

    

    
      ◆◆◆  Adventurer: Kyouichirou Shimizu


      Yes, the Black Knight was right. Just as right as he was powerful.


      My Reaper chain’s fifty-foot zone of dominance, Haruka’s sword arts, and my friends’ skills—I’d borrowed everyone’s power and had overcome an eternity of hellish training. And it was all just so I could hit the Black Knight with Laevateinn.


      I’ll admit that was my aim. Probably my best hope of winning. It was definitely my safest bet.


      But…


      You made one big mistake.


      …I’d been trying to show off my friends’ skills and my fifty-foot zone of dominance. And when the Black Knight saw what I had up my sleeve, he probably thought that was the limit of my metamorphosis—that I was making up for my shortcomings with everyone else’s power.


      And, sure, he wasn’t wrong. Not at all. Even after all my training, I still had to rely on other people’s power—on that black seal, on synchro mode, and on the Arcadia rifles.


      I couldn’t deny any of that. But…


       


      “Engaging: End of Zero.”


       


      In that frozen world, its time stopped, my body began to glow white.


      I started to picture something in my mind. The Black Knight was right in front of my eyes. He was so damn strong and cool. And he fought like hell right to the very end.


      Yes, Fourth Field stopped all my movement.


      But there was one thing it didn’t stop: my spiritual power. Even with my skill deployed, spiritual energy continued to flow out of me, continually diminishing until I ran out and Fourth Field was cut off.


      Fourth Field’s whole purpose was to prevent outside interference from the third dimension. But that meant I could still use the goddess of time’s fourth-dimensional skills.


      I could still think, and I could still plan. I asked Albi for advice over and over again. How could I move my body without disengaging Fourth Field? I desperately searched for an answer.


      Delay couldn’t help, and Hasten Time was too weak.


      That left me with only one possible option: End of Zero, Albi’s most powerful technique. The ultimate endpoint of acceleration. The peak of speed. Albi told me that, if we used End of Zero, it might be possible for me to move even while my time was frozen.


      “Target: Kyouichirou Shimizu. Defining movable range.”


      I continued forming an image in my mind, a picture of myself moving.


      What would I do with the time I gained? The span during which I could move while maintaining my invincible state would be limited to the briefest of instants.


      The moment End of Zero activated, it would consume all my spiritual power. The very next instant, Fourth Field would lose its supply of energy and fall.


      But in the brief interval between those two events, I would achieve the perfect combination of Fourth Field and End of Zero.


      The most important factor was conversion—how fast I could activate a skill. If I deviated even a millisecond, Fourth Field would drop, leaving me exposed.


      It had been a long, long time in the making, but I had spent four hundred thousand battles honing Kyouichirou’s natural talent.


      I had lost, died, lost some more, then died some more… I had experienced true misery.


      My heart had broken. I had come this close to quitting.


      I’d endured pain and suffering. It had been unimaginably hard. I’d wanted nothing more than to run away.


      But now, I focused all my powers of conversion beyond my fifty-foot zone of dominance and out to the furthest point of acceleration.


      My opponent was the Black Knight. The warrior from beyond the stars hadn’t lost even once. Countless times, while enduring all that pain, I’d imagined making him pay.


      And that was why…


       


      “Commencing acceleration. Projection of envisioned reality imminent.”


      …in that moment, it was the easiest thing in the world for me to picture.


      My body moved. Despite being frozen in time, I crossed the starry-skied stage.


      The Black Knight, however, did not. He couldn’t even perceive me. That was the essence of this monochrome world. That was how this skill combo worked.


      I squeezed my hand into a fist and shot it forward, envisioning my ideal ending to our four hundred thousand battles.


      Kyouichirou Shimizu and I had died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died…


      Thanks, everyone.


      …and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died…


      I couldn’t have done any of this without you.


      …and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died…


      I could never have made it this far.


      …and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died…


      So I’m gonna end this now!


      …and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and died, and then died some more. But our deaths had become a fist of retribution ready to smash the Black Knight’s body.


      “…Manas-Vijnana!”


      Manas-Vijnana was the result of my four hundred thousand deaths, a rule-shattering combination of End of Zero and Fourth Field.


      The two skills fused together to give me the ultimate acceleration combined with the hardest physical form. The resulting right hook connected with the four-armed demon knight’s body, obliterating it in an instant. And then…


      “We win!”


      …finally, the only one left under the starry sky was me. Us.
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    The man had a dream. A dream of a youth—himself—clad in white armor.


    Everything was so bright back then. It all seemed so precious.


    He betrayed his kingdom to follow her. And when he lost her, he became a wayward soul.


    He set out on a journey without a destination, saw many places, and met countless people. But in the end, he lost them all.


    He had lived far too long. When he lost his flesh, the former knight forged himself a set of black steel armor to replace it.


    He was cursed to wander the stars until he could be reunited with his eternal beloved. The love in his heart was the one thing that never faded. Even after he was reduced to little more than a flame encased in a black steel shell, burning on through eternity, that love refused to die.


    But once upon a time, he’d had so much more.


    Long ago, he’d had a love for justice. In his youth, some had even called him good-natured.


    He’d shared conversations with his comrades. He’d been immature, idealistic. And most of all, he’d been proud to be a knight. Serving a king had brought him satisfaction. He’d enjoyed becoming a blade for his people.


    There was more to life than just love. So much more. But in the end, he’d thrown it all to the wind, until love was all that was left.


    Since that fateful day, he had saved many lives and had often fought for the sake of others. But none of those people were of any importance to him. The search for his beloved remained his singular priority.


    Even Martha and Rudolph, and all the others he had met since coming to this planet—he would gladly sacrifice the lot of them just to see his Beatrice once again. This was the fallen knight’s fate, his inescapable destiny.


    This living suit of armor, stained black, bore no resemblance to the knight clad in white of his youth.


    At the end of his long journey, all he had left was the strength of his love.


    And yet, if he could have but a single wish…


    
      ◆◆◆  Adventurer: Kyouichirou Shimizu


      In the end, I didn’t know a thing about the Black Knight. I thought I’d royally pissed him off during our meeting, but it turned out he wasn’t even that mad. It had mostly been an act. He told me the main reason he’d wanted to fight me was pure curiosity.


      What the hell, man? I can’t believe this guy.


      Despite that, he had literally put me through hell. Now it was my turn to get pissed off!


      If things had gone differently, he could’ve broken my spirit for life. And I’ll tell you one thing—dying hurts. A lot. And I endured it four hundred thousand times! I would never agree to a crazy duel like that again. And I wasn’t about to forget the Black Knight’s stupid, selfish reason for it, either. Not that I was planning on getting revenge on him or anything.


      Regardless of whether his reaction was an act, I’d treated the guy like crap during our first meeting. And, hey, the ordeal had also made me a lot tougher. So I guess, in the end, we were even. All’s well that ends well—for real this time. I hadn’t suffered any physical injuries, and the Black Knight paid for our whole stay at Kirschblüte. Not to mention…


      “’Morning, Kyou!”


      Negligee McBooby—I mean Haruka—greeted me, and I returned the sentiment.


      Three days after my weeklong nightmare came to an end, the two of us headed to our rental home in Eternal Darkness to throw a welcome party for our newest member.


      Me, Jupiter, and Haruka had shown up the night before to decorate the place. When we were done, we were all so tired that we decided to return to our rooms and crash. And then…


      “Ahh, what a nice morning. I feel like this is gonna be a great day!”


      “Uh. Haruka? This isn’t your room, y’know. You share a room with Jupiter…”


      “Aww, c’mon! Jupi probably wanted to stay up all night playing games. And I feel bad making her go to sleep early on my account. And besides…,” she added, her eyes sparkling. “You promised you’d do whatever I wanted, right?”


      “Well… I guess…”


      I’d given Haruka a stack of “I’ll do whatever you want” tickets for being the real MVP of my final battle with the Black Knight.


      The only reason I’d been able to collect all that equipment and borrow everyone’s powers was because she was working behind the scenes to prepare me for the fight. She was the one who had gone to Guren’s workshop and asked her to program the Arcadia rifles with Szilard’s and Jupiter’s skills for me. And every night, when I’d return from years’ worth of simulation battles, she would listen to me complain, make sure I ate a good dinner, and hold me all night to make sure I didn’t feel lonely.


      At that point, it felt like the least I could do was give her a few passes to do whatever she wanted. Hell, she deserved a twenty-pack.


      Feeling gratitude in my heart for all she had done, I’d told her, “Okay, no problem. Whatever you want. Just name it.”


      “Hmm, okay. How about this? We spent all night cuddling, right? Well, I want us to do this every night from now on. Eh-heh-heh, just kidding! Unless…”


      …Look, I might be dense, but I’m not that stupid.


      I’d always called her my friend, my partner, my fellow party member… I’d called her lots of things, but it was clear we were going to have to make up our minds soon about what to call this new thing happening between us.


      I’d gathered an unbeatable party, and all the equipment we needed to get to the bottom of the dungeon. All that was left was…


      “I guess there’s a lot of things we need to figure out,” I said.


      Come August, we would finally take on the boss of Eternal Darkness.


      I needed to heal my sister of her curse, figure out our party’s next move, and on top of all that…


      “Oookay! Get up, lazy bones!” shouted Haruka. “Today’s the big day! The Black Knight’s welcome party! Let’s show him a good time!”


      “Yeah, yeah. I’m right behind you.”


      I had a certain premonition as we left my room. It seemed like things would soon reach their natural conclusion.

    

    
      ◆◆◆  Black Knight of the Seven Regalia


      Despite all the hardships the knight had put him through, the boy held up his end of the bargain and told the knight everything he wanted to hear.


      “Honestly, I’m just glad I got the chance to meet you. But now look at us! We’re practically best buds.”


      That was what the boy told the knight the day after their four hundred thousand battles came to an end.


      The morning sky was clear and soft music filled the lounge as they chatted over breakfast. The boy was already talking to the knight as though they had been friends for decades. He had taken to calling him “boss man.”


      “Seriously, though. Four hundred thousand times! You don’t spend four hundred thousand fights trying to kill a guy and come out the other side feeling ambivalent about him, y’know?”


      He was a strange lad. It was difficult to believe that the fierce asura he had fought on that starry-skied battlefield was the same laid-back teenager sitting across from him now.


      “Oh, that reminds me. We were thinking of having a little get together to welcome you to the crew, boss man. We’d love it if you could swing by.”


      “…Aren’t you tired of me after everything I put you through?”


      “Huh? No way, boss man. Not at all.”


      What a strange child, thought the Black Knight. The boy had far surpassed his expectations—in strategy, skill, and even kindness. And in such a short amount of time.


      “I mean, that wasn’t even your final form,” the boy had retorted. “Hell, you still had two more, right? Plus, you didn’t even bust out your battleship.”


      He was correct, of course. There were any number of abilities the Black Knight had at his disposal that he hadn’t unleashed during their fight. Not least of which was his greatest Regalia, the Ark of the Law, a skill only accessible at higher stages of Commedia.


      But the knight had felt it would be wrong to dwell on such things and risk tarnishing the boy’s victory.


      The power Commedia granted to the Black Knight varied according to the strength of his opponent. As such, he truly had given his fight with the boy everything he had.


      And still, the boy had achieved a spectacular victory.


      “I never went easy on you, even for a moment. Yet you still managed to defeat me. The loss was mine. There’s no room for doubt. You bested me.”


      “Heh-heh-heh. Well, when you put it that way, it makes me feel kinda badass.”


      The boy grinned. It was the innocent smile of a regular teenage boy.


      The knight had killed the boy over four hundred thousand times, and the boy had killed the knight exactly once. Despite taking place inside a virtual world, the experience was real to them.


      “Nevertheless. I am sorry for putting you through that.” So the knight insisted on offering the boy an earnest apology. “It was not right of me to put you through so much suffering simply to feed my own egotistic desires.”


      “Hey, c’mon. We’re past all that.” The boy scratched his head awkwardly. “If anything, this turned out to be exactly what I needed to get stronger. And it feels like I’ve grown, or whatever…”


      “Yes, but…”


      “Anyway!” The boy grinned wide. There was a certain childishness to his toothy smile. “We’ve been through a ton, but that’s all in the past now. From here on out, we’re fellow party members. So let’s forget about all that and just focus on working together, yeah?”


      “……”


      The knight had been wandering for so long. Trapped in a horrible spiral of death and murder, on a seemingly never-ending journey. But at the end of that long road…


      I see now… I’ve finally found him…


      …it seemed he had found a king worth serving.


      That king was a youth who knew his own weakness better than anyone, who refused to accept tragedy as a foregone conclusion, and who was willing to fight injustice and do whatever it took to achieve his goals. He was willing to help those who needed saving and be helped by them in return. And, so long as his comrades were by his side, he could overcome any difficulty. He had the makings of a gentle king.


      “Glad to have you aboard, boss man.”


      This was the second time in Durante Alighieri’s 350 years of life that he had felt so excited—and this time, the stirring in his soul was even greater.


      “The pleasure is mine.”


      The two of them each reached out a hand, and they exchanged a firm handshake.


      “I’ll be counting on your leadership.”


      As July came to an end, a small misunderstanding had led to a war of four hundred thousand battles.


      But when all was said and done, the outcome was as bright and clear as the summer sky.
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      He could see light inside the house, could hear the excited voices and pleasant music.


      The wanderer passed through the dark hallway of the boy’s base of operations and reached the door at its end. He slowly twisted the knob.


      On the other side he found something he thought he had lost long ago—


      “““Welcome to the team, Black Knight!”””


      —the warmth in his heart.


      Messily-folded origami paper haphazardly decorated the room. Everyone wore out-of-season Santa Claus hats. The dinner was made up of hastily-purchased ready-made dishes, and cheap party goods were strewn all around.


      And yet…


      “……”


      …to the Black Knight’s eyes, it was like returning to his former glory.


      He was reminded of the loud cheers of the crowd when he’d accepted a golden medal for heroism.


      “C’mon in, boss man!” said Kyouichirou.


      “Kyou told us you’re super strong!” Haruka added. “I’d love to try fighting you! What do you say to a little sparring match sometime?”


      “Welcome,” chimed in Jupiter, her face as blank as ever.


      In the living space of that small rental home, the knight found something he had been searching for.


      The sound of celebratory crackers filled the tiny room as the image of the welcome party these teenage adventurers had prepared for him was permanently imprinted on his visor.


      “Thank you all,” he said.


      His long days of wandering were at an end. The knight had finally found a place to rest his sword.


       


      End of Part 4


       


      To be continued in Volume 5…

    
  

  
    

    [image: Afterword]


    It’s no exaggeration to say that the Black Knight was the character most affected by the author’s whims.


    In fact, in the original Kakuyomu version, the Black Knight simply agrees to join Kyouichirou’s party during their first negotiation.


    So, for better or worse, Kyouichirou and the Black Knight never duke it out and the story proceeds smoothly from there. They never get to enjoy the fabled summer swimsuit event, and we never learn about the knight’s past. In the end, the web novel version of the Black Knight is mysterious the whole way through.


    You might be wondering why the two versions are so different. One reason, of course, is that I wanted to give the readers gracious enough to buy this volume a more well-rounded story. But, to tell you the truth, I don’t think I was confident enough to write all this back then.


    What happens to the protagonist when he loses over and over again? It’s said that readers don’t like depressing scenes like that, right? I was also worried that if I spent too much time showing the Black Knight beating the protagonist into the dirt, people might end up hating him.


    So, basically, I gave up writing it because I was scared. Thankfully, the Black Knight is a mature adult who quietly forgave me and has continued to fulfill his role as a knight draped in mystery ever since.


    But I think I’m okay with that. I’ll let the kindly Black Knight indulge me and focus on figuring out the few things I can do to keep the bosses alive.


    And that’s how Volume 4, the Black Knight arc, came together. But boy, was it ever a challenging one. The guy refuses to take it easy on anyone and it’s impossible to get him to talk about how he truly feels. We discussed things a lot before I started work on the novel and continued throughout the process. Once I’d finished writing the epilogue for this volume, we patted each other on the back and said, “We did it. Well done.”


    It was super tough, but it was also a lot of fun. Most of all, I’m just relieved that I was able to finally show the Black Knight’s human vulnerability.


     


    It should go without saying that I couldn’t have made it through this fun yet grueling hell all on my own. I was only able to complete this book with the help of many others. I would like to sincerely thank the illustrator, Kakao Lanthanum, for providing the incredible illustrations in this volume. I would also like to thank the proofreader, and book design staff, as well as the editorial team at Dengeki Maou and Kouji Yokoyama for their hard work on the comic version of the story. Also, for this volume in particular, I would like to give an especially heartfelt thanks to the editor, N, who worked so hard to get this volume out, and to all of you lovely readers.


     


    Thank you all so much. I hope you’ll continue to read Before the Tutorial Starts in the months and years to come.


    I look forward to seeing you again in the next volume! Until then!

  

  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


        Sign Up


        Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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