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      Chapter 1: Residents of Hardcore User Island


      A month had passed since Allen and his friends had fought the Daemon God’s tail mid-resurrection in the underwater Prostia Empire. Pelomas had also gotten Fiona to agree to marry him. It was early January.


      During that grisly battle against the tail, Macris, the guardian of Prostia, had turned into Allen’s Fish S, giving him newfound power. The Summoner had also realized that one of his two reasons for visiting Prostia had come to an unfortunate end—he had been in pursuit of Beku, the crown prince of Albahal and the very man who had attacked his own father, Beast King Muza, to steal the Symbol of the Beast King before fleeing his home. Allen had not been able to capture Beku alive. He and a frantic Beast Princess Shia of Albahal had been searching for the Beast Crown Prince, but shortly after they had found him, he had been killed by the Strategist of the Demon Lord Army, Greater Demonic Deity Kyubel.


      Pelomas, a merchant and Allen’s friend, had informed the rest of his party about what had happened. He and the Beast Crown Prince had apparently been held prisoner together within a Demon Lord Army facility. Beku had been kept as a sacrifice for the Daemon God’s tail. The tail, which had gained life once more in exchange for Beku’s death, had then been devoured by none other than the Demon Lord himself, who had emerged in front of the No-life Gamers. The very person who had terrorized humanity and the world for decades, reveling in the pandemonium he had created, had put on a grotesque show for the kids.


      The Demon Lord, who had called himself Zeldias, was a crimson-haired demon, and he had claimed that by consuming the tail, he had become a Transcender. That had led Allen to believe that the Demon Lord was trying to enter Hell Mode. The entire series of events in Prostia, the problems that Beku had caused in Albahal—it might all have been one huge scheme concocted by the Demon Lord to create the catalysts that would allow him to enter Hell Mode.


      However, with Shia having been given the Symbol of the Beast King and Krena, with Falnemes’s support, having become a Liberated, Allen was certain that the Gamers were one step closer to fighting the Demon Lord and chasing away the Demon Lord Army once and for all. It seemed Falnemes, the Goddess of Arbitration, had also given Krena a new quest: to find both the descendants of the Dragon God and the Judgment Gate, the path to the Heavenly Realm those descendants protect.


      Allen wanted to briefly return to Hardcore User Island before he and his friends embarked on their new mission. The floating island was the party’s base and the headquarters of the Allen Army. He had to first help Pelomas, the mayor of the island, move in.


      The second reason for Allen’s visit to Prostia had been to obtain a Tear of the Holy Fish Macris, which Pelomas had given Fiona as a gift while professing his love for her. The merchant and the Summoner had infiltrated the Prostia palace, which had led to Pelomas’s capture, but he had managed to escape with Beku and ultimately retrieve the Symbol of the Beast King for Shia. By receiving the Tear from Macris himself, the boy had proven to Fiona that he was a powerful man—the type that she idolized. And so, he had courageously asked for her hand in marriage, and she had accepted his proposal.


      As the year drew to a close, Fiona headed to Hardcore User Island in mid-December, but there was one problem: Pelomas’s current abode was only fit for one. More precisely, the furniture and outfits that she had brought with her took up far too much space.


      “I would’ve never expected the mayor to live in such a tiny house!” she yelled when she initially arrived at Pelomas’s home.


      Wow... She’s really leading him by the nose, Allen thought. I guess this is one form of a happy marriage... Even before he had arrived in this world and was just a single, online-game-loving salaryman in his thirties named Kenichi, he had not once experienced the happiness of letting a woman control him. He could not quite understand that mindset. He had, however, seen the trope play out many times in various manga and anime series, so he assumed that it was a form of happiness that couples could choose if they wished.


      And despite Fiona’s incessant complaints and thorny remarks, Pelomas was beaming proudly, happily willing to accept any request his queen made. Hence, when the merchant came to the Summoner asking for advice on an expansion, Allen had a reply prepared.


      “Why don’t you just combine your house with the neighboring one?” he suggested. “You’ll double your space. Or you can just build another floor.”


      On top of supporting the residents of Hardcore User Island as their mayor, Pelomas was the chairman of the Whaling Company in his home nation of Ratash. The man had personally negotiated trade with the Five Continent Alliance, the organization established solely to fight the Demon Lord Army, and had brought in a great deal of profit for his kingdom. In Prostia, had he not been around, the Symbol of the Beast King might never have been recovered. He had done a great deal. And usually, merchants who’ve accomplished as much as he has live in castles or mansions.


      Naturally, Allen had not voiced all of his reasons for immediately approving an expansion, and Pelomas looked at him, bewildered.


      “Huh? You’d remodel my house for me?” he asked.


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “We can just ask the elves. They can harness the power of earth spirits, so I think we can have the renovations done within a day.”


      “Really? Wait, my house is made of brick, but the pillars and frame are wood.”


      “An exterior built with the power of spirits is sturdier than any normal house made of bricks and wood.”


      “I had no idea...”


      And so, Pelomas’s house was successfully renovated, doubling in width and tripling in height. Today was the day that Fiona would finally move in with her host of servants and helpers, as well as her numerous, hefty pieces of furniture. Allen told his party that there was no need for them to help with the move; today was a day off, and he encouraged them to do as they pleased.


      As a result only Cecil stayed behind. Not to help with the move, but to scope out the situation, for her childhood friend had gotten engaged and was moving in with her soon-to-be husband. Fiona brought in her storage magic tools, carrying two or three of them at a time, and placed them in the entrance of her new residence, while the servants she had brought from home expertly unpacked it all. Her move was complete in a mere half day.


      “I’m happy for you, Pelomas,” Allen said. He was sitting in the cafeteria and sipping some tea, a drink he often enjoyed after lunch. Cecil, who sat beside him, shot him a pointed glare.


      “You act so high and mighty, but it’s not like you did anything,” she muttered. “You didn’t even lift a finger.”


      “That’s not true,” Pelomas insisted. “It was Allen who asked the elves to renovate my house. Actually, I’m just glad he’s here for my move at all. He’s done more than enough.”


      “Goodness... You’ve really become an upstanding, respectable man. I can hardly believe we’re the same age.”


      Cecil looked at him, impressed, and Fiona, who sat beside her fiancé, smiled proudly. That only made Cecil jolt. She had not meant to stroke Fiona’s ego.


      “Hee hee hee... Indeed,” Fiona boasted. “My husband is a splendid, reliable man, isn’t he?”


      “Well, I...” Cecil said before she stopped herself. “Wait, you two aren’t even married yet! You should call him your fiancé.”


      “Ah, but you’ve got nothing to refute the fact that he’s splendid.”


      “W-Well...”


      Cecil fell silent with obvious vexation. It was none other than her father, Count Granvelle, who had told Pelomas and Fiona to wait to get married. The king of the Kingdom of Ratash wished to host their marriage in the royal castle with many ministers and nobles in attendance. It was His Majesty’s way of honoring the merchant who had helped rescue the Prostia Empire and was well-known within the Five Continent Alliance.


      “So? What now?” Allen asked.


      “Huh? Since we’re finished moving, I thought I’d go around and greet the head of each town,” Pelomas replied. “You know, sort of get acquainted with them.”


      “Hmm, then why don’t you show Fiona around the island first?”


      “Whatever do you mean, Master Allen?” Fiona asked.


      “You haven’t seen the entirety of this island yet, have you? I was thinking of Summoning a Bird B and having Pelomas show you around. Surely you should be familiar with the island he’ll be serving as mayor of.”


      Fiona turned to her fiancé. “Are you all right with that?”


      “Sure,” Pelomas replied. “We’ve still got time, and I have no reason to turn down Allen’s suggestion.”


      The happy couple left their residence as Allen Summoned two Bird B’s. Fiona was astonished, and she gazed up at the Summon that was curled up in front of her. Meanwhile, Pelomas climbed atop the beast’s back and extended a hand to his lady. Fiona grabbed it, and when she was dragged up onto the back of the Summons, the two exchanged a glance and a smile.


      Cecil, who watched the entire scene, grumbled, “Allen, you should take notes and offer a hand sometimes.”


      “Huh? Is that necessary?” Allen asked.


      “Of course it is!” Cecil shouted back, her face red.


      “Yeah? All right, I’ll do it next time.”


      As he gave his lackadaisical reply, he climbed atop the other Bird B. Cecil was behind him, scrambling onto it as well, and once she was on, both Summons flew off.


      “My goodness!” Fiona cried. “This island really is floating in the sky!”


      She clung to Pelomas as she gazed at the island below, unable to hide her shock and awe. She had visited the island several times before, but she had only ever teleported to it using Bird A’s Awakened Ability, Homing Instinct. Not once had she had the opportunity to view it from above until now.


      “Yeah. It’s interesting, isn’t it?” Pelomas replied. “Such a large island’s just floating around.”


      The plan was to show off the entirety of the island, including the four towns that Pelomas would be in charge of.


      “Look, that’s Élan Town,” Pelomas said, pointing at the scenery below. “You can see a lot of homes, can’t you? This is the most populated town on this island.”


      He isn’t the mayor for nothing. He’s more knowledgeable about this island than anyone in my party. Hey, wait a second... Is it just me, or is my Endurance going down? Confused by the pressure around his waist, Allen glanced around and spotted Cecil’s arms. She was squeezing him as tightly as she could.
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      It seemed she was clinging to him the same way Fiona was to Pelomas. There was no need for her to do anything like that, though. Allen was baffled by her antics.


      “Oh, it’s Lord Macris!” Fiona exclaimed.


      Allen glanced up, and sure enough, he saw his Summon, the Holy Fish, in front of them, swimming about in the air.


      “Ah, Lord Allen! Heya!” Macris called.


      “Hi there, Macris,” Allen replied. “You doing okay?”


      “Of course.”


      Macris elegantly glided through the air. Over the past two months, Allen had discovered almost all of the Fish S’s Abilities and stats.




      Macris’s Traits, Awakened Abilities, and Holy Orb Creation Details


      • Only 1 Macris can be Summoned at a time


      • Macris’s Awakened Ability, Holy Orb Creation, can create one Holy Orb


      • Holy Orb Creation has a cooldown time of ten days that cannot be lowered or skipped




      Allen had tried to use 15 Holy Orb Points to Summon a second Macris, but he had failed. It was possible that all Rank S Summons were unique and could not be replicated. But Merus could similarly only be Summoned one at a time, so perhaps it was the result of a living creature having been turned into a Summon.


      Once, Allen had waited eleven days after using Holy Orb Creation before using it again, only to find that its ten-day cooldown had been reduced to nine days. Looks like Macris can stock some Tears. Maybe they’re stored in his tear ducts or something.


      “Allen, could we head to Crey Town?” Pelomas asked.


      “Huh? Yeah, sure,” Allen replied.


      The Summoner steered his Bird B’s to a large pond with a small island in the middle. Both the island and pond itself made up the town—around three thousand merfolk called it their home. When the group of four arrived at the island, Pelomas took Fiona’s hand and led her into a forge. Allen and Cecil followed the couple inside.


      “Mayor, the item you requested has been made to your exact specifications,” a scorpionfish merfolk said. He was Kasagoma, the owner of a magic tool shop, and he opened up a large rainbow shell to reveal a sparkling bracelet embedded with a twinkling blue gemstone.


      “Thank you, Kasagoma,” Pelomas said. “Fiona, this is for you. As promised, a bracelet with the Tear of the Holy Fish Macris.”


      Fiona watched with tears in her eyes as he gently took her arm and placed the bracelet around her wrist.


      “It looks wonderful...” she murmured. “Thank you, Pelomas.”


      “You’re welcome,” Pelomas replied warmly. “But in my opinion, your eyes are more beautiful than this gem.”


      “Oh, you!”


      What am I watching here? And why’s Cecil glaring at me?


      “You could learn a thing or two from Pelomas about how to hand a lady a bracelet,” Cecil grumbled. “The way you did it in Crevelle was abhorrent, to say the least.”


      Allen chose to avert his gaze and spoke to the owner instead.


      “If you need anything in regards to this forge, please let me know.”


      “Ah, Commander in Chief!” Kasagoma said. “As you can see, this forge is complete and fully operational, but if I were to be allowed a touch of impertinence, a few extra hands would be a big help...”


      Only those with a Talent from the Magic Smith tree had the ability to work with Holy Orbs and fashion them into accessories that boosted stats. The Talents allowed one to create magical items or to work with materials imbued with MP. The Magus Smith Talent tree was similar. People with such Talents were capable of creating, enhancing, and combining magic tools, which operated using MP from magic stones. However, while those Talents were frequently granted to dwarves, Magic Smith Talents were usually given to merfolk. Magus Smiths worked with magic tools, while Magic Smiths tinkered with magic gear.




      List of Magus Smith and Magic Smith Talents


      • Magitech Technician ★, Magitech Mechanic ★★, Magitech Specialist ★★★, Magitech Meister ★★★★


      • Magic Technician ★, Magic Mechanic ★★, Magic Specialist ★★★, Magic Meister ★★★★




      When Pelomas had first learned of this, he had thought that he could have the Holy Orb of Macris made into a bracelet if he asked the merfolk who had moved to either the Crevelle Kingdom or Crey Town. But the best either group had was a Magic Mechanic, a two-star Talent, so the merchant, in search of a three-star Magic Specialist, had decided to ask Empress Rapsonil of Prostia for her advice. She had responded with the suggestion of asking four-star Magic Meister Kasagoma, the owner of a magic shop.


      Pelomas’s initial goal had been to head to Prostia and ask Kasagoma to create an item with the Holy Orb of Macris. Kasagoma, who had received the request from the empress, had not had any intention of moving to the island to open a forge. Ultimately, however, that was exactly what he had done. As if to further the smith’s work, upon hearing that Pelomas was having his Holy Orb made into a bracelet, Keel had said that he wanted his Holy Orb to be fashioned into one as well.


      Currently, of the more than three hundred casualties the Allen and Hero Armies had suffered during the joint battle against the Demon Lord Army, about a hundred of their corpses were stored for future resurrection. Keel was in charge of three other healers, all of whom were also able to use Drops of God. Because the Extra Skill had a cooldown of one day, only so many bodies could be revived at a time. And though Great Pope Istahl had given Keel the Sacred Necklace, a precious accessory that halved his cooldown times, only the one existed.


      One of the effects a bracelet embedded with a Holy Orb of Macris had was halving cooldown times. If Keel had one, then along with his necklace, his efficiency would quadruple. If all four healers, himself included, had two such items, each person’s cooldown would be reduced to a mere six hours, allowing them to revive more people than ever before. Furthermore, because corpses deteriorated as time went on, lowering their chances of revival, there would be fewer that had to be given up on as a result.


      Pelomas’s story had given Keel renewed hope. Thus, after hearing Keel’s suggestion, Allen had decided to bring Kasagoma to Hardcore User Island. Since he was the commander in chief, he had personally negotiated with Empress Rapsonil instead of using Pelomas as his envoy.




      Allen’s Offer


      • If Prostia agrees to dismember the monsters the Allen Army defeats, Allen will give thirty percent of the sale price of the materials gained from each monster


      • In exchange, Prostia must arrange for Kasagoma to move to Hardcore User Island


      • If Kasagoma agrees, thirty percent of all materials obtained from each dismembered monster will go to him




      At first, Empress Rapsonil had hesitated on providing a response, but when Pelomas had told her of Keel’s desire, the empress had immediately agreed. She had then spoken to Kasagoma, who had been happy to be a part of the deal.


      In addition to having been blessed with a powerful Talent, Kasagoma was also a merchant. Rank S monster materials could be sold for tens if not hundreds of thousands apiece, and since there had been dozens of them being offered for him to work with, he had had no reason to decline.


      Empress Rapsonil, for her part, wished to offer her support in any way she could if there was a chance that some of the soldiers who had died protecting Patlanta could be resurrected. The thirty percent fee Prostia would receive from the materials would go to the empire’s restoration efforts and bereavement for the grieving families of fallen soldiers, so she was very grateful for Allen’s suggestion.


      And so, Kasagoma had set up a forge on the island to create bracelets that would halve cooldowns. The first had been swiftly created and handed to Keel, who had successfully revived a hundred people within three weeks. Sophie, by way of God of Spirits Rohzen, used the Blessing of the God of Spirits Extra Skill to reset cooldowns every single day, allowing Keel and the others to work around the clock.


      Keel’s actions have struck a chord with a lot of people. He tries to revive anyone who comes his way, whether they’re from the Allen Army or the Hero Army. The Allen Army prioritizes life above all, but Keel’s still walking down the holy path. The Summoner was also keenly aware that sacrifices were inevitable if he were to face the Demon Lord, the very man who wished to destroy the world. Cooldowns were unavoidable, and not everyone had the desired Talent. Only so many people could be saved.


      In order to maintain his planned formation, Allen needed to replace the forces he had lost. To that end, he had asked his kingdom for more soldiers.




      Allen Army’s Formation and Plan


      • 2,000 beastkin for close physical combat and scouting


      • 2,000 elves for ranged attacks from archers and attacks, healing, and buffs from spirits


      • 1,000 dark elves for ranged attacks from archers and attacks, healing, and buffs from spirits


      • 200 dwarves for golem and Magus Smith squads


      • 2,000 merfolk for mid-ranged attacks from spear users and buffs




      Following the battle in the Prostia Empire, two thousand merfolk had joined the army. Many of them excelled in wielding the spear or providing buffs. Arrows were rather useless in the water, and they could not penetrate the thick scales or slimy skin of most oceanic enemies. Instead of using a sword or an axe to slice them apart, it was far more effective to pierce them with a spear. Perhaps that was also a part of Water Goddess Aqua’s blessing.


      “Hey, Allen!” Cecil cried out. “How long are you just going to stand there?”


      Allen snapped out of his thoughts. Pelomas and Fiona had already left, and the Summoner wearily left the forge to board Bird B. Next, they visited Carl Town, rich with arable land and food storage facilities, and Muha Town, a desert settlement that had unique, dome-shaped roofs made of dried brick. With that, Fiona’s tour drew to a close.


      “Shall we head to Lady Freyja’s temple next?” Pelomas suggested, pointing to a towering mountain that overlooked the entire island. A temple stood at its apex.


      “Can we just go directly to it?” Fiona wondered.


      “Oh, we can’t do something that insolent,” Pelomas replied. “We’ll stop at the foot of the mountain and climb our way up. Allen, Cecil, do you guys want to tag along?”


      “Huh? Sure, yeah, we will,” Allen replied.


      “Hey!” Cecil shouted. “Don’t go deciding that by yourself!”


      All the while, Bird B soared over the ranch that was at the foot of the mountain.


      “Do you see the stables at the side of the ranch?” Pelomas asked. “That’s where the Goddess of Arbitration lives.”


      “A goddess lives there?” Fiona asked. “Does she not feel cramped?”


      “I wonder... Oh, look. That’s the goddess.”


      Pelomas pointed at Falnemes, who was sitting under the shade of a tree a short distance from the stable.


      “She looks like a normal horse,” Fiona observed. “I suppose at that size, she can fully enjoy the stable.”


      During the battle in Prostia, Falnemes and Krena had formed a contract, with the goddess having agreed to lend her power to Allen and the Gamers. But when the grisly battle had drawn to a close and the writhing Daemon God’s tail had been devoured by the Demon Lord, she had looked as though the wind had been knocked out of her sails. She had disappeared without a trace.


      The goddess had called the writhing tail Axillion, the God of Law, and she seemed to have been rather close to the deity. But in addition to it having had its sanity stripped away, Axillion had been eaten, which must have come as a huge shock to her. Falnemes, however, had reappeared a few days later, and was now resting at the stable again.


      Strategist Kyubel of the Demon Lord Army had also seemed familiar with Axillion. In fact, he had claimed to have been the First Angel of the God of Law. Even so, the Greater Demonic Deity had had no qualms in causing it much suffering before allowing it to be consumed by the Demon Lord. There had to have been a reason behind his actions.


      Why was the Demon Lord intent on reaching Hell Mode? What motives lurked within his mind? Even Allen, with over 10,000 Intelligence, had no answer to those questions.


      The Bird B’s soared past the farm and landed at the dwarven district where forges lined the streets. At the foot of the mountain was a water source that sent water coursing throughout the island via rivers and streams. Building forges here was very convenient, as smithing required a lot of water, and this location gave the smiths a seemingly unlimited amount of it.


      “This is where Master Habarak, the greatest dwarven smith, lives,” Pelomas said as he guided Fiona into a medium-sized smithy.


      The dwarf emerged from his forge. “Mayor. Ah, and you must be the mayor’s little fiancée. Thank you for comin’ here. My name’s Habarak. It’s a pleasure ta meet ya.”


      The dwarf gave the most polite greeting he could muster, and Fiona followed suit. But when she raised her head, he had already moved on from the topic and begun approaching Pelomas.


      “The crystal seeds I got from Prostia should be good,” Habarak said. “Would love ta have a few dozen sea dragon fangs to go along with ’em. When do you think those’ll arrive?”


      “Um, I don’t think now’s a good time to—” Pelomas started.


      “I can’t leave here. You know that. I ain’t gonna miss this opportunity ta speak with ya. Oh, and you know the sea scorpion claws? I only could use a few of ’em. Listen, I know you gotta crush ’em in battle, but can you tell the merfolk on the ocean floor ta get me some that are higher quality?”


      “I guess everyone on this island is pretty hardcore in their own way...” Cecil said with a sigh.


      Allen had informed her that the word “hardcore” described someone who was willing to sacrifice everything in the pursuit of a single goal. She could tell that he had meant it as a compliment, but from her point of view, it had sounded like little more than obsession. Needless to say, Allen knew not of Cecil’s thoughts and instead gave a satisfied nod.


      “It’s a very good thing,” he told her.


      It was said that ever since Habarak had taken up residence on the island, he had smithed every day without fail. Naturally, he needed to eat and sleep, but aside from that, he spent all day cooped up in his forge, creating weapons and armor while training his apprentices. All adamantite and orichalcum chunks, along with any other precious materials, that the Allen Army obtained went straight to his forge. The smith was also in charge of repairing and enhancing tools that were found in the Rank S dungeon.




      Blacksmith Skills


      • Forging: creates weapons and armor from ingots and ores


      • Polishing: grinds and hones weapons to repair them, raising hit and critical hit rates


      • Flint: hammers broken weapons and armor to repair it, raising Attack on weapons and Endurance on armor


      • Embed: uses materials on weapons and armor to boost Attack or decrease damage taken




      A smith’s skills were more effective the more stars their Talent had. However, neither Flint nor Embed was successful every time, and if it resulted in failure, the weapon or piece of armor became unusable. To prevent that, Habarak used his Extra Skill, Guaranteed Forge. It had a cooldown of one day, so surefire forging took time, but thanks to it, Krena’s orichalcum greatsword and the weapons the other Allen Army generals wielded had enjoyed boosted stats. I’d like to give Habarak a bracelet that halves his cooldown so he can be even more efficient.


      All the while, Captain Rarappa of the Magus Smith squad entered the forge in a hurry.


      “I saw Griff outside, so I thought you’d be here, Commander in Chief Allen!” she shouted. “Come with me! The prototype of that item you want needs a test run!”


      She spoke quickly and dragged the boy away from the forge before he could even get a word in.


      “She’s hardcore too...” Cecil muttered with another sigh, pursuing the duo.


      Captain Rarappa and the rest of her squad worked at a facility right next to Habarak’s forge. Much like the smiths, her field of work required ample water, and she was happy to have a place right next to a water source. On the roof of the facility, Magus Smith dwarves surrounded a beastkin, Captain Rasu. In his dominant hand was a bracelet embedded with a magic stone, and the Magus Smiths all took turns touching the bracelet as though to check something.


      “If Captain Rasu’s here, does that mean the request I made the other day is almost finished?” Allen asked.


      Captain Rarappa gave a firm nod. “And now, we’re in the testing phase!”


      “I hope it goes well. Captain Rasu, I also want to thank you for your cooperation.”


      The beastkin nodded without a word, then readied his orichalcum spear, preparing to throw it.


      “Captain Rasu, you may throw,” a Magus Smith said.


      “Hmph! Brave Lance!” Rasu roared.


      His body began to waver as he activated his Extra Skill and hurled his spear. The weapon flew with incredible speed, streaking through the air like a shooting star. Everyone watched it hurtle over the mostly flat landscape of the island and off into the azure sky. Once it had disappeared into the great beyond, Rarappa turned to him.


      “Captain Rasu, can you envision holding the spear in your dominant hand?” she requested.


      The beastkin nodded. A moment later, a geometric pattern could be seen above the glittering bracelet, and the spear he had just thrown reappeared in his hand.


      “Is that your spear?” Rarappa asked.


      “Indeed,” Rasu replied. “I’m shocked. And this is, without a doubt, my spear. As you can see, the tool you added onto it is right here.”


      He pointed to the belt-shaped magic tool that was wrapped around the hilt of his spear, and Rarappa suddenly struck a triumphant pose.


      “We did it!” she yelled.


      “You’re so awesome, Captain!” the other dwarves cheered. They all celebrated the success of her experiment with gusto.
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      Good. It looks like the weapons that Habarak makes for us won’t get lost. His efforts won’t be for naught. Currently, Allen was having Habarak and the other dwarven smiths create weapons using adamantite ingots obtained from the Rank S dungeon. They also applied Embed, which boosted the weapons’ Attack and even came with special effects, putting items on par with rare orichalcum weapons. However, spears and arrows were often launched into the distance; it would be a waste if the precious items were lost.


      Allen had unfortunately been unable to find an elegant solution to his woes, so he had gone to Captain Rarappa in search of aid. He had stated his wishes and hoped that she could help him. Rarappa was a big fan of experimenting with making items that had never been made before, and Allen was one to always make such requests. She had immediately agreed to help him out and overseen the project from start to finish, giving her own ideas and making detailed schematics for the device before actually creating the item she had in mind.


      “What if the spear stabs deep into a monster?” Allen asked. “Will it come out, flesh and all? What if the spear gets stuck in rocky terrain?”


      “You’re wondering if there being physical obstacles between the item and the bracelet might cause the teleportation function to fail?” Captain Rarappa asked. “If so, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Mere rocks won’t stop it from working.”


      “Then this spear is a success, I presume. You’ll be testing the device on living creatures soon enough, right?”


      “That’s my goal. I don’t know if I can teleport a living creature like I did with that spear just yet. If I had that device from the Demon Lord Army base where Pelomas was imprisoned, or if I knew how the mechanism in the teleportation device in the Rank S dungeon worked, I’d be able to easily replicate it, but alas...”


      “The class promotion dungeon is getting updated soon. Maybe you can get a class promotion and be able to do more things.”


      Just the other day, Rohzen, the God of Spirits, had returned from the Heavenly Realm and notified Allen that the class promotion dungeon would be undergoing an update in the near future. That was still highly confidential information even among the deities, and it was set to be publicized to humanity in the form of an oracle right before or during the next Five Continent Alliance conference.




      Class Promotion Dungeon Update Implementation Schedule


      • Last January: an oracle telling of a class promotion dungeon was bestowed


      • Last April: the class promotion dungeon was implemented


      • Present day


      • Upcoming January: the class promotion dungeon will get updated around the time of the Five Continent Alliance conference


      • Upcoming April: the updated class promotion dungeon will open to the public




      “Yeah!” Rarappa replied. “I wanna get promoted soon!”


      She looked so happy at the prospect that Allen found himself getting excited too. This really does feel nostalgic... Unlocking higher level caps, new classes, and even new dungeons and bosses. Maybe the appearance of the Demon Lord is just the implementation of a new boss. Or was the resurrection of the Daemon God’s tail the new one? While he muttered to himself, Rarappa let out a loud gasp.


      “Oh yeah! I totally forgot!” she exclaimed. “Commander in Chief, we’re able to move the entire island now!”


      “What?!” Allen cried, shocked. “Really?! Are you sure?!”


      “Heh heh heh, one hundred percent sure,” Rarappa answered. “Would you like to see?”


      “Of course!” Allen replied. “Come on out, Griff. Take us to the temple!”


      “Kieee!”


      He boarded the Bird B with Captain Rarappa, and they headed straight for Freyja’s temple. Along the way, he spotted a white object soaring in the air.


      “Oh, there you are!” Krena said.


      She peeked out from the white object—Haku, whom she was riding. The dragon had grown quite a bit since he had last seen it, and was now fifteen meters long from its head to the tip of its tail. It was able to easily carry Krena.


      “Graaah! Allen! Allen!”


      The dragon had opened its fifty-centimeter-long maw and spoken, much to the Summoner’s surprise.


      “Huh, it can talk now,” he observed.


      “That’s right!” Krena replied. “And it lets me ride on its head! We can fly together now! Are you guys headed for the temple?”


      “Yep. Looks like we can finally move the island.”


      “Wow! Wait, where’s Cecil? She’s always with you. Is she wandering around on her own today?”


      Krena had noticed that it was Captain Rarappa who sat behind Allen, and the girl looked a bit confused. Crap! I left her behind because Captain Rarappa dragged me out here!


      “Oh, she should be at Habarak’s forge,” Allen explained.


      “Gotcha,” Krena said. “Haku and I can go fetch her.”


      “Momma!” Haku roared. “I go! I get her!”


      After the dragon clumsily spoke as best as it could, it flew off to Habarak’s forge. Twenty minutes later, Allen and Captain Rarappa, who had been waiting at the temple on the top of the mountain, finally met back up with Cecil. She jumped off Haku’s back and clobbered the Summoner.


      “How dare you leave me behind!” she rumbled. “You didn’t forget me back there, did you?!”


      “Gah!” Allen grunted with pain. “Y-You’ve got it all wrong. Captain Rarappa dragged me out of there...”


      “I can’t believe you’re blaming others for your mistakes! You should really take some time to reflect on your actions!”


      The noblewoman kicked the backs of Allen’s knees, knocking him to the ground, then grabbed his face with a beautiful iron claw, practically crushing his skull as she raised him into the air. The Summoner, left helpless, writhed around in pain as a red-faced Cecil mercilessly pinched his sides in anger. Fiona watched on with an inexplicable expression, while Pelomas and Krena started their own conversation.


      “What are you going to do now?” Pelomas asked.


      “Hmm... Well, Haku can’t go in the temple, so I think we’ll take a little ride through the sky,” Krena replied.


      “Mm-hmm! Walk! With momma!” Haku shouted.


      By the time the monster flew off, Cecil’s anger had subsided. A tattered, battered Allen, finally released from her grasp, staggered into the temple behind Captain Rarappa. Inside was a staircase that led down to the basement deep within the mountains. As the group made their descent, they reached a barren room with a high ceiling.


      An enormous, translucent cube floated before them. It was apparently the device that made the island float and regulated the magic tools that circulated the water in certain areas. The Magus Smith squad, in charge of investigating the device, had learned how to control the cube and found a floor that led deeper into the mountain. In the depths of the mountain was a place where several magic tools were gathered, acting as an engine room of sorts.


      “Ah, good day, Captain, Lord Allen,” a Magus Smith said. The dwarf had been under the cube, investigating it.


      “I appreciate all your hard work,” Allen replied. “I hear that you can move this island now.”


      “That is correct. There are countless magic tools below, but we managed to single out the magic route that allows the cube to give the order to move this island. We’ve already tested it out as well.”


      The island was made of some sort of floating material, which was fairly common for islands in the Heavenly Realm. Merus had mentioned that in the past, the Demon Lord Army had managed to steal and capture one such island from the Heavenly Realm, and now, slowly but surely, the Allen Army was learning how to steer it. It seemed the Magus Smiths had discovered how this island was able to move around in the sky.


      “Could you try moving it a bit?” Allen requested.


      The smith turned to their colleagues and gave out orders, and the dwarves immediately got to work. They began tapping away on a control panel beneath the cube.


      “Ooh! It’s moving!” Allen cooed. “Pretty fast too. Is it as fast as a magic ship?”


      He began Sharing with a Bird E, who flew above, so that he could see the island actually cutting through the sky.


      “Wait, really? It’s moving?” Cecil asked. “I don’t feel vibrations or anything...”


      “Probably because the island’s too big,” Allen explained.


      I’ve heard that how much a vessel shakes varies drastically based on size. Something like a cruiser, for example, will feel very different to passengers than a luxury cruise ship. But hey, this is nice. Don’t have to worry about people getting motion sick or anything. Allen had never been on a cruiser or a cruise ship when he was Kenichi.


      “If we do this, it displays a map of the world,” the Magus Smith explained. “And we can also see the island’s location and speed.”


      He pointed to the cube, and Allen glanced up at the device to spot a glowing map in the air before them. The map was of the Galiatan Continent, which the island was currently above, and a blue dot shone in the middle. The dot was stationary, but the map in the background moved from right to left, leading Allen to assume that the map’s movement speed aligned with the speed of this island.


      “We’re at top speed,” Rarappa noted. “Does this satisfy you, Commander in Chief?”


      Hmm, we can’t see where the island is headed, though. Looks like this display could use some improvements. But above all...


      “I’m very sorry to tell you this, but at this speed, it’ll take us a couple of days to leave this continent,” Allen said. “Can’t we go a little faster?”


      He felt that speed was everything when it came to vehicles. Back when he was Kenichi, he had to travel across the world for quests in video games and always preferred any sort of transportation that was faster than walking. The faster, the better.


      “That might be difficult...” Rarappa started, but then she paused. “Wait, no. Maybe it won’t be. I’ve got an idea.”


      “May I hear it?” Allen asked.


      “The magic cores. If we connect the cores to the magic tool that makes this island float and fly around, I think we can up the speed.”


      Magic cores were a rare item occasionally dropped when Goldino, the final boss of the Rank S dungeon, was defeated. They could increase the power of magic tools. When three of them had been added to a purification tool, it was made able to purify all the water within the city of Patlanta and the five hundred kilometers surrounding it, protecting citizens from any impurities.


      “We do have twenty cores on hand,” Rarappa said. “Maybe if we use ten of them or so, we can speed up the island a fair bit.”


      “That sounds very good,” Allen replied. “Could you please try that out?”


      “Uh, A-Allen, Captain Rarappa,” Pelomas stuttered. “I don’t think we should go that fast. It’ll startle the residents.”


      Cecil nodded in agreement. “He’s right. What if we get thrown off the island? Besides, why do we need to go that fast?”


      “The faster we can move, the better,” Allen answered. “Besides, I’m curious about the edge of this world.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Well, according to the Academy, this world is shaped like a square. I wanna know if that’s true.”


      The land and ocean of this world were surely different from Earth, the world that Kenichi was familiar with. This one was much larger and had greater differences in elevation as well. More than half of its surface was water, and it was apparently in the shape of a square. Maybe I’ll be able to meet Gaia, the God of Earth.


      “And what if we fall off the face of the world?” Cecil asked, giving Allen a nervous look.


      “Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “Why do you think this island’s floating?”


      Where did his baseless confidence come from? No one could tell, but Allen happily gave Rarappa permission to use the cores.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Those of the Imperial Mausoleum


      A massive, dome-shaped building looked like it was wearing a white hat due to all the snow that had fallen the night before.


      “Why do we have to come out on a snowy day?” Rosetta grumbled. “Ugh... It’s so cold...”


      She wore a hooded mantle with a bit of the front part open, leaving her belly button visible as she shivered in the cold. Helmios, who walked beside her and wore a matching hooded mantle, gave a strained smile.


      “Sorry to make you tag along,” he said. “But we got approved to visit yesterday, and I didn’t expect the snow to last this long.”


      “Then why not delay it?”


      “Time is of the utmost essence,” Greta explained. “If the Demon Lord really did use that name, we have to find out why...”


      “This is especially important for the citizens of Giamut...” Dverg added solemnly as he trekked through the snow.


      The four of them reached the massive dome—the mausoleum of the Dreaded Emperor. A millennium ago, he had been given that nickname as a result of his actions after he unified the warring nations of the Central Continent. His father, the previous emperor, had suddenly fallen ill from an unusual disease and passed, leaving the Dreaded Emperor to take the throne at the young age of fifteen. Back then, the Giamutan Empire had not expanded its territory much. But when the young man had taken the throne, he had immediately annexed neighboring territories and expanded his domain.


      A mere decade later, he had found himself reigning over the largest nation on the continent. His invasion had continued, and he had annexed one nation after another, making sure to shackle the people of any newly obtained territory with heavy taxes so that they would never have enough money or power to revolt.


      In areas incapable of paying their dues, the leader, usually a member of the former royal family or a magistrate that the emperor had sent himself, would have to force their people to give up their food, ultimately starving them to death. If anyone, even a sovereign, had dared to go against those orders, they had been immediately executed and replaced.


      There had been the occasional citizen who had dared to plan a revolt, but had never mattered how secretive and sneaky they were. The emperor had had spies everywhere, so rebels had always been ratted out. And every time, that person, along with the ruler who had overlooked their treason, had been publicly hanged in the town square.


      After many people had starved or been executed, thereby decreasing the population, the emperor had forced residents to move into his empire and worked them like slaves. Needless to say, they had suffered. They had been forced to work for pennies and barely had anything to eat—they had been trapped in a cycle of servitude until they had died. They had also served as the perfect punching bags for the imperial citizens, who cowered in fear of the imperial army’s violence and had pent-up depression and resentment over the lack of food and their poor quality of life.


      Many slaves had been worked to the bone, quite literally, in farms, mines, markets, and construction sites, and had died at their workplace, treated as nothing more than tools. The beastkin had been treated the worst among the group, having even had their names stripped away from them and been treated like livestock.


      Eventually, one beastkin had no longer found themself able to stand back and take all the suffering. Thanks to the power of Garm, the God of Beasts, they managed to rebel and escape with their brethren to the Garlesian Continent. Even after that incident, however, the Dreaded Emperor’s power had not wavered. Blood had soaked the streets of the continent, and as violence and discrimination suppressed the people, their screams had echoed through the sunny skies while their sobs had been drowned out by the rain.


      Twenty years later, at the age of thirty-five, the emperor had managed to unify the Central Continent, but later that same year, he was stabbed in the back by one of his guards. There were many theories about the reason behind the guard captain’s attack, and they were split by nation. The confusion stemmed from the fact that the assailant had never once voiced his motives, but many assumed that the words that the Dreaded Emperor had said from atop his throne had served as the trigger.


      “It took quite a while to unify this continent. I’d like the next continent to go more quickly.”


      The captain had been captured by his colleagues and cruelly executed by the next emperor. However, even a thousand years after the emperor’s death, even if his name had been almost lost to time, his countless atrocities were firmly etched within the annals of history. His epithet, the Dreaded Emperor, still loomed over the empire and cast a shadow over many. In fact, his mausoleum was the largest built for any emperor, due in no small part to the primal fear that had been instilled in the hearts of the people. Even after his death, many had been terrified to earn his ire.


      As Helmios and his party walked on, the grave keepers came out to welcome them warmly.


      “Hero Helmios, thank you for coming,” one of the men said, his voice glum and dull. All of them were dressed in gray mantles, and they looked so lifeless that they seemed as if they would be blown away by a gust of snowy wind.


      Helmios politely bowed back to them, and they slowly turned toward the mausoleum and began walking. Helmios and his team followed. When they reached the wall of the mausoleum, they noticed a massive door latched with a thick chain.


      “Will we enter through here?” a pale-faced Rosetta asked.


      “No,” the gravekeeper replied, showing no sign of having noticed her apprehension. “That door only opens when His Majesty makes his leave. We will have you enter through here, if you would.”


      He guided the group to an opening next to the chained door. When Helmios stepped inside, he spotted torches lighting up a straight hallway that seemed to go on forever. Due to the snowy weather, the sky was dark despite it being the middle of the day, so the hallway felt brighter and much warmer in comparison. Still, the Hero felt an inexplicable chill rush through his body as he clutched his mantle and followed the grave keeper inside.


      The corridor was lined with various funerary objects. Once they reached its end, they came into a clearing. Gold and gems decorated the walls, and armor and weapons were scattered about. In the center, raised on a small platform, was an extremely lavish casket.


      “How saddening,” Greta said with melancholy. “This place is filled with many people’s suffering.”


      The gold, silver, and valuables that surrounded the casket did not seem to be offerings of respect—it was as though the citizens had violently thrown their wealth at the corpse, hoping that their anger would be concealed by the glittering metals.


      “I’ve heard that you wish to look inside the casket,” the grave keeper said. “His Majesty is currently in a sacred slumber. Could I somehow convince you to reconsider your decision?”


      “We don’t wish to awaken His Majesty either, but unfortunately, this is a very urgent affair,” Helmios replied, his gaze firm.


      The grave keeper let out the faintest of sighs. He and his five colleagues surrounded the casket and raised the lid in one go. There was a small creak of metal that filled the quiet room before Helmios and the others peered inside and let out a collective groan.


      “O Lord Elmea,” Greta murmured in prayer. “Please discipline our souls so that this might never happen again.”


      “Hmm, it looks like nothing is amiss,” Helmios said as he looked inside.


      Due to a special embalming method, the corpse inside had not rotted or decomposed over the past millennium, but it was a sorry site to see nonetheless. His body, arranged neatly so that he still had the semblance of a human form, was a telling sign that the heinous legends of his atrocities were not mere stories.


      “May I ask what you wished to see, Sir Helmios?” the head of the grave keepers asked.


      Helmios did not answer that question and instead asked one of his own. “Has anything ever gone missing from this casket or mausoleum? It doesn’t have to be recent. For example, it could be something that happened a century ago.”


      “A century, you say... Ah, perhaps you’re referring to that incident.”


      “What incident?”


      “According to the records of our family, over a hundred years ago, a sword vanished from the casket. It was the very blade that took His Majesty’s life.”


      “Why was something like that put in his casket?” Rosetta wondered.


      No one could answer her question, but all of them were able to reach the same conclusion about the disappearance.


      “Was this disappearance perhaps...a theft?” Helmios asked.


      “That, I do not know,” the grave keeper replied. “But there is no other reason for the blade to have vanished.”


      “Have there been any records that it was stolen by bandits or sold off somewhere?”


      “None. That blade is actually rather plain. Barring the fact that it was used to slay His Majesty, it is nothing special.”


      “Yes, the blade that killed one Zeldias van Giamut, the former emperor of this nation...”


      When Helmios spoke the Dreaded Emperor’s real name, the head of the grave keepers furrowed his brow.


      “This is all we wished to see,” the Hero said, politely thanking him. “I apologize for the trouble.”


      Shortly thereafter, he and his friends left the mausoleum.


      “Allen mentioned hearing from Empress Rapsonil that the original copy of the Tales of the Prostia Empire had vanished...” he mused, his hood up to shield him from the snowy wind.


      “These incidents must be related,” Dverg muttered. “The Demon Lord appeared in the Prostia Empire. I didn’t expect him to have the same name as the Dreaded Emperor.”


      Helmios recalled the debacle in Patlanta.


      “I suppose I am Zeldias, the Demon Lord of the End,” the Demon Lord, with his flaming red hair and scarlet eyes, had said.


      Only Helmios and the other citizens of Giamut had reacted to that name. Even Allen, who had asked to hear it, was not aware that it was the Dreaded Emperor’s true name and had thus failed to see the connection. Was it due to the Summoner having been born in Ratash, or had he simply not studied history enough? No matter the case, the boy was not familiar with Zeldias.


      “It seems unlikely...but did the Dreaded Emperor get reborn as a demon?” Greta wondered anxiously. “If so, I can see why he used that name.”


      “I think that’s a stretch,” Rosetta replied. “It could be a coincidence.”


      “Then what do you think? If the Demon Lord is actually the reincarnated Dreaded Emperor, clearly something happened over a century ago...”


      “Maybe so,” Helmios muttered as a certain face popped up in his head. “But if this is no coincidence, someone’s hiding in the shadows, pulling the strings.”


      “Who are you referring to?” Rosetta asked.


      “I can’t be certain yet. But if we try to track down that blade, maybe we can get a clearer picture... I’m not keen on doing this, but we might have to tell Allen about all this...”


      His voice faded into the frosty wind, chillier than ever before.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      It only took a day for Captain Rarappa and her crew to attach the magic cores to the mysterious device that allowed Hardcore User Island to stay afloat. It did, however, take another three days for them to learn to safely control the device’s newfound power, and two more days after that to find the right speed for that island—one that was fast, but not to the point that it affected the residents and facilities that called the island home.


      Allen thought that he would spend the adjustment time in boredom with nothing to do, but an unexpected source provided him with information that would help him complete his next mission: finding the Village of the Dragon God.


      “The Village of the Dragon God is on the Garlesian Continent,” Shia revealed one morning. The No-life Gamers were taking a short break now that Pelomas and his betrothed had finished their move and the Magus Smith squad had attached the magic cores. “That is where the dragonkin live. I assume those are the descendants of the Dragon God that Krena was told about.”


      “Really? Are you sure?” Allen asked. “How do you even know about this?”


      “It’s common knowledge among those living in Garlesia. I don’t blame you for not knowing about it.”


      “Like the Dreaded Emperor’s name...”


      “Precisely. We beastkin will never forget his horrific name. Even if the world ends, his name will live on in infamy, and for good reason. However, the same cannot be said for humans, much less those who aren’t from Giamut. His name may end up lost to time as generations go on.”


      “And where is this village, exactly?”


      “In the far west. The western region of the continent has many dense forests and large boulders, and it is home to Lehmciel, the kingdom of birdkin. If you keep heading due west, you will find a peninsula. That is where Magra, the Village of the Dragon God, is. I’ve heard rumors that the Judgment Gate, the portal that connects the Mortal Realm with the Heavenly Realm, is there.”


      At once, Allen called Merus. The angel, who had been forced to create healing items for days on end, appeared with a blank, haggard look on his face. Allen proceeded to ask him about the Judgment Gate.


      Though Merus was now an Angel A Summon, he was formerly God of Creation Elmea’s First Angel and a vital cog who manipulated this world from the heavens. According to him, this world was actually divided into three realms: the Mortal Realm, the Heavenly Realm, and the Dark Realm, with the Void acting as a divider that separated them. That did not, however, imply that one could not travel between the three realms. There were actually passages that cut through the Void—gates.


      The Mortal Realm possessed two such gates. The first was the Naraku Gate, which was connected to the Dark Realm, and the second was the Judgment Gate, which led to the Heavenly Realm. The demons managed the former gate, and the latter was under the jurisdiction of the dragonkin. In other words, those two species were entrusted with managing the portals. The ruler of the demons who managed the Naraku Gate was called the Demon Lord, and the sovereign of the dragonkin guarding the Judgment Gate was called the Dragon Lord.


      However, the current Demon Lord had lost his title as the gate’s guardian. A million years ago, Elmea and the other deities had fought the Daemon God and the Goddess of Evil, then chopped the former’s body into five parts, banishing the deities to the Dark Realm once and for all. The gods had then destroyed the Naraku Gate so that the evil deities could never leave their world again. That had led to the Demon Lord, who apparently had too much time on his hands, invading humanity.


      “I suppose someone with too much power can’t be allowed to do as they please,” Allen said.


      Merus fell silent and watched Allen for a brief moment before letting out a deep sigh.


      “What’s up, Merus? Tired?” Allen asked. “You better heal up.”


      “No, that’s not the issue,” Merus replied. “I was just recalling the events of ten thousand years ago.”


      “You mean...the Great Reset?”


      “Indeed. The Demon Lord and the Dragon Lord can become Minor Deities if Lord Elmea bestows divine vessels upon them. That was precisely how Magra became a Dragon God, but for some inexplicable reason, the deity tried to rule over humanity. Of course, Lord Elmea wasn’t going to let that slide. The angels were dispatched, and we managed to defeat and seal Dragon God Magra. I was selected as the leader of those angels.”


      “Interesting... Sounds like it’s not that unusual for someone to receive a divine vessel and become a deity.”


      “No, it’s an exceedingly rare event.”


      “If so, why’s the Demon Lord Army teeming with Demonic Deities?”


      “There was a Demon God who broke through all logic and infringed the rules of the Heavenly Realm. They are now capable of creating Demonic Deities with their own hands, without a divine vessel. Very troublesome indeed.”


      Merus turned to Allen once more and let out another sigh.


      “In any case, if we can get to the Heavenly Realm through the Judgment Gate, I’d love to take that route,” Allen said. “Shia, can you contact Albahal and arrange for us to enter the Village of the Dragon God?”


      A few days quickly passed after that. A mere six days ago, Allen had claimed that he wished to see the edge of the world. The magic tool within the island was tweaked to increase its flying speed, and it flew east toward its destination.


      Allen had initially wanted to head south. If this world were indeed completely flat, his guess was that it would be the shortest path to the edge of the world, as the island was currently floating above the Galiatan Continent in the southeast. When he recalled games he had played when he was Kenichi, though, he quickly reconsidered this idea.


      There were times when a game map was a loop. If one took their character to the easternmost edge and continued off the map screen, they would reappear on the westernmost edge, ensuring that they would never actually “fall off” the world. If the same logic applied to this world, heading south in hopes of seeing the world’s end would also inadvertently put Allen close to the northernmost point, the Forgotten Continent.


      Sure, this island is a high-speed fortress now, but I’m not ready yet. I can’t see myself fighting the final boss right now and winning. Besides, this world is filled with hidden events, and I want to discover more of them. As long as I hit all the right points, I should be able to do this. And so, with his gaming goggles on, he mapped out a different route for his party and friends.


      In the morning, after the island had been flying for a whole day, Merus emerged.


      “Sir Allen, stop the island,” he requested. “We cannot go any further.”


      The Summoner immediately brought the island to a stop and headed to its easternmost point with his party.


      “I’m all fired up!” Allen cried.


      “Huh? Why are you talking like that?” Cecil asked in reply.


      He ignored her and sat on the island’s edge before looking down. His eyes widened with astonishment. Far below him was the gentle winter sea, dyed a faint shade of gray from the gloomy weather, but it was abruptly stopped by a pale blue space that unfolded in front of him. The mystical space went on as far as the eye could see. Allen sent his Bird E toward the end of the ocean.


      “Whoa! This is awesome!” he shouted excitedly, looking through Bird E’s eyes. “The ocean’s just falling into this blank space!”


      Yeah, this is a fantasy world, all right! I didn’t expect there to be an actual edge of the world. And the sky...doesn’t really look like the sky.


      “Merus, know anything about that spot?” Allen asked.


      “That is the Void, as I mentioned to you yesterday,” Merus answered. “It’s a place where Lord Elmea hasn’t created anything.”


      “I see...”


      “Oh, and don’t send your Summons there either. You won’t be able to turn them back into cards. Skills and Abilities don’t work well in the Void, so you’ll easily lose control of your Summons.”


      “Interesting... But I still want to do some testing. Captain Rarappa, may I borrow the bracelet?”


      “Huh? Sure. Here you go,” she replied, offering him a set of retrieval magic tools.


      The Summoner took the items, equipped the bracelet, and glanced around before picking up a nice-looking rock. He then tied the magic tool belt, a pair with the bracelet, around it. I’ve been throwing rocks precisely for this event, I reckon. I’m sure of it. Recalling his childhood days of throwing rocks at trees, he threw the one in his hand into the Void.


      Aside from Captain Rarappa, Sophie, and Volmaar, everyone watched with confusion, staring at the rock as it seemingly vanished into the distance.


      “All right, that should be far enough,” Allen said. “Rock, return to me!”


      But Allen’s bracelet did not glow, and the rock refused to reappear in his hand.


      “Intriguing...” Rarappa muttered. “The edge of the world is exactly as it implies. Even magic tools won’t work.”


      “Hmm... At least we know there’s an edge of this world,” Allen said. “I guess we can’t just mosey on up to the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Sir Allen, I told you as much yesterday,” Merus said. “There’s a clear divide between the two realms, and you must use the Judgment Gate if you wish to pass through. Did you forget all that?”


      “No, I remember. But hey, I can’t expect to just pass through the gate, no questions asked. What if I’m asked to overcome some sort of absurd trial? I just wanted to test if there was a loophole or a glitch we could use to get to the other realm.”


      “A glitch?” Shia parroted.


      “Right. Like some kind of secret method.”


      “I suppose the conventional way isn’t always necessarily the only path.”


      “Well, what now?” Cecil asked. “You have to attend the Five Continent Alliance conference, don’t you? Will you make it in time?”


      “I think the conference got delayed,” Allen replied. “Right, Sophie?”


      “Quite right,” Sophie answered. “Giamut has proposed a delay, and the other four continents agreed.”


      “Uh, is the story Helmios told us the other day related to this delay?” Cecil guessed.


      “Yep,” Allen answered with a nod. “If the former emperor of their nation really is the Demon Lord, well, they’ve got a bit of a situation on their hands.”


      While the Magus Smith squad had been busy tinkering with the magic tool, Helmios had contacted the No-life Gamers. The Hero had explained that the Dreaded Emperor, who had conquered most of the Central Continent a millennium earlier, had been named Zeldias—the very name that the Demon Lord had introduced himself with a month ago.


      It was still unknown if the two men had any sort of connection, and Helmios had said that he would dig deeper, but when Allen heard the news, he had immediately entertained the possibility of the Demon Lord being a reincarnation of the Dreaded Emperor. I mean, according to the legends, that emperor might as well have been a demon, and now a Demon Lord appeared with the same name. I feel like this is the path to the final boss... Allen had not known the Dreaded Emperor’s real name, nor had Cecil, Sophie, Keel, or Shia.


      “Then what will we do until the Five Continent Alliance conference?” Cecil asked.


      “We’ll start by attacking Dygragni,” Allen replied. “Let’s meet up with Krena and the others.”


      Krena, who had had all her skill levels reduced to 1 following her clash with the Daemon God’s tail, and Rosalina, who had just gotten a class promotion, were busy training with Dogora. We can fight Dygragni, go to the conference, and then head to the Judgment Gate. While Allen was busy deciding his future plans, he teleported to the Rank S dungeon, the Tower of Tribulation, in Baukis.


      The first floor of the Tower had blossomed into a massive city about as large as the imperial capital. It also served as the Allen Army’s base. Allen reunited with Krena, Dogora, and Rosalina, and they headed to the final floor of the Rank S dungeon. The Tower encouraged challengers to head to higher, more difficult floors. The uppermost level was the fifth floor, but everyone simply called it the “final floor.” Cecil, Keel, and Luketod, the dark elf prince, had found that odd, but when Allen had explained that there were no stairs between floors—they traveled via teleportation—and that dungeons usually extended downward, they simply nodded along.


      The Allen and Hero Armies, which had been busy farming the final floor together to gain levels, were taking a break. Unlike hardcore grinders like Allen, the soldiers of both armies required frequent breaks, meals, and sleep, mostly so that they would not feel burnout or psychological distress.


      And so, a large camp had been set up on the fifth floor, with Shia’s beastkin subordinates and Sacred, Helmios’s party, in charge. Allen was more than happy to leave things to them.


      “Shia, you should wear the Symbol of the Beast King,” Allen called out as the Beast Princess headed to the camp’s changing room to put on her armor.


      “Must I?” she asked, stopping and turning around with a grimace.


      “Yeah. We really can’t afford to be choosy right now.”


      “Very well. I shall wear the Symbol so that I can protect everyone.”


      Unable to hide her reluctance, she again began heading for the changing room. She was not yet the official Beast King and thus felt it improper to prematurely wear the Symbol, as the set of armor, bestowed upon them by Beast God Garm, was proof that the wearer was the true sovereign of her nation.


      The orichalcum knuckles, breastplate, and bracelet embedded with the Holy Orb of Quatro together were the Symbol of the Beast King. They had been passed down through the generations, and only the true Beast King of Albahal or their official heir was allowed to wear it. As it currently stood, only Beast King Muza, Shia’s father, had that right.


      Beku, however, had been manipulated by the Demon Lord Army to steal it before being used as a sacrifice to resurrect the Daemon God’s tail. He had met his grisly end on the ocean floor of the Prostia Empire. The Symbol of the Beast King had been protected throughout the ordeal thanks to the efforts of Beku, who had turned over a new leaf, and Pelomas, then fallen into Shia’s hands. Pelomas had told Shia that her brother had protected the Symbol in hopes that the right person would obtain it one day. Shia, unfortunately, did not feel that she was that person.


      “Whether I am allowed to inherit these items will be decided after I speak with my father and my brother, Zeu,” she said. “I refuse to wear the Symbol of the Beast King unless absolutely necessary.”


      Allen agreed. Frankly, that was all he could ask for—if she wore it during times of need, that was good enough. When Shia came out of the changing room, Meruru was already with the rest of the group.


      “Meruru, you will be vital in the battle against the dungeon master,” Shia said. “But you do not need to fear. I will support you until the very end, so hold nothing back.”


      “All right! You got it!” Meruru replied.


      Looks like everyone’s following the rule I set. We’re all ready, and we aren’t weighed down by unnecessary baggage. It had come to Allen’s attention that the No-life Gamers did have an issue. For example, back when Dogora alone had been unable to use his Extra Skill, he had thought he was worthless dead weight, and during their Academy years, Meruru, who had not yet had her golem, had often made self-deprecating remarks. Thus, Allen assumed that most of the party members believed themselves worthless if they could not be of great help in battle.


      In fact, even Luke looked a touch depressed at times. Ever since he had joined the party, he had not quite shone in battles. Therefore, following the battle in Prostia, Allen had gathered his party in hopes of remedying the situation. He had firmly told everyone that everyone grew at their own pace, and that comparing themselves to their fellow party members did more harm than good. He had emphasized that each person should do their best within their means.


      Other than Sophie, who had clutched her hands in front of her chest with awe and offered her praise, everyone had seemed baffled by Allen’s pep talk. But now, a month later, they all seemed to be acting kinder toward one another and focused on cooperation. Allen was glad that he had been able to convey his thoughts to the rest of his team.


      As if to prove that everyone had become more eager to cooperate with each other, the No-life Gamers went on to beat the final floor boss in record time. True Goldino was defeated in a mere five minutes.


      “I-Impossible... I could not do a single thing...” the golem muttered, uttering his standard final line.


      “That was fast as hell! It only took you a few minutes!” Dygragni’s voice boomed throughout the floor. “But you aren’t going to fight me yet, are you?”


      “Actually, we are,” Allen replied confidently. “That’s why we’re here.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Battling Dungeon Master Dygragni


      Dygragni, the dungeon master of the Tower, was known as the father of all magic tools. The barren land in the northwestern region of the continent was where the Baukis Empire had been built. It was the world’s hub for magic tools, and since ancient times, the dwarves had called it their home.


      For many years, the dwarves had cleared the land and used the ore they had mined from mountains to develop items, so many had initially worshipped God of Earth Gaia, to thank him for the wealth of the land. After becoming smiths who could forge tools, making them a world power, they began to pray to Fire Goddess Freyja for her flames. But once the technology of processing magic stones to harness their power into items had become mainstream, many had started to worship Dygragni, the one who made magic tools.


      Just as Dygragni’s name had started becoming more well-known, the elves of Rohzenheim, located in the eastern region of the Central Continent, had begun to worship Rohzen, the God of Spirits. Both Dygragni and Rohzen had been born around the same time, nearly five thousand years ago.


      In recent years, Dygragni had left magic tool development to the dwarves and gotten engrossed in making dungeons. Allen assumed that Dygragni had created the class promotion dungeon largely due to Elmea’s orders, with the God of Creation hoping that it would aid humanity against the Demon Lord, but before its construction even got underway, Dygragni had created the Rank S dungeon, the Tower of Tribulation. The Tower was a culmination of all the effort and hard work that he could muster before he had gained enough power to make the class promotion dungeon.


      Perhaps Dygragni was attached to or fond of his first work—he mostly stayed in the Tower of Tribulation, and whenever the final floor boss, Goldino, was defeated, he would ask the victor if they wished to fight him next. He seemed eager to challenge anyone who was able to clear his dungeon so that he could test their skills, but Allen would not fight a foe that was mostly unknown.


      The Summoner had made preparations and tried to ensure he was at his strongest before he dared to challenge the deity. This world isn’t a video game where I can just respawn and try again as much as I want. Better to be safe than sorry. Convinced that he was now ready, he had challenged Dygragni to a duel.


      “Sweet!” the deity shouted gleefully. “Finally! Let’s fight!”


      A moment later, a hundred-meter-tall figure appeared, towering over the party. Dygragni had appeared without making a sound, as though he had always been there, and he had replaced Goldino’s corpse. The deity was a titan made of adamantite that glittered black. He looked just like the golems the dwarves piloted; perhaps their golems had been created in his image.


      “I’ve got your permission, right?” Dygragni asked, gazing down at Allen, who stood at his feet. “Can I really go all out? Have you guys healed up? Do you need to cast support spells again? Once I get started, I won’t stop.”


      “Go for it,” Allen replied. “We can ask for anything from you as our reward, right?”


      “Ah, so you think you’ll win. And yeah, of course! If you beat me, I’ll grant whatever you wish for as long as it’s within my means! All right, here I go!”


      With a roar, Dygragni rushed in. A charge? Which means he doesn’t have any ranged weapons on him... The mountain-sized deity moved with incredible speed. Meanwhile, Allen, who had over 10,000 Intelligence, quickly came up with a plan.


      “All right, this is the real battle!” Allen bellowed. “Give it your all! Ignomasu, you’ve got the vanguard! Dogora, Krena, join him!”


      “Okay!” Krena shouted.


      “Raaah!” Dogora bellowed.


      The two ran ahead, with Krena taking Dygragni’s right and Dogora taking his left. Because they had always been the vanguard of the party, they were able to get into formation with just a glance at each other. They often fought and trained together, and even without Allen’s orders, they could exhibit incredible teamwork without uttering a single word.


      Krena had used Limit Break to boost herself, but she was not enveloped in a heat haze like usual. Thanks to Falnemes’s support, she had become a Liberated, and Limit Break was no longer an Extra Skill.




      Effects of Limit Break


      • Lvl. 1: +3,000 All Stats, heal 1% max HP per second


      • Lvl. 2: +6,000 All Stats, heal 1% max HP per second


      • Lvl. 3: +9,000 All Stats, heal 1% max HP per second


      • Lvl. 4: +12,000 All Stats, heal 1% max HP per second




      As a result, its cooldown was considerably shorter, dropping to a mere hour. In other words, if she was lucky, she could fight consecutive or drawn-out battles with it active.


      Krena and Dogora’s job was to keep Dygragni at bay.


      “Huh? Are you guys doing something different?” Dygragni asked quizzically. “Wait! I see what you’re up to!”


      A moment later, someone took their chance and raced up to the deity’s knee. Dygragni faltered for a moment, and the shadow took that opportunity to grip their spear, aiming it right at the joint.


      “Take this! Prostia’s strongest spear!” Ignomasu shouted.


      The merfolk, blessed with the four-star Talent of Spear King, thrust his weapon, but it was blocked by the deity’s sturdy armor, causing him to lose his balance. At the same time, the knee that he had attacked began heading straight for him, launching him away on impact.


      “Gah!” Ignomasu grunted.


      He formed an arc as he flew in the air, but he kept the trident he had borrowed from Patlanta palace’s treasury firmly in his hand. I guess that weapon’s really important. He has to treasure it. Or maybe he feels compelled to protect it because he received it from Rapsonil... The merfolk coughed up blood but still managed to land on his feet. Keel, ever perfect with his timing, healed Ignomasu with a spell that allowed him to recover HP over time.


      “The front line’s gonna break! Retreat!” Allen ordered. “Rosalina, keep the buffs coming!”


      “I’m doing what I can!” Rosalina shouted back at him.


      She was in the rear, while Allen stood in the middle. I’m glad she immediately joined our party. I wanted a good buffer. The more the merrier. I really do hope I can make a friend I can have passionate discussions about dreams and stuff with, though.


      Though it was because he had practically been manipulated by the Demon Lord Army, Ignomasu had killed the previous emperor of Prostia. Even if Empress Rapsonil, the current sovereign, treated him like a criminal, he still had not given up on the idea of marrying her. His dream was to fight the Demon Lord Army, make a name for himself, and have Empress Rapsonil acknowledge his splendor. Rosalina also had dreams of her own. Now seen as the greatest songstress in Prostia thanks to the Songstress Contest, she wished to head above the water and become number one in the world.


      Following the addition of those two, the No-life Gamers had blossomed into a party of thirteen people. Since this world isn’t an actual game, there are no restrictions. I can have more than four people per party. And the more people I’ve got, the more people I can fight with. Since Pelomas was not usually included in battles, Allen had already come up with a formation for the remaining twelve party members.




      No-life Gamers’ Party Formation


      • Vanguard: Krena, Dogora, Shia (surprise attacks and support), Ignomasu


      • Middle: Allen, Volmaar, Luke


      • Rear guard: Cecil, Keel, Sophie, Rosalina


      • Special: Meruru (shield, super ranged attacks, or rear guard)


      • Rear support: Pelomas (joined the party to become mayor of Hardcore User Island, but not really a fighter)


      


      Name: Allen


      Age: 16


      Class: Summoner


      Level: 112


      HP: 6,015 + 12,800


      MP: 9,580 + 9,800


      Attack: 3,356 + 26,000


      Endurance: 3,356 + 10,800


      Agility: 6,239 + 25,600


      Intelligence: 9,590 + 19,000


      Luck: 6,239 + 4,400


      Buffs: Poison Immunity, Increased Critical Hit Rate, Flight, Disperse Evil, Damage Reduction, Increased Evasion, Physical Damage Resistance (High), Breath Immunity, Super MP Recovery (1% per second)


      Skills: Summoning {9}, Creation {9}, Synthesis {9}, Strengthening {9}, Awakening {9}, Growth {8}, Expansion {8}, Storage, Quick Summoning, Equivalency, Deputize, King Me, Sharing, {Sealed}, {Sealed}, Deletion, Sword Mastery {5}, Throwing {3}


      XP: Approx. 420,000,000,000/40,000,000,000,000,000




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Sword: +10,000 Attack


      Black Dragon Armor: +4,500 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Bracelet: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +2,000 Endurance, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +7% Physical Damage


      


      Name: Krena


      Age: 16


      Blessing 1: Goddess of Arbitration (None)


      Class: Sword Emperor


      Level: 91


      HP: 4,150 + 12,000


      MP: 1,832 + 12,000


      Attack: 4,150 + 12,000


      Endurance: 3,968 + 12,000


      Agility: 3,510 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 2,250 + 6,000


      Luck: 2,688 + 12,000


      Skills: Sword Emperor {6}, Super Slash {6}, Super Phoenix Smash {6}, Super Healing Blade {6}, Super Supreme Ruling Blade {6}, Super Valor {2}, Limit Break {4}, Deep Impact (Limited) {3}, Sword Mastery {7}


      XP: Approx. 420,000,000,000/1,000,000,000,000




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Greatsword: +12,000 Attack


      Adamantite Armor: +6,000 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Bracelet 1: +5,000 HP, +5,000 Endurance, +20% Attack skills, Halves Cooldown


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +7% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      


      Name: Cecil Granvelle


      Age: 16


      Class: Wizardess King


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,470 + 2,400


      MP: 3,974 + 2,400


      Attack: 1,640


      Endurance: 1,686


      Agility: 3,382 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 4,138 + 2,400


      Luck: 2,541 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Petit Meteor


      Skills: Wizardess King {6}, Fire {6}, Ice {6}, Thunder {6}, Light {6}, Abyss {2}, Sparring {4}




      Equipment


      Rod of the Wizardess King: +4,000 Intelligence, +20% Magical Damage


      Ancient Robe: +8,000 Endurance, Magical Damage Resistance (High)


      Ring 1: +5,000 Intelligence


      Ring 2: +5,000 Intelligence


      Bracelet 1: +5,000 MP, +5,000 Intelligence, Halves Cooldown and Activation Time for Spells


      Bracelet 2: +5,000 MP, +5,000 Intelligence, +10% Magical Damage, Recovers 1% MP


      Necklace: +3,000 Intelligence


      Earring 1: +2,000 MP, +2,000 Intelligence, +10% Magical Damage


      Earring 2: +7% Magical Damage


      


      Name: Dogora


      Age: 16


      Blessing 1: Goddess of Fire (Large)


      Class: Destroyer


      Level: 99


      HP: 8,729 + 9,600


      MP: 4,007 + 4,800


      Attack: 8,988 + 9,600


      Endurance: 8,235 + 9,600


      Agility: 6,213 + 9,600


      Intelligence: 3,845 + 4,800


      Luck: 6,028 + 9,600


      Blessing 2: Absorbs Fire-type Attacks, +10,000 All Stats, +30% Attack Damage, -30% Cooldown for All Super Skills, Unlock Fire Explosion (Limited)


      Skills: Destroyer {7}, Super Full Might {7}, Super Explosion {7}, Super Peerless Slash {7}, Super Slaughter Strike {7}, Heart and Soul {5}, Super Fighting Soul {2}, Battle Breaker {3}, Fire Explosion (Limited) {3}, Axe Mastery {7}, Dual Axe Mastery {3}, Shield Mastery {4}




      Equipment


      Divine Vessel Kagutsuchi: +20,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Greataxe: +12,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Armor: +6,000 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +7% Physical Damage


      


      Name: Keel von Carnel


      Age: 16


      Class: Saint King


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,470 + 2,400


      MP: 4,100 + 2,400


      Attack: 1,580


      Endurance: 1,786


      Agility: 2,893 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 4,030 + 2,400


      Luck: 3,634 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Drops of God


      Skills: Saint King {6}, Heal {6}, Exorcism {6}, Purify {6}, Holy Wall {6}, Pray {2}, Sword Mastery {3}




      Equipment


      Rod of the Saint King: +4,000 Intelligence, +3,000 HP, +20% Healing


      Vestment of the Saint King: +4,000 HP, Magic Resistance (High), Curse Resistance (High)


      Ring 1: +5,000 HP


      Ring 2: +5,000 Endurance


      Bracelet 1: +5,000 HP, +5,000 HP, +5,000 Endurance, Halves Cooldown


      Bracelet 2: +5,000 HP, +5,000 HP, +5,000 Endurance, Recovers 1% MP


      Necklace: +3,000 HP, +3,000 Intelligence, Doubles Amount Healed, Halves Cooldown


      Earring 1: -7% Physical Damage Received


      Earring 2: -7% Physical Damage Received


      


      Name: Sophialohne


      Age: 51


      Blessing: God of Spirits (None)


      Class: Grand Spirit User


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,834 + 2,400


      MP: 4,156 + 2,400


      Attack: 1,933


      Endurance: 1,719


      Agility: 3,011 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 4,243 + 2,400


      Luck: 3,453 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Grand Spirit Manifestation


      Skills: Spirit Manifestation {6}, Water {6}, Wind {6}, Earth {6}, Wood {6}, Mountain Spirit {2}, Bow Mastery {4}




      Equipment


      Rod of the Sovereign of Spirits: +6,000 MP, -10% MP Consumption


      Spiritualist’s Cloak: +10,000 Endurance, +5,000 HP, +5,000 MP, Physical Damage Resistance (Mid), Magical Damage Resistance (Mid), Poison Resistance (Mid)


      Ring 1: +5,000 MP


      Ring 2: +5,000 Endurance


      Bracelet 1: +5,000 HP, +5,000 MP, +5,000 MP, Recovers 1% MP


      Bracelet 2: +5,000 HP, +5,000 MP, +5,000 MP, Recovers 1% MP


      Necklace: +3,000 MP


      Earring 1: +2,000 MP, +2,000 Intelligence, +10% Magic Damage


      Earring 2: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      


      Name: Volmaar


      Age: 70


      Class: Bow King


      Level: 60


      HP: 3,736 + 2,400


      MP: 1,949


      Attack: 3,965 + 2,400


      Endurance: 2,960 + 2,400


      Agility: 3,428 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 1,566


      Luck: 1,972 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Arrow of Light


      Skills: Bow King {6}, Keen Sight {6}, Fire Dragon Shot {6}, Strongbow {6}, Power Shot {6}, Angled Shot {2}, Bow Mastery {6}




      Equipment


      Adamantite Greatbow: +3,800 Attack


      Garment of the Chief Protector: +4,000 Endurance, Breath Damage Resistance (Mid)


      Ring 1: +5,000 HP


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +7% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +7% Physical Damage


      


      Name: Meruru


      Age: 16


      Class: Talos King


      Level: 60


      HP: 3,199 + 2,400


      MP: 3,570 + 2,400


      Attack: 2,161 + 2,400


      Endurance: 1,957 + 2,400


      Agility: 1,571 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 3,570


      Luck: 2,522


      Extra Skill: Union (Right Arm)


      Skills: Talos King {6}, Flying Arm {6}, Oscillating Punch {6}, Freezing Shot {6}, Super Alloy {2}, Gravity Shot {6}, Spear Mastery {3}, Shield Mastery {3}




      Equipment


      Claw Arm (Crystal): +4,000 Attack


      Talos King’s Cape: +6,000 Endurance, +3,000 MP, Physical Damage Resistance (Mid)


      Ring 1: +5,000 HP


      Ring 2: +5,000 MP


      Necklace: Magic Disc


      Earring 1: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      Earring 2: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      


      Name: Shia van Albahal


      Age: 16


      Class: Beast Fist King


      Level: 60


      HP: 3,211 + 2,400


      MP: 1,721


      Attack: 3,640 + 2,400


      Endurance: 3,211


      Agility: 2,991 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 1,485 + 2,400


      Luck: 2,139 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Beast Mode


      Skills: Beast Fist King {6}, Heavy Blow {6}, Instant Kill {6}, Throat Chop {6}, Pulverizing Strike {6}, Explosive Fist {2}, Sparring {6}, Fist Mastery {6}




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Knuckles: +12,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Armor: +10,000 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Bracelet 1: +5,000 HP, +5,000 Agility, +20% Evasion Rate, Halves Cooldown


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +7% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +7% Physical Damage


      


      Name: Luketod


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Sovereign of Spirits (None)


      Class: Dark Wizard


      Level: 60


      HP: 1,839


      MP: 2,552 + 1,200


      Attack: 1,067


      Endurance: 1,067


      Agility: 1,544 + 1,200


      Intelligence: 2,902 + 1,200


      Luck: 1,307


      Extra Skill: Starvation Hell


      Skills: Dark Wizard {6}, Fire {6}, Ice {6}, Mud {6}, Darkness {6}, Specter {2}, Dagger Mastery {6}




      Equipment


      Adamantite Dagger: +3,000 Attack


      Giant Rat’s Mantle: +3,000 Endurance, Poison Resistance (Mid)


      Ring 1: +5,000 Intelligence


      Ring 2: +5,000 MP


      Necklace: +3,000 MP


      Earring 1: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      Earring 2: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      


      Name: Rosalina


      Age: 16


      Class: Songstress King


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,665 + 2,400


      MP: 2,665 + 2,400


      Attack: 1,689 + 2,400


      Endurance: 1,244


      Agility: 1,599


      Intelligence: 3,555 + 2,400


      Luck: 3,555 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Princess of Mermaids


      Skills: Songstress King {6}, Cheer {6}, Pop Song {6}, Traditional Dance {6}, Hymn {6}, Applause {2}, Fan Mastery {5}, Sing {6}, Charm {5}




      Equipment


      Moonflower Shell Fan: +10,000 Attack, +8,000 Endurance


      Deep Sea Dragon’s Veil: +10,000 Endurance, +5,000 MP, +5% Luck


      Ring 1: +5,000 Luck


      Ring 2: +5,000 MP


      Necklace: +3,000 Luck


      Earring 1: +2,000 MP, +2,000 Intelligence, +10% Magic Damage


      Earring 2: +1,000 MP, +1,000 MP


      


      Name: Ignomasu


      Age: 26


      Class: Fish King


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,460 + 2,400


      MP: 1,850


      Attack: 2,460 + 2,400


      Endurance: 2,460 + 2,400


      Agility: 2,759 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 1,496


      Luck: 1,112 + 2,400


      Extra Skill: Supreme Raging Slash


      Skills: Fish King {6}, One-Stage Thrust {6}, Low Sweep {6}, Three-Stage Thrust {6}, Current Blast {6}, Tit For Tat {2}, Spear Mastery {6}




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Greatspear: +12,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Armor: +12,000 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +2,000 HP, +7% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +2,000 HP, +7% Physical Damage


      


      The middle and rear guard, riding Bird B’s, circled around Dygragni. The former kept between one and two hundred meters away from the enemy, while the latter stayed a bit farther back, three to four hundred meters away. They attacked while keeping their distance, and supported their allies where they could.


      Meruru was the only one who did not have a strict placement in the party’s formation. While piloting Tam-Tam, she could act as a shield against a horde of enemies, engage in close combat against large enemies, and fire off ranged attacks in other situations. If there was no need for her to use her golem, she stayed in the rear. She was versatile and could fill whatever role was required of her, and this time around, they were up against a large enemy.


      “Here I go! Tam-Tam, come forth!” she shouted.


      A colossal magic circle appeared above Dygragni’s head, and Tam-Tam, the hihiirokane golem, made its entrance. The deity quickly kicked Ignomasu, Krena, and Dogora aside and tried to step forward, but before he could, Meruru boarded her golem and restrained him from behind.


      “Nicely done, missy,” Dygragni said. “You’re using that disc I gave you real well. Happy to see it.”


      Like Dygragni, Tam-Tam was a hundred meters tall. The deity himself was partially to thank for that, as he had upgraded Meruru’s magic disc as the first-clear reward for defeating Goldino. A normal magic disc only had ten slots, but hers now had twenty, making her more powerful than ever before. Tam-Tam now had ten slots’ worth of Attack enhancement slates, which put its Attack at almost 80,000. Yet despite her absurd strength, Dygragni still managed to slowly walk forward, dragging Tam-Tam with him. And though Krena, Dogora, Shia, Ignomasu, and Volmaar were giving it their all for their attacks, Dygragni looked completely unfazed.


      “What’s going on here, Merus?” Allen asked.


      The former First Angel of Elmea, now Angel A, stood beside the Summoner and watched the battle.


      “I assume Dygragni has grown over the past several years as well,” the angel guessed.


      “What?”


      “Dygragni is a god. And like all deities, the more followers and worshippers he has, the stronger he gets. He already had about two hundred million dwarves worshipping him, but ever since he made the class promotion dungeon, he’s had powerful adventurers converting to his faith as well. In other words, he’s grown stronger.”


      Dammit. I thought that we should wait to take him on until we’d gotten stronger, but I didn’t expect him to have gotten stronger too... It was then that Allen had an epiphany.


      “All right! Then let’s get cracking!” Allen said.


      Just then, Dygragni’s left arm popped off at the shoulder. Tam-Tam, who had been using all of its power to restrain the deity, lost its balance as the arm fell off.


      “What the?!” Meruru gasped.


      “You’re not good enough, missy,” Dygragni said. As Meruru and her golem slowly fell to the ground, he transformed his right arm into a hammer and slammed it onto the ground with incredible speed. “Round Burst!”


      Before he had even finished his chant, a gravity wave made the air tremble, and the fan-shaped shock wave blew everyone away.


      “Huh?! An AoE attack?!” Allen exclaimed. “Sophie! Restrain Dygragni!”


      “Okay!” she replied.


      At once, a wind spirit appeared, transforming its spiral arms into vacuums and roping them around Dygragni’s body.


      “Teleport!” Dygragni bellowed.


      Instantly, his massive body appeared right in front of the Summoner. Allen could hardly believe his eyes.


      “Don’t tell me this all ya got. Don’t bore me, ya hear?” the deity said with a grin on his golem-like face.


      “Guard yourselves!” Allen roared.


      “Round Burst!”


      Dygragni activated his skill again, and his fan-shaped attack hit Allen and the other middle and rear guard members. Even the Bird B’s were powerless against it, losing their balance and getting blown back. They somehow managed to regain their posture even without Allen’s orders, however. Wait a sec... We didn’t take much damage. Is it because we’re in the air? Does it not affect the rear guard as much?


      Allen opened his grimoire to check the Statuses of the four vanguards. All of them had been hit by the initial attack and sent flying, but Dogora, who had been out of range of the follow-up attack, and Shia, who had sensed danger and managed to flee to safety, were back on their feet, searching for an opening. Only Krena and Ignomasu were down. When Keel used his healing magic and they staggered to their feet, Allen gave out new orders.


      “Sophie, make a barrier!” he barked. “Merus, head to the rear guard!”


      The elven princess nodded and summoned Pygmy, an earth spirit that resembled a child wearing a straw hat. Though the spirit made a thick barrier that protected the rear guard, Dygragni managed to pulverize it with a single blow from his right-hand hammer.


      “You’re all too soft!” he shouted. “You thought a flimsy shield like that could block my— Whoa there!”


      Just as he drew his hammer back, Merus outstretched his wings and swooped in to land a strike on the deity’s chest.


      “I can’t do it!” Luke wailed. “Just like with that guy before, none of my skills will work on him!”


      The dark elf prince struggled to debuff his enemies.


      “Macris, you think it’s tough for you too?” Allen asked.


      “Tough for sure,” Macris replied languidly.


      Macris, like Merus, had been Summoned to help with the fight, and was currently with the middle guard. If his Shooting Star doesn’t work, I doubt Merus’s Endow Element will either. While Allen was thinking of his next move, Tam-Tam, who had gotten back up, grabbed Dygragni’s fallen left arm and swung it like a club.


      “Hyaaaah!” Meruru shouted.


      A deep clang shook the air. Allen instinctively covered his ears, and as he did so, Dygragni removed his right arm and both legs.


      “Did we win?” Meruru asked.


      Don’t say that! That’s a death flag! Allen’s premonition immediately rang true.


      “Thanks for that, missy!” Dygragni said. “Because of you, I can switch modes now!”


      The deity’s body floated in the air as his legs, right arm, and the left arm that Tam-Tam had dropped all flew straight back at him. The legs were now stuck to his side like a pair of wings, and his arms stuck out of his back. His hands and wrists retracted, only to be replaced by cannon barrels, and the mouth of the barrel glowed a pale blue. It spat out mana that allowed Dygragni to fly throughout the room. It changed to a flying type?! The rear and vanguards are in danger now! Allen’s mind raced for a solution when the bumpkin-faced Dogora shot out.


      “Battle Breaker!” he roared.


      The floor below his feet glowed a bright orange, and a magic circle appeared. It rotated and grew larger, ultimately stretching below his airborne party members. Dogora had activated his new skill. After his fight against Bask, the King of Shura, in Prostia, he had been frustrated about having been on the receiving end of a one-sided beatdown and asked Allen to borrow Stone D, a Summon that boasted one of the highest Endurance stats within the Summoner’s arsenal. Dogora had trained furiously, and upon his class skill having reached Lvl. 7, he had learned a new skill, filling him with joy.




      Effects and Analysis of Battle Breaker Lvl. 3


      • Decreases allies’ physical, magical, breath, and other damage taken by 30%


      • Increases Dogora’s physical, magical, breath, and other damage taken by 30%


      • Increases Dogora’s critical hit rate by 30%


      • Increases Dogora’s damage by 30%


      Effects increase by 10% per skill level




      In exchange for taking more damage, the user was able to deal more damage and protect their allies. It was a very fitting skill for someone like Dogora. At the same time, as it was a high-risk, high-reward skill, he had to be careful—timing was everything. It could quickly and easily become the very cause of his defeat.


      “Dogora, this guy’s tough!” Allen shouted. “Don’t you dare take a direct hit!”


      “I know!” Dogora replied.


      The boy deftly evaded an attack that Dygragni launched straight at him, then he swung his dual axes with astonishing speed.


      “Hey, not bad,” Dygragni said. “All right! Time for me to kick it up a notch!”


      The crystal on his chest began emitting rays of light, causing several shadows to appear within. From it emerged what looked like miniature Dygragnis.


      “Kiii!” they cried.


      Mini Dygragnis? And their cries make them sound like babies, Allen thought, clearly not overly concerned about them. As if to prove him wrong, two of the five-meter-tall mini Dygragnis charged at Krena. She managed to dodge one, but the other struck from her blind spot, landing a clean hit that knocked her away. That instantly put Allen on full alert.


      “They’re as powerful as Demonic Deities!” he shouted. “Be careful!”


      “Freeze Cannon!” Macris chanted.


      The Fish S, floating high in the air, unleashed its Ability. Two mini Dygragnis were caught in the blast, and they froze in place and shattered. The remaining mini Dygragni’s eyes glowed red as it activated its skill.


      “Repair Energy.”


      The two shattered enemies immediately revived, and even Dygragni’s wounds healed right before the party’s eyes.


      “We can’t beat them like this!” Cecil cried.


      “Yeah...” Allen replied. “Judging from this guy’s movements...”


      “Huh? Wait, you don’t mean...”


      “This is gonna be a long battle. Be prepared.”


      The noblewoman grimaced. “Are you serious? I really don’t want that. At the very least, I didn’t come here today planning for it.”


      “Well, tough. I wanted to beat this deity quickly too, but given those mini enemies, we’ve got no choice. This’ll take a while.”


      Allen knew that this world was not like a video game. Even so, he had memories of his time as Kenichi and could not help but interact with it as though it were a game. Furthermore, he was utterly obtuse when it came to how his actions would be perceived by others and how they would affect his friends. More often than not, he made executive decisions by himself and dragged them along with his antics.


      During their time at the Academy, Cecil had been forced to press a monster summoning switch in a dungeon for hours on end to help Allen grind. He had trained endlessly, forgetting to even eat meals or take breaks, and an exhausted Cecil had once hurled a fire spell at the back of his head out of frustration. To this day, she was not sure how that had happened. Had she simply aimed improperly and accidentally hit him? Or had her body forcibly tried to find a way out of that cycle? She purposefully chose to avert her gaze from reality.


      She continued to glare at the back of Allen’s head while her allies fought Dygragni and his miniature forms. The mini versions kept healing, making the battle wear on. This feels endless. Does he not have an MP cap or something? And he keeps moving around meaninglessly, like he’s trying to show off. It’s like he was dying to fight. Is he that happy that we agreed to battle him?


      For the next six hours, Allen observed Dygragni’s movements. Meanwhile, Cecil continued to cast spells at the deity without ever averting her eyes from the back of Allen’s head, her murderous glare only growing stronger and more intense with time.


      “Hmm, yeah,” he suddenly muttered, taking her by surprise. “It’s about time.”


      “For what?!” she screeched.


      “Yeah, I know, I know.”


      He purposefully turned to face her.


      “If you’ve got time to look away, you’d better be able to dodge this!” Dygragni shouted.


      For the umpteenth time, he changed into his humanoid form and teleported in front of Allen. He then put his hands together and transformed them into a massive hammer, which he swung down.


      “Ugh!” Allen cried.


      This was all according to the Summoner’s plan. He had taken the blow and smashed into the ground, Bird B and all, although it dealt more damage than he had expected. Even with Dogora’s Battle Breaker reducing the damage he took by thirty percent, several of his bones were broken, and a searing pain gripped him. Only when Keel healed him was he finally able to get back up.


      “Allen!” Cecil shouted. She jumped off Bird B and rushed to his aid, but over her shoulder, he saw Dygragni thrust his right arm.


      “Come back, my pentapods!” the deity ordered.


      Allen watched on, and the mini Dygragnis—the pentapods—answered the call. They combined to form their master’s right arm, then transformed into a massive barrel. What’s he planning? That looks like the ranged cannon Tam-Tam uses... Maybe we can do this. The Summoner leaped to his feet, pushing Cecil away as he called out to Macris and his allies.


      “Macris! Use Freeze Cannon!” Allen ordered. “Guys! A full frontal assault! Now!”


      “Gran Laser!” Dygragni shouted.


      “Freeze Cannooon!” Macris chanted.


      A pale blue light shot out from the deity’s arm, headed straight for Allen and Cecil. Macris’s Freeze Cannon managed to interrupt it, however, cutting off the searing beam of light.


      “Laser Beam!” Meruru shouted.


      A hot ray of light shot out from Tam-Tam’s eyes and struck Dygragni’s right arm. The light vanished for a moment, then exploded. It was Allen who had suggested the name “Laser Beam” for the attack.


      “Crap!” Dygragni shouted.


      For the first time, he looked to be in a state of panic, but Merus’s Ability and Cecil’s Extra Skill quickly drowned out his cry.


      “Judgment Lightning!”


      “Petit Meteor!”


      Purple lightning enveloped Dygragni’s body and assaulted him, knocking him to his knees, while a flaming red boulder appeared in the air and crashed down on the deity.


      “Ngaaah!” Dygragni screamed. “This won’t end meee!”


      When he tried to defend himself against the meteor with his remaining left arm, Dogora took his chance. His stats had been buffed thanks to the Goddess of Fire, and as he absorbed the heat from the meteor, making him stronger still, he jumped into the air to land a decisive blow.


      “Heart and Soul!” he roared.


      He swung Kagutsuchi down, and the axe sank deep into Dygragni’s forehead.


      “We did it!” Cecil crowed.


      The lengthy battle was finally drawing to a close, and Dygragni’s towering physique, unable to push Petit Meteor away, slowly fell to the ground, face up. Did he get tired of this drawn-out battle? Or did he want to show off his power? I feel like he was pretty clumsy near the end there. The fact that he went out of his way for a flashy attack only proves that he’s inexperienced when it comes to gambling during a battle.


      “Stay in formation,” Allen warmed. “Don’t let your guard down just yet.”


      Allen carefully opened his grimoire and checked the log, hoping that there were no notifications of the deity’s resurrection.




      <You have defeated 1 Dungeon Master Dygragni.>




      Wait, that’s it? I was offered a hundred-level bonus if I defeated the Daemon God’s tail, but this wannabe final boss won’t even give me XP? It was undoubtedly Allen’s gaming experience that made him think that final bosses sometimes did not give XP, and he was fine with that. It was common sense for him, so he managed to suppress his rage and annoyance as he turned to his allies.


      “We did it, guys. It’s over,” he said. “We won!”


      “Finally!” Sophie cheered, Rohzen sitting atop her head. “Lord Allen, your tactics were amazing!”


      “That was a tough fight,” Allen said. “But this is an important victory for Meruru.”


      “Y-Yeah,” Meruru agreed. “Thanks, everyone.”


      She hastily bowed to her allies, but no one noticed other than a satisfied Allen, Cecil and Sophie, who were beside him, and Volmaar, who was in the back. Ignomasu, Dogora, Krena, and Shia were lost in their own world, already holding a meeting to hash out future battle plans.


      “Dogora, if I rush in...” Ignomasu started.


      “Yeah, I’ll move here,” Dogora replied.


      “Interesting...” Shia muttered.


      “And I’ll go here, right?” Krena asked. “We should be good!”


      “Ugh, I lost!” Dygragni said. The deity had shrunk to a tenth of his original size and sat where his massive body once lay, crossing his legs languidly. “Man, you guys are strong!”


      “Thank you for the battle,” Allen said, trying to sound as humble as he could. Though he had not received any XP, he was promised that he would have a wish granted by the deity, and he was eager to get to it.


      Dygragni must have noticed Allen’s desire, as she shrunk even further, to around seven or eight meters tall, and gazed down at the Summoner.


      “What happened to your haughty attitude from before our battle?” the deity asked. “Oh, I get it. You want your prize, eh? All right, a promise is a promise. Whaddya want? I got you.”


      “I can ask for anything, correct?” Allen inquired.


      “Yep. I’ll do whatever I can within my power. And hey, don’t be so stiff and formal, all right? I don’t like that.”


      “Got it. I’ll be more casual.”


      If he’s not forcing me to be polite, I won’t waste any effort on that.


      “So? Whaddya want?” Dygragni asked.


      Allen observed the deity for a few moments before opening his mouth. “All right, then. Dygragni, we’re in the middle of a battle against the Demon Lord. Lend me your body. I want Meruru to use it for fights.”


      “Huh? My body?”


      “Yeah. Meruru’ll be the one to pilot you.”


      A crystal was embedded in Dygragni’s chest. It was very similar to the ones found on golems like Tam-Tam, which allowed people like Meruru to pilot them. Thus, Allen assumed that the deity could be controlled as well.


      “Nah, can’t do that,” Dygragni replied.


      “Why not?” Allen demanded. “I thought you’d grant me any wish within your means.”


      “Yeah, and I’m saying that that’s outside my means. I’ve gotta upgrade the class promotion dungeon. It’s an extremely important role that was given to me by Lady Isiris, so I can’t just abandon it. Sorry, man.”


      “Oh, you can do that. Be the dungeon master on the regular. I’m sure the gods will give you orders that you’ll have to comply with. Keep doing what you’re doing, and just help us out as a side gig of sorts.”


      “A side gig? Do you have any idea how much time and effort it takes to make a dungeon?” Dygragni’s tone immediately became thornier and more biting. His golem-like face, normally devoid of emotion like all golems, looked much angrier. True to his title as the dungeon master, it seemed he had a fair bit of pride and enthusiasm when it came to his work. “Making a dungeon ain’t some easy, casual job you can just do without focusing all your energy on it. The overall structure, the positioning of obstacles, the rewards on each floor, and a myriad of other factors are essential. And of course, it’s gotta be worth trying to clear. I gotta focus and think about all that stuff. Even things that come out exactly as I envision will turn out to not fit well with the rest of the dungeon and need to be tweaked. Sometimes, I have to abandon ideas entirely.”


      He’s the type who can only do one thing at a time, I guess. And Isiris, huh? Dygragni continued to voice his passion for dungeons, but Allen had stopped listening. His mind was now on Isiris, the Goddess of Magic, who had apparently ordered Dygragni to upgrade the class promotion dungeon. She was the deity in charge of attacking spells like the ones Cecil used and magical items that boosted stats. Naturally, magic tools were also under her jurisdiction, but because she was unable to handle all of it, she had decided to make a puppet she could delegate work to. That was, according to Merus, the story of Dygragni’s birth prior to his evolution into a higher form. As time had gone on, Dygragni had received more work, such as creating dungeons, and begun to feel a sense of pride in his creations.


      “In any case, the next class promotion dungeon has to be unlike anything else,” Dygragni went on. “Sure, anyone who clears it will get a class promotion, but failure should also come with punishments. Death is a popular penalty to add to these dungeons, but it’s pretty tough to come up with other suitable and terrifying punishments for challengers. It’s hard making dungeons, you know?”


      As the deity prattled away proudly, Allen slowly pried himself from his thoughts and carefully chose his words.


      “Then why don’t I think of a punishment for those who fail to clear your dungeon?” he suggested. “It’ll be something that hasn’t been done before.”


      “What? Are you saying you’ve got a good idea?” Dygragni asked.


      “What about resetting their Trial of the Gods?”


      “Huh?”


      “People have to overcome a Trial to receive a class promotion. Why not take away the hard work it took for them to get there?”


      “Taking away the fruits of their labor? If you mean taking the power that you guys gained from overcoming the Trials that Lord Elmea bestowed upon you, I understand, but I wouldn’t necessarily call that taking away hard work...”


      “Oh, but you get the idea. If a person fails, it’ll be like they never overcame a Trial at all. Isn’t that terrifying?”


      “Is that really a punishment? No, wait, maybe it is. I wouldn’t want to lose the power of worshippers that I receive until now...”


      “You can reduce their levels to 1 or take away 10 levels or whatever you like. You could even take a star away from their Talent, but that probably depends on the difficulty. The point is that failure puts them further and further away from their class promotion. Those who are willing to take that risk will try to clear the new dungeon.”


      “Wait, did you just say ‘take a star away from a Talent’? I feel like downgrading a Talent is a bit too harsh...”


      “If the quality of the rewards changes depending on the floor, it only makes sense that punishments are adjusted accordingly. The rest is up to you. You can fine-tune those ideas as you please.”


      “Interesting...”


      Dygragni placed a hand on his chin and froze where he stood. Hmm? Is he thinking? No, wait, I think I’ve seen something like this before. Whenever Rohzen, the God of Spirits, communicated with the Heavenly Realm to ask for aid, he would freeze in place as well.


      “Allen, why are you discussing class promotion dungeons?” Rosalina asked, taken aback.


      “He’s always liked dungeons,” Cecil said wearily, used to her leader’s antics. “There were times when he refused to come out for days once he entered one.”


      Suddenly, Dygragni let out a cry of delight.


      “Lady Isiris gave me the go-ahead!” he shouted. “All right, all that’s left is to put this into practice!”


      He stood up and struck a triumphant pose.


      “Then can I have you as my reward?” Allen asked.


      “I know I said I hate stiff formalities, but aren’t you being a bit too chummy with me now?” Dygragni grumbled. “At least saying something like, ‘Please lend me your power as my reward.’”


      “Please lend me your power as my reward. Happy?”


      “Ugh, that pisses me off too... But all right. You gave me an interesting idea, and I can upgrade my class promotion dungeon. Sure, I’ll help you guys out...as a side gig.”


      A bright light filled the room.


      “Whoa! My body’s glowing!” Meruru cried.


      Vwum.




      <Meruru has obtained the Extra Skill “Equip Dygragni.”>




      Ooh! The grimoire’s log even recorded Meruru’s new power! But since we defeated the dungeon master, I think we should get a little more...


      “Also...” Allen started.


      “What? That not enough for you?” Dygragni complained.


      “I know you’re busy as the dungeon master, but I even gave you ideas for your new class promotion dungeon...”


      Sophie and the others grimaced. They recalled the time Allen had similarly haggled with Rohzen to get the party class promotions.


      “You’re seriously asking for more? Ugh, fine. Why don’t I lend you my abilities too? Missy, have your golem use these.”


      Meruru hastily approached the deity, who offered the index finger of his right hand. He created several slates for her.


      “Th-Thank you very much,” Meruru stammered.


      She took the slates and clutched them tightly to her chest.


      “Don’t mention it. It’s my way of thanking you for being so good to your golem.”


      Meruru fell silent with hesitation upon hearing the deity’s kind words. Then, after a few moments, she gazed up at him.


      “Um, Lord Dygragni,” she started.


      “Yeah? What’s up?”


      “Can you... Can you give my Tam-Tam a soul?”


      “A soul?”


      “Like with Allen’s Summons. I want to speak with my partner.”


      Meruru had kept that desire tucked away in the depths of her heart for quite a while; only now had she finally worked up the courage to make such a brazen request of the dungeon master. Huh. Did Meruru always want something like that? He gazed at her languidly when Dygragni firmly nodded.


      “Interesting,” he said. “Sorry, that’s probably not the right word. You just made a very important request. And I’d like to grant it to ya, missy. Let me see your magic disc for a bit.”


      Meruru gripped the stone slates she had just received with one hand and used the other to remove the magic disc that hung around her neck.


      “H-Here you are,” she said. “H-Huh?!”


      She stood there with surprise as Dygragni placed a palm over her. The magic disc floated high into the air and twirled rapidly. Fwoosh! Dygragni said not a word throughout the process. His golem-like face was expressionless, as it always was, but it looked like he was concentrating and using his powers to the best of his abilities.


      CRACK! CLANG! Sharp metallic sounds reverberated as the magic disc broke into pieces. The shattered fragments floated about in front of a stunned Meruru before immediately gathering back together to form a new shape—a cube that was one size smaller than her original disc.


      “Done,” Dygragni said. “Go on. Introduce yourself to the missy.”


      The golem introduced itself. It sounded like a human, but its voice lacked any sort of inflection.


      “My name is Tam-Tam. I am Lady Meruru’s golem.”


      The voice came from the cube-shaped magic disc.


      “Tam-Tam! You can talk!” Meruru cried joyously. She gazed passionately at her cube, practically moved to tears.


      “Is it imbued with a soul now?” Allen asked. “It can’t really talk well.”


      “It’s still closer to a puppet.” Dygragni explained. “But don’t worry. If the missy here takes proper care of her partner, it’ll be able to talk smoothly in no time.”


      “I will! I’ll take good care of Tam-Tam!” Meruru shouted.


      The Summoner inspected Tam-Tam’s cube-shaped magic disc closely.


      “This disc, or cube, rather, has these indentations on every side,” he noted. “Must be for slates.”


      “Oh, you’ve got a sharp eye, Allen,” Dygragni replied. “Yeah, each side can fit five slates, meaning that this cube has thirty slots in total.”


      The disc had only been able to fit twenty, meaning the cube had ten extra slots.


      “Now then, Meruru,” Allen said. “Looks like we’ve got some testing to do. And I want you to summon your Tam-Tam too.”


      “Yeah!” Meruru replied.


      “Wait, testing?” Dogora asked. “Is this gonna take a long time too?”


      “Of course it will,” Allen replied.


      “Then let’s head back a floor. I wanna level up my skills too.”


      “Oh, fair enough.”


      Out of the corner of his eye, Allen noticed Merus standing there with a stern frown.


      “Merus? What’s up?” the Summoner called.


      “Nothing...” Merus replied.


      If he says so. The Summoner and his party went back to the fifth floor soon enough, only to bump into the Hero Army, which was busy farming iron golems.


      “Ah, there you are, Sir Allen! I’m glad to see you safe,” one of the commanders remarked.


      “Thanks. We managed to take him down,” Allen replied.


      “You and your party certainly are impressive! I suppose there are no enemies that can match you!”


      The commander smiled, a bloody bandage tied around his head.


      “Looks like a few are injured,” Allen observed. “Keel, could you help them?”


      “Of course,” Keel replied.


      As he headed out to treat the wounded, Dogora headed in a different direction.


      “Allen, can you lend me a few Summons for practice?” he requested. “And Lord Merus, will you also help me train?”


      “I suppose...” Merus answered with a reluctant sigh.


      The angel would have to constantly heal the Stone D’s that Dogora used for practice until the boy was satisfied. He also had to create healing items in lieu of Allen, so his busy schedule was not going to lighten anytime soon. His eyes were vacant with exhaustion, as they always were. Nevertheless, he followed Dogora to help the boy train until he passed out.


      Allen paid no heed to Merus’s feelings. He was lost in his excitement over Tam-Tam having been upgraded, celebrating as if he himself had gotten buffed. Meruru’s heart was quivering with delight as well. She loved her Tam-Tam so dearly, and she was finally able to communicate with it. As she thought about her sunny future, she headed out with Allen to do some testing.


      “Hey, don’t start just yet,” a familiar voice echoed, stopping the party.


      Dygragni appeared out of nowhere, startling Cecil, who had tagged along with Allen and Meruru for their tests. As the dungeon master, perhaps he was allowed to teleport around as he pleased within the Tower of Tribulation.


      “Missy,” Dygragni said. “Try telling Tam-Tam to ‘open.’”


      “Huh? Okay, sure,” Meruru replied. “Tam-Tam, open!”


      The magic cube that floated above her head descended in front of her chest. Its six sides all then began sliding and rotating, rearranging themselves to reveal a dark space inside.


      “It’s like a magic bag,” Dygragni explained. “You can use it for storage. I recommend storing your slates in there. Then all you have to do is give orders, and Tam-Tam will automatically adjust its slates accordingly.”


      “Th-Thank you, Lord Dygragni,” Meruru replied.


      “Oh, and one more thing, missy.”


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “You don’t need to call me ‘Lord.’”


      “O-Okay... Um, then...does just ‘Dygragni’ work?”


      “Yeah, that’s good. Thanks for going along with my whims. Go on now, throw your slates in there.”


      Meruru did as she was told. She took the slates she had on hand and placed them in the dark space.


      “And stored,” Dygragni said. “Try summoning Tam-Tam now.”


      “Okay. Tam-Tam, come forth!” Meruru shouted.


      “Yes, Lady Meruru,” Tam-Tam replied.


      The magic cube silently jumped into the air and vanished, and a golem-summoning magic circle appeared. Tam-Tam made its descent just as it had done during the battle against Dygragni.


      “Meruru, has anything changed?” Allen asked. “Can I see Tam-Tam’s Status?”


      “Sure!” Meruru replied.


      Vwum! Tam-Tam’s crystal glowed and displayed its Status.


      


      Name: Tam-Tam


      Specification: Puppet


      Grade: H


      Pilot: Meruru


      Rank: Hihiirokane Grade


      HP: 25,000 + 1,000 + 2,400


      MP: 25,000 + 1,000 + 2,400


      Attack: 25,000 + 1,000 + 2,400


      Endurance: 25,000 + 1,000 + 2,400


      Agility: 25,000 + 1,000 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 25,000 + 1,000


      Luck: 25,000 + 1,000


      Functions: Strengthening {1}, Storage


      Specification Value: 0/10,000


      


      Allen gazed at the screen.


      “Hey, Dygragni,” he called out. “What’s this ‘Specification Value’ thing?”


      “It’s Tam-Tam’s growth shown in numbers,” Dygragni replied. “While it’s summoned, it’ll remember everything it sees and hears, and make its own decisions. That all serves as experience and helps the soul inside it grow. It’s pretty similar to how you humans grow and mature over time, I think. But of course, since its vessel, the golem body, is already fully formed, it’ll probably mature a lot faster than humans.”


      Allen nodded along with interest and watched the Specification Value rise quickly. XP for the soul, huh? Am I right in assuming that the MP required to move the golem will be converted to XP? Allen had been keeping tabs on the MP needed to mobilize golems.




      Required MP to Use a Golem (Per Second)


      • Iron golem: 1 MP


      • Bronze golem: 2 MP


      • Mithril golem: 3 MP


      • Hihiirokane golem: 5 MP


      MP Usage with Gigantify and Supergigantify Slates


      • Gigantify slate: Doubles MP usage


      • Supergigantify slate: Triples MP usage


      • Both: Quintuples MP usage


      Slates Received from Dungeon Master Dygragni


      • Exterior enhancement slate (skill name: Equip Dygragni) x5


      • Cloning slate (skill name: Pentapod) x5


      • Positron Cannon slate (skill name: Gran Laser) x3


      • Short-Distance Teleportation slate (skill name: Teleport) x3


      • Gravitational Wave Cannon slate (skill name: Round Burst) x3




      “Now let me tell you how to use the slates I just gave you,” Dygragni said.


      “Please do!” Meruru replied with a happy nod.


      “The slate with five circles is how you summon my support machines, my pentapods. The one with the cannon is my Gran Laser, my Positron Cannon slate. The one with lines going in all four directions is my Teleport slate, and the three-ringed circle is my Round Burst—you know, my Gravitational Wave Cannon slate. And last but certainly not least, the slate that gives you Equip Dygragni. Be sure to shout the name of the moves when you use them.”


      “Got it!”


      “Good. Now get in Tam-Tam. Then slot my slate and shout ‘Equip Dygragni.’ You’ll need me if you wanna use my pentapods and Gran Laser.”


      Meruru did as she was told. The cube that floated above her head followed her into the gem embedded in Tam-Tam’s chest.


      “Here I go!” Meruru shouted. “Equip Dygragni!”


      Her voice echoed from the driver’s seat, and a magic circle appeared above her golem. Slowly, Dygragni made his descent, boasting the same towering height as he had during their clash. Allen immediately glanced around, but the smaller Dygragni they had just been speaking to was no longer around. The theatrics, man...


      When he looked up, the deity’s massive body split into six, his arms, legs, torso, and head all floating about separately. They whirled around Tam-Tam before finally sticking themselves onto it. When the final part, the helm, landed on Tam-Tam’s head, its transformation was complete. The vermilion golem was now wearing a suit of jet-black armor.


      “Holy crap! That’s so cool!” Allen yelled. “So these enhancement parts are wearable, huh? Meruru, can I check your Status again?!”


      A light stretched out from the crystal on Tam-Tam’s chest, displaying its Status on the floor.


      “Awesome, right?” Dygragni asked. “It uses a hell of a lot of MP, so be careful about that. Now, try using the pentapods.”


      “Okay!” Meruru replied. “Pentapods!”


      Five rays of light shone from Tam-Tam’s chest, and the mini Dygragnis that Allen had faced before appeared before him.


      


      Name: Dygragni-Equipped Tam-Tam


      Specification: Puppet


      Grade: H


      Pilot: Meruru


      Rank: Hihiirokane Grade


      HP: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000 + 3,600


      MP: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000 + 3,600


      Attack: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000 + 3,600


      Endurance: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000 + 3,600


      Agility: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000 + 3,600


      Intelligence: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000


      Luck: 25,000 + 50,000 + 1,000


      Functions: Strengthening {1}, Storage


      Specification Value: 8,200/10,000


      


      Name: Pentapod


      HP: 39,800


      MP: 39,800


      Attack: 39,800


      Endurance: 39,800


      Agility: 39,800


      Intelligence: 38,000


      Luck: 38,000


      Functions: Repair Energy, Battery Transform


      


      Effects of Extra Skill “Equip Dygragni”


      • User combines with Dungeon Master Dygragni


      • Can use magic cannons: 1 Huge, 2 Extra Large, 4 Large, 8 Medium, and 16 Small


      • +50,000 to all stats


      • Duration: 1 hour


      • Can switch forms (such as flying form) based on user’s commands


      Pentapod Slate Effects


      • Has half of the golem’s total stats.


      • Golem can mobilize pentapods.


      • One pentapod per slate (five slates currently in use).


      • Repair Energy heals 10,000 HP to target golem or pentapod.


      • Battery Transform turns pentapods into cannons.


      • The power of the cannon depends on the pentapod’s Attack.




      Whoooa! Tam-Tam and Meruru are so strong now! Whoo! And the pentapod stats are applied after Dygragni’s stats transfer over! Allen busily scribbled away in his grimoire, recording Meruru and her golem’s newfound strength while listening to Dygragni’s explanation. When he read the pentapods’ Status, he could not contain his excitement.


      “This is amazing,” he muttered. “She can summon five clones that can heal. This makes her unstoppable. And debuffs don’t work on golems anyway...”


      Just then, Dygragni’s voice rang out from Tam-Tam’s helmet.


      “Oh? Tam-Tam’s changing!”


      “Huh?! Whoa! Wow!” Meruru cried.


      Allen looked back to the Status displayed on the ground and saw that it had indeed changed.


      


      Name: Dygragni-Equipped Tam-Tam


      Specification: Puppet


      Grade: G


      Pilot: Meruru


      Rank: Hihiirokane Grade


      HP: 100,000 + 2,000 + 2,400


      MP: 100,000 + 2,000 + 2,400


      Attack: 100,000 + 2,000 + 2,400


      Endurance: 100,000 + 2,000 + 2,400


      Agility: 100,000 + 2,000 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 100,000 + 2,000


      Luck: 100,000 + 2,000


      Functions: Strengthening {2}, Output {2}, Storage


      Specification Value: 0/100,000


      


      “Hey, Dygragni,” Allen called. “What’s this Output thing about?”


      “It’s an ability that enhances the effects of a golem’s skills,” Dygragni explained.


      “That’s amazing!” Meruru shouted. “You’re amazing, Tam-Tam.”


      “Thank you, Lady Meruru,” Tam-Tam replied. “I am amazing.”


      Meruru fell silent for a few moments.


      “What’s wrong?” Allen asked.


      “Um, Tam-Tam?”


      “Yes, Lady Meruru?”


      “We’re partners, aren’t we? You don’t have to call me ‘lady’ or anything.”


      “Okay...Meruru! I am Meruru’s partner!”


      No longer did Tam-Tam sound like a monotonic robot. There was a bounce in its voice, as though it were trying to convey its delight.


      “Thank you so much, Dygragni,” Meruru said.


      “Don’t mention it, missy,” he replied. “I hope you guys will be good friends. And if you have any questions, just slot my slate into Tam-Tam and give me a shout.”


      The black armor lifted itself from Tam-Tam and combined in the air to form Dygragni once more.


      “Thanks for this lesson,” Allen said.


      “I didn’t do this for you,” the towering, hundred-meter-tall deity responded haughtily. “I did it for the missy and Tam-Tam. She wished to speak with her golem, and Tam-Tam wanted to do the same. I just helped them out, that’s all.”


      “Really, now...” Allen muttered.


      Dygragni did not respond. Meruru had already stepped out of her golem, and she showed her arsenal of cool poses to Tam-Tam, hoping that her golem would copy her. The deity was watching them having fun. Once the testing was over, Allen’s grimoire opened up. Vwum.




      <Tam-Tam has joined your party.>




      Interesting... Since Tam-Tam’s got a soul, it’s now officially a member of my party. A fourteenth member, huh?


      “Welcome to the No-life Gamers, Tam-Tam,” Allen said, gazing up at the golem that was trying its best to copy Meruru’s cool poses.


      “Slot in my slate if you need me,” Dygragni repeated. “Feel free to get in touch if you’ve got any questions.”


      If the exterior enhancement slate was slotted into the cube, the party could apparently converse with the deity.


      “You’re pretty generous,” Allen remarked, grateful for the arrangement. At the same time, though, he was surprised by how eager Dygragni was to help them out.


      “I’m a puppet created by Lady Isiris, the Goddess of Magic,” the deity replied. “But I believe that my body has a soul as well.”


      He placed a hand over the crystal on his chest, desperately making the appeal that he was alive.


      “Huh?” Allen asked quizzically.


      “I’ve got a soul,” Dygragni said quietly. “I’m sure of it.”


      I guess the word “soul” is important to him. It seemed that the request Meruru had made, for Tam-Tam to have a soul just like Dygragni, had really struck a chord with the deity. No longer did he have his usual joking, laid-back tone. In Allen’s eyes, the deity had spoken firmly and quietly to reassure himself that he had made the right choice.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Five Continent Alliance Conference


      As the sun rose in the east, Allen awoke in a room in the Ratash royal castle.


      “It’s morning...” he muttered as he closed his eyes once more and buried his face in his pillow.


      A faint herbal scent lingered in the room, the gentle aroma having helped him get a good night of sleep. However, he forced himself to awaken from his slumber and sat on his bed. From there, he took out his grimoire and used Creation, Growth, and Deletion over and over again. The Summoner continuously used his MP from the moment he woke up, taking no breaks even during meals and travels. It was a habit he had picked up during his years at the Academy, after he had obtained an MP Recovery ring—the accessory allowed him to continuously gain XP by using his skills nonstop.


      Now, he was blessed with two MP Recovery rings and two Holy Orbs that also recovered his MP. Thanks to the addition of Fish S’s buffs, Allen was able to recover five percent of his total MP per second, a clearly absurd rate. On average, he would grind for fifteen hours a day, or nineteen if he did not have anything special planned.


      Allen believed that it was vital to strengthen his Summons for future battles and was eager to reach Growth Lvl. 9 as soon as he could. As he busily ground XP, a quiet knock echoed from his door.


      “Good morning, Sir Allen,” a voice called. “I’ve brought you tea.”


      “Come in,” Allen replied.


      The door opened, and a lady-in-waiting came in with a little cart carrying an array of items for serving tea.


      “Oh, have you read all the books we prepared for you?” she asked politely.


      Allen glanced at his bedside table, which the servant chose to park her cart in front of. Thirty or so books were messily scattered about on it.


      “Ah, I’m terribly sorry for the mess,” Allen apologized. “I’ll clean it up right now.”


      “Then I shall help you with that first,” the lady-in-waiting replied.


      The two tidied the books and placed them on a desk a short distance away before the servant set some tea on the now-clean table.


      “I’m quite astonished that you managed to read them all in one day,” she said.


      “I was perusing them in search of something,” Allen confessed. “I didn’t read every page in the most detail, but they were all very interesting. I couldn’t put them down.”


      “Do you have any concerns or issues? Please feel free to tell me.”


      This woman had single-handedly gathered all the books Allen had read last night. When he had told her that he wished to read up on the gods of this world and learn more about mythology, she had gone to the archives of the royal castle. She had even visited the Heavenly Realm researchers from the Church of Elmea to find a choice collection of interesting, educational texts.


      “None at all for now, thank you,” Allen replied. “And thank you for all your hard work since yesterday. I made my request after I left the Rank S dungeon, but you had all of these texts ready for me by evening.”


      The Summoner planned on heading to the Heavenly Realm, the home of the gods, in the near future. To do so, he first had to search for the Judgment Gate, which according to Falnemes was protected by the descendants of the Dragon God, and he thought he should brush up on his knowledge of the deities before that. He recalled his days as Kenichi, when he had tackled a game without looking at any guides. At the time, he had unwittingly relied on his tanks more than he wished to brute force his progression, and it had served as a learning experience for him. Before he set out to do anything or go anywhere, he would gather information first lest he take the longer or harder route to achieve his goal.


      This world was not actually a video game. Without the internet, there was no way for him to just look up a guide either. The best he could do was ask a lady of the castle who had been assigned as his servant in hopes of being introduced to someone knowledgeable. Still, Allen had not expected her to go out of her way to personally gather all the books that he had needed. Furthermore, she was capable of pouring delicious tea, and she quietly left while stating that she would bring food for him soon. She treated him very well.


      Once Allen finished his cup of tea, he approached the desk that was now tidily piled with the books. It was in the eastern portion of the room, by the window, and when he opened the curtains, the dry, wintery breeze and the gentle sunshine filled the room. And the one who brought this light to us vanished... he thought.


      He opened a certain book to confirm his thoughts. It was an old, handwritten tome that summarized the mythology of this world, where gods were rather close to humanity. According to it, the Mortal Realm, the world of humanity, was atop a flat, square surface that was supported by Gaia, the God of Earth. It was floating about in the Void.


      A strong ray of light and countless smaller rays illuminated this world from the east before setting in the west. The particularly strong ray was called sunlight or moonlight, and the countless fainter beams were called starlight or nightlights. It was said that both forms of light were created by the powerful Amante, the Goddess of Light.


      The story told by the book took place in the distant past, before even Merus had been born. The light still persevered in this world, giving humanity a way to accurately measure time, but Amante had vanished, leaving it behind. The book went on to assert that Amante was most certainly still alive somewhere in the Heavenly Realm.


      The Heavenly Realm must be a vast place... It’s not like I’m looking for Amante in particular, but... As Allen stewed in his thoughts, still spending MP to activate his skills, breakfast was brought to him. This time, the woman serving him was not alone; she was accompanied by two additional ladies. He watched as a lavish spread of breakfast dishes was laid before him on the table, and he wondered why he was being treated so well.


      This year, the Five Continent Alliance would hold a conference to hash out its plans for the battle against the Demon Lord Army. For the first time since the Alliance’s formation fifty years ago, the Kingdom of Ratash would be its host. This was due in no small part to the kingdom faction, the group loyal to the current king, Invel. He had allowed his faction to rise to prominence and hold great power, but they were, in general, very uncooperative with the Five Continent Alliance. The previous king had been a member of the Academy faction and rather cooperative with the Alliance’s goals, having even put his kingdom’s development on hold so that he could prioritize offering his assistance to the Alliance. However, when he had fallen ill, the naysayers had risen up. They had claimed that they should distance themselves from the Alliance and stabilize the nation first, bolstering its defenses and safety. The result had been Invel taking the throne. As he was on the side of the kingdom faction, they had naturally gained more power and become more mainstream.


      It was then that a Ratashian adventurer had reached Rank S—the first in two decades, according to the Adventurer’s Guild. In his party was the future pope of the Church of Elmea, the future queen of Rohzenheim, who had close ties with the God of Spirits, and the Beast Princess of Albahal. It was obvious to all that if the party were to speak to the Five Continent Alliance, their opinions would have weight and influence.


      But the Rank S adventurer had not stopped there. He had gone on to clear the Rank S dungeon and even created an army in his name. This adventurer, Allen, had once served as a manservant of then-Baron Granvelle, now Count Granvelle, and even included the count’s beloved daughter in his party.


      Given his lavish cast of party members, many people of the Alliance had their own concerns. Would Allen one day join the kingdom faction and no longer help the Alliance against the Demon Lord Army? Would the king use Allen’s influence and power as a shield to expand his army and wage war against the Alliance? In short, the Alliance was curious about Allen’s plans and actions, which had led to them choosing Ratash as the host nation of the conference this year.


      Doing so had only served to throw the kingdom into a state of confusion, however. And who could blame them? Even Ratash was not quite sure of Allen’s goals and motives. In truth, the Summoner was more than willing to share that information; he simply had not given an answer because Invel had never asked. How Ratash saw that stance was unclear, but the kingdom showed increasing care and consideration for Allen.


      “Please, have a bite, Sir Allen,” one of the servants said.


      Allen turned to her in a daze.


      “Is something the matter?” she asked politely as a lady-in-waiting beside her grew tense.


      The servants had been, in no uncertain terms, instructed by the director of the castle to ensure that Allen did not become irate. They had been ordered to treat him well, causing them all to be overly sensitive to any action he made. Needless to say, the boy himself was not aware of that.


      “Oh, nothing at all,” Allen replied. “Thanks for the food. After breakfast, I’d like to head to the waiting room.”


      He voraciously dug into the lavish breakfast. Once he had had his fill, he reunited with his friends in the waiting room. The conference was set to start at nine in the morning, and Allen would be taking part. The goal of the meeting was to discuss the overall direction of the Alliance, along with its budget. Allen had no strong opinions about those topics, so he decided to join in silence while grinding away for XP. If anyone spoke to him, he would respond then. I guess Rosalina and Ignomasu are acting on their own... After Allen greeted his friends, as he languidly continued to grind XP and watch his friends, Shia approached.


      “Allen, I’d like an opportunity to speak up at this conference today,” she said.


      “Go for it,” Allen replied. “What do you wanna say?”


      “I want to discuss my future. As I’ve said to everyone before, today is the day that I speak with my father and brother. And of course, I must bring up the Symbol of the Beast King as well.”


      “Will you be announcing who is worthy of inheriting those items?”


      “Precisely.”


      As the word left her lips, Hero Helmios and his party, Sacred, appeared. Allen headed over to them.


      “Good morning, Mr. Helmios,” he said. “I want to thank you once again for sharing intel about the Dreaded Emperor.”


      “Don’t mention it,” the Hero replied. “But you can’t tell anyone else about it. It’s highly confidential, all right? We don’t even have any concrete evidence to back up our claims yet. We can’t publicize this sort of thing and expect everyone to just nod their heads. I want to avoid a situation where the Five Continent Alliance becomes fractured.”


      “You’ve got a point there.”


      Which means I’ve got a way to blackmail the emperor. No ruler would want word to spread that a former sovereign of their nation could be the Demon Lord. But it’s not like I have any use for it right now. The Summoner could not hide the grin that stretched across his lips, earning a concerned frown from Helmios.


      “Allen, if you really don’t think this piece of information is anything special, I implore you to think of the citizens of my nation,” Helmios said. “The Dreaded Emperor was exactly as atrocious as his name implies, perhaps even more so. It’s a piece of history that everyone despises. If our guesses are true, there’s no way for me to refute it, but if something like that becomes public, it would only create confusion and panic. Above all, people would fear the Demon Lord Army more than before, and their lives would be gripped with despair and suffering. You understand all that, don’t you?”


      As the group headed to the site of the conference, the representative of each nation, Cardinal Krympton of the Church of Elmea and his group of archbishops, and Guildmaster General Makkaron and his vice guildmaster were waiting. In the head chair for this conference was the host, a member of the Ratashian royal family. Princess Leilana, who was on close terms with Cecil’s brother, Thomas, also quietly was in her seat.


      “Has everyone arrived, Invel?” Regalfaras von Giamut V, the Bloody Emperor of Giamut, inquired.


      “Just one person left,” Invel replied. “I imagine that they will be here soon enough.”


      “You are this year’s host. That your indolence would delay the conference is inexcusable.”


      “Oho,” Pupun van Baukis III, the short, pudgy emperor of Baukis, chuckled. “I find it unseemly that you would take up such a haughty attitude with the host nation.”


      Just then, the prime minister of Ratash received a report from an official and relayed it to King Invel.


      “They have arrived,” the prime minister announced. “Please stay in your seats, everyone.”


      “This shall be a historical conference, no doubt,” Queen Lenoatiil of Rohzenheim said.


      She flashed a sunny smile when the doors of the conference opened. Empress Rapsonil of Prostia emerged in a beautiful, white aquarium.


      “I apologize for the wait, everyone. I am Rapsonil of the Prostia Empire. I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”


      The empress was wrapped in a beautiful dress unlike any that could be found on land. Shells had been shaved into a thin layer to create rainbow-colored armor. Threads made from seaweed that was tougher than steel had been roped together and woven into a beautiful garment fitting for an empress. Her piscine lower half remained submerged in the water as she stood up and gave a bow.


      Throughout her elegant display, the aquarium did not budge an inch. And though her beauty and dignity were awe-inspiring, many were astonished by the lone merfolk who stood by her side and single-handedly supported the tank. Meanwhile, the ministers of Prostia stayed close to her, practically glued to her side. Among the procession was an orange-haired merfolk in a stunning dress of her own. She alone left the row of Prostians and joined Allen’s table.


      “Empress Rapsonil, I would like to welcome you to today’s Five Continent Alliance conference,” King Invel said on behalf of the others.


      The empress nodded as the other representatives of the Alliance bowed their heads.


      “Thank you for inviting us to your conference,” Rapsonil said. “We are here today to request that Prostia join the Alliance.”
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      Silence filled the room. The five head representatives of the Alliance had been told of this beforehand, and they had already given their assent, but the news came as a shock to the other representatives within the room.


      “Welcome, Empress Rapsonil, and by extension, the Prostia Empire,” Pupun III said, breaking the silence. “The Five Continent Alliance will happily welcome you. After all, we could only communicate and trade with you through Crevelle until now.”


      “That is true,” Rapsonil replied. “Our empire is on the ocean floor, and we have not had any contact with those above the water for many years now. We were separated by the ocean, but just last month, the Demon Lord Army was able to break that barrier and attack us.”


      “Is that so?! That must have been quite the disaster. I am delighted to see that you made it through.”


      Despite Pupun’s feigned ignorance, everyone had already known of the attack. The Alliance received intel about the attack a while back. This farce was so that the information could be conveyed to the rest of the representatives.


      “Indeed,” Rapsonil replied. “The Demon Lord Army’s claws had reached even Patlanta, our imperial capital, but we were saved just in the nick of time. Hero Helmios and Sir Allen offered a helping hand, saving our empire from total destruction.”


      “What a trying ordeal,” Pupun said. “I presume, then, that you wish to join the Alliance as a result of that attack.”


      “It embarrasses me to admit it, but it seems we vastly underestimated the power and threat that our enemy poses to us all... We hadn’t seen the Demon Lord Army for ourselves until now.”


      The empress chose her words carefully. When she stated that the Demon Lord Army was an enemy, the people of the Alliance began to chatter away.


      “We had assumed that the Demon Lord Army could be easily handled by those above land,” Rapsonil continued. “There was no need for you to borrow the power of the ocean floor. However, only when we actually faced them did we realize that we could barely push them back, even with the help of the Hero and Rohzenheim’s savior. We were truly blind to the plight and suffering of the people on land, and I feel nothing but shame for our ignorance.”


      “Their power is something I cannot deny,” Regalfaras said. “As frustrating as it is to admit, their power knows no bounds—we are not fully aware of their capabilities. And of course, our Alliance shan’t decline your wish to join us.”


      Needless to say, behind the scenes, Prostia had already been accepted into the Alliance. Even so, making its acceptance official in front of the crowd earned a round of thunderous applause.


      “Thank you, everyone,” Rapsonil said. “As a token of our eagerness to join the fray, I would like for Ignomasu...” She paused and pointed to the merfolk below her tank, supporting her full weight without moving a muscle. “...and Rosalina to aid you. We will also provide a squad of two thousand Magic Smiths to the Allen Army.”


      The orange-haired merfolk at Allen’s table stood up and gave a quick bow.


      “You may think that an army of two thousand is a bit too small for battle, but I assure you that every soldier has been handpicked and is the best in their field from our empire,” Rapsonil explained. “As you can see, Ignomasu, a spear user, is our strongest warrior. And Rosalina is the winner of our most recent Songstress Contest. With these two here to aid you, you will get just a taste of the power that Prostia holds. I am confident they will live up to your expectations.”


      “Interesting...” Regalfaras said. “And may I ask how willing you are to cooperate with us in the future?”


      “I hope that I can provide several tens of thousands of soldiers to join the fight against the Demon Lord Army,” Rapsonil replied. “We will also develop useful magic gear for everyone to use, as well as amass enough resources, food, and supplies to support the battle for a decade.”


      The empress’s immense generosity made everyone mutter among themselves. Regalfaras only spoke once more after everyone had quieted down.


      “That is an extremely kind and generous offer,” he said. “However, the Alliance cannot possibly handle that many soldiers and supplies being given to us all at once. And if the Demon Lord Army was willing to attack the ocean floor, they might very well do so again. Therefore, we have no choice but to come to you for counsel regarding how to prepare for such battles. And so, I propose to the rest of the Alliance and the representatives of this room that we make the Prostia Empire a deputy leading power of our Alliance. Are there any voices of dissent?”


      “Oh, not at all,” Pupun immediately replied. “I think that is a fantastic idea. I vote in favor.”


      This had already been decided beforehand as well. Pupun applauded in delight, and the rest of the representatives gave another massive round of applause as well. All the while, Allen watched on, still busily grinding XP under the table.


      “You have my thanks. I hope we can all work together in the fight against the wicked Demon Lord Army,” Rapsonil said. Then, after the applause had settled down once more, she turned to the king of Ratash. “King Invel, if you do not mind, I would like to use this opportunity to speak with someone as a representative of Prostia.”


      Invel jolted. Her request was not something that had been discussed beforehand. She was going off script.


      “May...I ask who you wish to speak with?” Invel asked timidly.


      “Beast King Muza of Albahal,” the empress replied. “There is something I must tell him regarding his son.”


      The Beast King, who sat there with his eyes closed and arms crossed while maintaining his silence, gave a quiet nod when King Invel glanced his way.


      “Go on, Empress Rapsonil,” Muza said.


      “Thank you. The Demon Lord Army, while lurking in Patlanta, resurrected a legendary monster that had been sealed deep underground. It pains me to say this, but your son, the Beast Crown Prince, was used as a sacrifice during the ritual.”


      Muza quietly nodded once more, but the fur on his brow rippled ever so slightly.


      “However, in the ensuing battle against the legendary monster and the Demon Lord Army, Holy Fish Macris, the guardian of our empire, was gravely injured, and it was none other than the Beast Crown Prince who saved his life,” Rapsonil revealed.


      “What do you mean?” Muza asked quietly.


      “I cannot tell you here what Beast Crown Prince Beku took from the Demon Lord Army’s base, but I can say that it was vital to their plan. And thanks to his efforts, Holy Fish Macris was able to come back to life. In other words, your son is the savior of my empire. I thought it imperative to tell you as much.”


      Muza’s eyes widened slightly as the empress leaned out of her aquarium and watched him. He stared at her and slowly lowered his head.


      “It is I who must thank you,” he said. “Had you not told me this story, I never would have known that Beku was capable of risking his life for others. The boy had been a fool and done something irredeemable to our nation and its citizens. It seems he’s managed to clear his name to a degree.”


      Silence followed the Beast King’s solemn words, and Allen took the chance to raise his hand toward King Invel.


      “Yes, Allen? Do you have something to say regarding this matter?” Invel asked.


      “I’d like to tell everyone about the Allen Army,” the Summoner replied. “I think you guys should know.”


      “What?! Do you have something more you would like to do?!”


      “Yes. Our base and fortress is mobile now. I would like permission to fly above your nations.”


      The room filled with confusion.


      “Now he suddenly claims that he wishes to fly in the airspace of other nations?! How selfish and utterly insolent!”


      “I heard that he was the hero who fought for Prostia, so I assumed he would talk about that or something.”


      “Shouldn’t this base be shared with the rest of the Alliance?”


      Needless to say, Allen’s request was not in the conference’s itinerary. Flying weapons were not really a thing in this world aside from the golems of Baukis, and Allen had just revealed that he had something that could very much invade the airspace of other nations. It was like a bolt from the blue. Everyone aside from Empress Rapsonil looked at the Summoner with shock, and some even showed anger. They all reacted in their own way, but none were favorable toward Allen. Even Queen Lenoatiil of Rohzenheim, who had made Allen her grand strategist, stared at him in disbelief. Regalfaras was the first of the leading powers to react.


      “Don’t you dare get cocky,” he rumbled. “If you think a single person is allowed that much freedom, I suggest you surrender your Rank S adventurer license to the guild.”


      “What do you mean?” Allen asked.


      “Do you think there’s a nation out there that will simply allow a mobile fortress to enter its territory? You may be a Rank S adventurer, but you are only one person. A mobile fortress that belongs to a lone individual is terrifying. Do you think people will merely gaze up at it without a care?”


      “Admittedly, it’s just a fortress, so it isn’t very large. But I do want to avoid the imperial capital and other cities where people tend to gather.”


      “And who will trust those words? Who’s to say that you aren’t lying? If you had any awareness of what your title as a Rank S adventurer means, you would have avoided saying such a thing at all. The moment you did so, you effectively cast aside the Rank S adventurer title that the Five Continent Alliance bestowed upon you. This is no longer about obtaining permission—you shouldn’t be allowed to do anything at all.”


      “We’re usually high in the air, above magic ships, so we can avoid running into them. The island is currently headed for the Village of the Dragon God. I want to avoid flaunting my power lest my movements become restricted.”


      “Are you an imbecile? The fact that you revealed that you have a mobile fortress you’ve kept hidden until now is very much flaunting your power. How can you not understand that? If, as you say, you truly do not wish to be seen as a threat, you should have revealed the existence of this fortress before this conference began.”


      The emperor pursed his lips and waited for Allen’s response when another ruler decided to join in.


      “Emperor Regalfaras,” Lenoatiil said. “The elves will assure you that Sir Allen has no intention of attacking the Five Continent Alliance.”


      After a short silence, Regalfaras refuted her, saying, “Forgive me, Queen Lenoatiil, but I have heard that Allen is the grand strategist of your nation. Certainly, then, he has shown his support for you, and you can watch his fortress fly off without a care. The same cannot be said for us. Even if he does not intend to attack us, he should at least choose his words wisely and show some modesty. If he cannot so much as attempt to persuade others in a more amicable manner, how can he be trusted to fly above other nations, much less be in charge of a potentially dangerous fortress?”


      Lenoatiil made no attempt to answer this and turned to Allen instead.


      “Grand Strategist Allen, may I ask why you wish to fly your island to other places?” she asked.


      “I plan to fly around the world and fight the Demon Lord Army,” Allen reasoned. “Needless to say, I’ll need to be quick, and going forward, this will be the shortest and fastest way to do that. If I were to take my sweet time negotiating entry every time a battle is taking place, I fear that I may be unable to assist in a timely manner. Hence, I am asking permission.”


      Lenoatiil closed her eyes for a few moments in pensive thought and opened them once more.


      “Very well. I shall trust your words,” she said.


      “What?” Regalfaras asked. “Are those flimsy words worthy of trust?”


      “But of course. My daughter is with him, after all.”


      Regalfaras was at a loss for words. The rest of the people who had heard their conversation watched in stunned silence. Only Allen’s party, the members of Sacred, Beast Prince Zeu and Beast King Muza, and the Prostians remained unfazed.


      “And that’s not all,” Lenoatiil went on. “Lady Cecil, the daughter of Count Granvelle of Ratash; Sir Keel, the future pope of the Church of Elmea; Miss Meruru, the young golem user of Baukis; Beast Princess Shia of Albahal; and Prince Luketod of the dark elves are all members of his party. There is even Sir Dogora, the apostle of Lady Freyja. They come from many different nations and are all incredibly loyal to our organization. They are just, true, and noble. If Sir Allen, for whatever reason, were to try to attack a nation, they would not let him.”


      Regalfaras and the others who took issue with Allen’s words all turned to the Summoner’s table. Not one of the No-life Gamers batted an eye. Their dignified appearance directed Regalfaras back to the elven queen.


      “Even so...” he groaned. “Well, I suppose I understand. You mean to imply that, in effect, members of the Alliance will be watching over Allen...”


      “Precisely,” Lenoatiil replied. “It is the same system he already operates under as a Rank S adventurer. If he ever acts unbefitting of his title, the Adventurer’s Guild, responsible for giving it to him in the first place, and Guildmaster General Makkaron, who you seem quite close with, will certainly not sit back and watch it happen.”


      The emperor quietly glanced at Makkaron. The Guildmaster General only gave a quick look, one that implied that the emperor would be wise to back down.


      “Very well,” Regalfaras relented. “I shall trust your daughter, Queen Lenoatiil. And don’t you ever approach my capital.”


      “Thank you very much,” Allen replied. “That is all I would like to say. However, it seems Shia wishes to say a word or two.”


      “I-Is that so?” King Invel asked. “Princess Shia, I ask that you keep it brief.”


      Shia stood up. “Thank you, King Invel. In front of everyone, I, Shia van Albahal, would like to address my father, Beast King Muza of Albahal.”


      “Go on,” Muza replied. “What do you have to say that required going through the trouble of gathering everyone’s attention?”


      Shia nodded quietly and took out the Symbol of the Beast King from underneath the table. The orichalcum gear and the bracelet with the Holy Orb of Quatro appeared before the crowd, enchanting them all.


      “This is the Symbol of the Beast King,” Shia said. “I return this to you, and in doing so, I hereby renounce my claim to the throne.”


      “What?! N-No!” Beast King Muza and Allen both shouted.


      “Shia, are you sure?” Zeu, who sat next to Muza, asked in a trembling voice. “Are you really giving up on the throne?”


      “Indeed,” Shia replied. “Brother, you should become the Beast King. There is something else I wish to do.”


      Ugh, is that why she’s giving away the Symbol? Since she’s no longer vying for the throne, she should take it as a parting gift. Allen had only helped Shia suppress Beku’s revolt in Albahal so that he could get his hands on the Symbol of the Beast King. He finally had the princess enter his party along with the set of powerful orichalcum gear. Just then, Allen whipped out his grimoire.


      It only says “Shia.” Her “Beast Princess” title is gone. I guess what she said before was enough for her to cut ties with the nation. Wait, but she’s still got her Extra Skill, Beast Mode. Does this mean she can’t use Muza’s Extra Skill, Total Beast Mode, anymore?


      “Hey, Shia,” Allen muttered, trying to alter the flow of events. “Why don’t you keep the Symbol?”


      “Allen,” Dogora said, standing behind the Summoner. “Don’t butt in.”


      “What gives?”


      “Shia made this decision herself. Let her do what she wants.”


      The bumpkin-faced boy glanced down at the Summoner, and Allen turned forward again to tune into Shia and Zeu’s conversation.


      “What is it you want to do? What’s your goal?” Zeu asked.


      “To fight the Demon Lord,” Shia answered. “And for that, I must travel around with Allen.”


      “B-But why does that mean that you have to abandon your claim to the throne? Can you not fight the Demon Lord and be Beast King?”


      “I cannot. Believe me, this isn’t a choice I’m keen to make either. But the Demon Lord Army is full of powerful enemies. I might even die in battle. With so much risk involved, how could I ever become the sovereign of a nation as well?”


      “B-But...”


      “Enough, Zeu!” Muza barked. The Beast Prince and the kings of the other beastkin nations in Garlesia fell silent, their hair standing on end. Everyone shivered in response to the powerful roar the mighty Beast King had let out. “She wishes to forsake what she has built thus far. That is her choice.”


      He then stood up and approached Allen’s table.


      “The Symbol of the Beast King will be returned to me,” he said, running a hand over the items. “Is that clear?”


      I really wanna say no. The Summoner almost opened his mouth to rebut him, but when he felt Dogora glaring daggers at him from behind, he reconsidered.
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      “Yes,” Shia answered. “This is that gear that the founder of Albahal used while risking his life to protect the dignity of the beastkin. I shall return it to you. I am not befitting of it.”


      “Is it because you plan to stay with this insolent human?” Muza asked, glaring at Allen.


      “No. I believe that Beku was most suited to receive the Symbol. And yet, even he felt that he was unfit to inherit these items and prayed that someone else would take them instead. He died protecting the Symbol of the Beast King.”


      “And you feel that you are not fit for that duty?”


      “That’s right. I’ve thought long and hard as to why Beku did not believe he was worthy to inherit these items. And I realized that my brother was once a splendid warrior who did not hesitate to shed his own blood to protect his nation, but he stepped off the right path.”


      “Indeed. He became unworthy of the Symbol. The same cannot be said for you.”


      “No, I am just like him. I am about to do precisely what my brother did.”


      “What does that imply? You said that you would fight the Demon Lord, but are you willing to die for that cause?”


      “That’s right. The abhorrent Greater Demonic Deity who killed my brother made him a sacrifice and used his blood to resurrect the Daemon God’s tail. His blood was stolen, taken from him by the Demon Lord. I must recover that. If not, I cannot recover Albahal’s—no, the beastkin’s true dignity. To fulfill my goal, I will happily cast my life aside.”


      “I have heard your resolve loud and clear,” an unfamiliar voice boomed, echoing throughout the room. “If you are willing to die for the sake of the beastkin’s pride, do so in a blaze of glory. Fight to your heart’s content.”


      What the? Is this some kind of new event? Did Shia just get stronger?! Allen took out his grimoire with gusto.


      


      Name: Shia


      Age: 16


      Blessing: God of Beasts (None)


      Class: Beast Fist King


      Level: 60


      HP: 3,211


      MP: 2,134


      Attack: 3,640


      Endurance: 3,211


      Agility: 3,640


      Intelligence: 2,134


      Luck: 2,906


      Skills: Fist King {1}, Super Heavy Blow {1}, Super Instant Kill {1}, Super Throat Chop {1}, Super Pulverizing Strike {1}, Beast Mode {1}, Sparring {6}, Fist Mastery {6}


      XP: 0/600,000,000


      


      Ooh! Her XP cap unlocked, and she even got Beast Mode as a regular skill! She’s out here in Extra Mode, baby! No Total Beast Mode yet, though... But when Dogora hit Lvl. 7 on his class skill, he gained Battle Breaker, so if Shia grinds like hell in the Rank S dungeon, she might get something too! Allen’s eyes were glued to the page, trying to find a way for Shia to obtain Total Beast Mode. He planned on splitting his party into two teams: One would head to the Village of the Dragon God, and the other would grind in the Rank S dungeon. He placed Shia squarely into the latter. Meanwhile, Shia, ignorant of Allen’s thoughts, faced the sky.


      “Thank you, Lord Garm,” she murmured.


      When Beast King Muza heard that, he turned on his heel to return to his seat.


      “Father, you’ve left the Symbol of the Beast King behind,” Shia said.


      Muza kept walking and replied, “Keep it. Come back alive, Shia. This is the path Lord Garm has opened for you.”


      “Father...”


      “One more thing. I will not allow you to renounce your claim to the throne. Once you return to my kingdom safe and sound, fight Zeu once more for the title of Beast King.”


      Allen glanced back down at his grimoire and saw the name “Shia van Albahal” once more. What the?! Her name went back to normal! Kinda felt a bit forceful there, but hey, at least she can still be Beast King and have her claim to the Symbol. Good going, God of Beasts!


      “Shia and her father sure are intense,” Keel whispered from a short distance away, looking visibly relieved.


      Muza had already returned to his seat and closed his eyes with his arms crossed. Beside him sat Zeu, who did not take his eyes off his sister.


      “Right,” Allen muttered. “You weren’t much different.”


      “Huh? Did you say something, Allen?” Keel asked.


      “It just feels like we’re really living in the moment, you know? It’s fun.”


      Allen recalled his time as a manservant at House Granvelle. Former Viscount Carnel had done heinous things to the Granvelles and was arrested for his crimes. Who would have thought that the former viscount’s son, Keel, would one day be honored for his exemplary achievements in the fight against the Demon Lord Army, allowing him to free his father from prison? Everyone was doing their best to live their life as they saw fit. That was why Shia wished to abandon the throne to avenge her brother Beku’s death, and why Meruru had wanted to give Tam-Tam a soul. I can’t just order people around. If I’m going to, it’ll only be during battles.


      While the Summoner was trying to really understand what it was like to live with his friends in this world, a smile formed on his lips. Once Shia had finished talking and Invel saw that the grinning Allen no longer had anything further to say, the conference went on as planned.


      “Next is about the oracle from Lord Elmea, the God of Creation,” King Invel said. “Cardinal Krympton, Guildmaster General Makkaron, if you would.”


      “Certainly,” Krympton replied. “Could you please prepare a magic board?”


      The beautiful, middle-aged man’s voice rang out clearly. He was acting as the leader of the Church of Elmea since it currently had no pope. A massive chalkboard was wheeled into the conference room from the back.


      “Good day, everyone,” the cardinal began. “My name is Krympton. If you’ll allow me, I’d like to get straight to business. I received an oracle from Lord Elmea, which I must convey to the Five Continent Alliance. I will write it down on the board as usual.”


      “As usual”? I guess this is how oracles have always been conveyed to others. Is Keel only able to enter Extra Mode through Elmea? He quietly observed the conference as he thought back to the books he had read the night before. There were many gods in this world—255, all told. The Four Elemental Deities were among them, as were Dygragni, who was in charge of golems and dungeons, and his creator, Isiris, the Goddess of Magic, who excelled in magic and mana manipulation.


      It was Falnemes’s job to watch over the deities and dole out punishments as needed. The only one who could give Falnemes orders was Elmea, the father of all gods, and because he had the ability to create everything in this world, he was also in charge of healing—the act of creating something that was once lost.


      Using Dogora and Krena, who had already entered Extra Mode, as hints, Allen had employed his Intelligence of over 10,000 to surmise that Keel could only do the same through Elmea. If I want someone to enter Extra Mode, I have to beg a god to make it happen. I really do want to prioritize strengthening my healer, so I guess I’ve gotta ask Elmea for help soon, he thought. All the while, pale blue letters appeared on the magic board.


      “First, let me tell you the rules and requirements for entering the class promotion dungeon that will be added soon,” Krypton said.


      That instantly captured Allen’s attention. His eyes went as wide as saucers, and he stared at the board. He soon got bored of reading the oracle, however. He sounds so haughty, and it’s worded in, like, the worst way possible. I’ll just clean this up a bit... He quickly organized his thoughts and jotted them down in his grimoire.




      Upgraded Class Promotion Dungeon Rules and Conditions


      • Those with a Talent can attempt to clear this dungeon and receive a class promotion


      • Attempt Condition 1: Must have an adventurer card


      • Attempt Condition 2: Must have cleared the class promotion dungeon at least once


      • Promotion Condition 1: Must have the requisite Promotion Points


      • Promotion Condition 2: Must be at max level and max class level


      • Promotion Condition 3: If the necessary points have been obtained, can be promoted up to a five-star Talent


      • Promotion Points: Gain 1 point per Demonic Deity slain and 5 points per Greater Demonic Deity slain. Other enemies may also give points


      • Two-star’s Promotion: Requires 1 Promotion Point to become a three-star


      • Three-star’s Promotion: Requires 3 Promotion Points to become a four-star


      • Four-star’s Promotion: Requires 10 Promotion Points to become a five-star


      • Patch Note 1: If you already have a four-star Talent, you do not need to clear the class promotion dungeon beforehand


      • Patch Note 2: The party leader’s adventurer card will store the Promotion Points earned from any Demonic Deities a party kills. If multiple parties are involved in a battle, the points will be distributed based on the party leader’s contributions


      • Patch Date: April 1 of this year


      • Location: Ratash Kingdom’s Academy City (further details will be provided at a later date)


      • Warning: Rank S monsters can be found in the dungeon. Challengers will be risking their lives




      “Wait, a promotion cannot be received until the challenger defeats a Demonic Deity?” someone murmured.


      Allen turned toward the source of the voice and spotted a middle-aged man—representing a nation he did not recognize—in shock. Both the Allen and Hero Armies have been training in the Rank S dungeon to get strong enough to fight the deities, but for people who can’t do that, there’s no telling how long it’ll take... The Summoner believed it was common sense to raise others’ levels by grinding out dungeon floors, but he was also aware that not everyone was fortunate enough to be able to do that. He gazed at the man with pity when an elderly man flashed a gentle smile.


      “You need not fear,” Makkaron said. “Before one can even take on this dungeon, they must not only clear the class promotion dungeon but also be strong enough to overcome several of Lord Elmea’s Trials. Those who have cleared these conditions will naturally be strong enough to take down a Demonic Deity.”


      He was a former adventurer himself, so he knew how people attained greater power. And though he was much older now, he might still have enough power to take down a Demonic Deity.


      “But...” the middle-aged man started. He looked terrified, and he was not alone. Many representatives thought about the Trials their citizens would inevitably have to shoulder and grimaced uncomfortably.


      Once the class promotion dungeon was fully explained, the conference went on to touch upon logistics and supplying resources. Allen had no interest in learning how to run Academy City and began to tune everything out.


      Wait, the leader’s card gets the Promotion Points, right? Since he was more invested in leveling his party members, he took his license out of his pocket. A golden S was inscribed in his card, and just when he began to wonder how to see how many points he had, the letter changed into a number.


      “24?” he whispered. Wait, how many Greater and regular Demonic Deities have I killed until now?




      • Demonic Deity Rehzel


      • Demonic Deity Lycaoron


      • The Demonic Deity in Muharino’s Rukoaque oasis


      • The Demonic Deity in Carlonea’s Mitpoi


      • Demonic Deity Pope


      • Greater Demonic Deity Gushara


      • 2 Demonic Deities on the Central Continent and Rohzenheim during the Daemonism debacle


      • 13 Demonic Deities in the northern region of Patlanta


      • The Demonic Deity at Shinorom’s lab


      • Greater Demonic Deity Ramon-Hamon




      This makes no sense. I should have 31 points. Wait...


      “Pelomas, can I see your adventurer card?” Allen asked.


      “Huh? Mine?” Pelomas replied.


      “Yeah. Hurry.”


      Pelomas, who rarely used his card, hastily took it out of his bag. The A that was inscribed in it changed to the number 1.


      “Fair enough...” Allen muttered to himself. “I guess when Beku and Pelomas fought the Demonic Deity together, as the only survivor, Pelomas became the leader and got the point. I guess the rest went to the Hero...”


      While the Five Continent Alliance representatives were engaged in very serious discussion, Allen brazenly called Helmios over and asked to see his card. His party had 8 points in total.




      • Allen: 24 points


      • Helmios: 7 points


      • Pelomas: 1 point




      Wait a second. Why does Helmios have one more point than I expected? He did mention that he beat two Demonic Deities before he met us. One of them was Ardoe, the Supreme Commander of the Demon Lord Army, and he’s still alive, so I guess that one didn’t count. The Summoner returned Helmios’s card. The Hero looked incredibly happy and jovial, unlike in Prostia and during the fight against Ardoe, but Rosetta admonished Allen and told the boy not to interrupt during an important meeting.


      Man, I want this to end already so I can discuss who’ll get a class promotion first. I can prioritize the lowest stars... No, I can also encourage Habarak or Captain Rarappa to strengthen the army in general. Since we don’t have much time, what should I do... C’mon, end this already.


      BZZZZT! A loud buzz of static snapped Allen out of his thoughts. The glowing letters on the board dispersed into countless particles of bright light and were quickly replaced with scarlet words.


      “Wh-What the?! What’s going on here?!” Regalfaras yelped.


      Everyone’s eyes were glued to the board, reading the crimson letters that ominously appeared.


      “I am the Demon Lord, the one who will end the world.”


      At once, the room was filled with a deafening silence. No one dared to tear their eyes away from the board, and they feared that making so much as a peep would have dire consequences. Who knew what the Demon Lord was capable of? What’s going on here? This isn’t an oracle from Elmea at all. Was the Demon Lord always capable of taking over these boards? Or is there some kind of hacking at play? As Allen scribbled the crimson words into his grimoire, more of them appeared.


      “Heed me, foolish humans. Your world will end. I have returned once more so that I can destroy it.”


      “N-No...” Regalfaras murmured like he was sobbing.


      When Allen glanced the emperor’s way, he saw that the man was on his feet with an unmistakable look of despair in his eyes. The emperor staggered toward the board as the letters shifted thrice more.


      “Allow me to introduce myself again.”


      “My name is Zeldias.”


      “Zeldias, the Demon Lord of the End.”


      “Zeldias!” a voice roared.


      The voice, filled with loathing and rage, did not belong to the emperor. Everyone who heard it knew immediately where it had come from, and they all turned to its source: the Beast King.


      “Regalfaras!” Muza rumbled. “What is the meaning of this?!”


      He stood up, kicked the heavy, sturdy wooden table away, and strode over to the magic board. But before he could reach Regalfaras, who stood in front of the board, someone jumped in to stop this altercation.


      “Beast King Muza, I beg of you, please quell your anger,” Helmios said. He guarded the emperor while gazing up at the Beast King’s massive body, refusing to back down.


      “Out of my way, Helmios,” Muza growled.


      “Your anger is warranted. However, we really do have good reasons for all of this.”


      “Reasons?! Even your citizens call him by his horrific nickname! If he has actually resurrected as the Demon Lord, what reason do you have for hiding this?!”


      “We’re still investigating this. Please, I beg you. Until the truth comes out, I ask that you suppress your rage.”


      The Hero quietly tried to convince the Beast King, but Muza ground his teeth so loudly that his voice was drowned out.


      “I see... Your words imply that your empire knew of this,” Muza rumbled. “And yet, you deliberately chose to keep it secret.”


      He whirled to face his seat and spotted all the beastkin representatives, each equally outraged and disgusted by the revelation. Then, he nodded, prompting them all to stand up and leave the conference room. Lenoatiil, Pupun, and even Regalfaras did nothing but watch them leave as Allen observed them all from a short distance away. This is the worst timing ever. Looks like the Demon Lord’s finally trying to destroy the world for real. And he made the first move. We’re a step behind.


      When the Demon Lord appeared in Prostia, he had gestured as if he were checking with Kyubel, his Strategist, before naming himself. Kyubel was the one behind the elaborate plan of stealing Fire Goddess Freyja’s divine vessel, handing it over to Gushara, who had been lurking in Galiat for a while, so that he could collect the lives of his followers, and finally using Beku’s life to resurrect the Daemon God’s tail for the Demon Lord to devour. It was a scheme that had taken decades to carry out. No doubt the Demon Lord had even plotted with Kyubel as to when to reveal his true name.


      If his name is publicized, even if it doesn’t ring a bell with non-Giamutans like me, the beastkin would catch wind of it soon enough. Kyubel knew Giamut would be put on the back foot, and that this would be advantageous for his side. If his main obstacle, the Five Continent Alliance, is thrown into chaos, he can divide and conquer. Is that what they’re up to? What do we do now?


      Allen’s mind raced as he tried to puzzle out the Demon Lord Army’s motives so that he could quash them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: To Magra, the Village of the Dragon God


      The first day of the Five Continent Alliance conference had been cut short by the representatives of the Garlesian Continent having walked out. As morning had rolled around the following day, there were no signs of it resuming, so Allen and his party returned to Hardcore User Island. Between the indefinite hiatus and the fact that he was not all that interested in the topics planned for discussion in the first place, he felt that staying would be a waste of his time. Furthermore, he had a duty to report on the conference to the generals of the Allen Army and the other ranked members of the island.


      The Summoner returned to the island just before lunch. In the afternoon, he gathered everyone important in Pelomas’s house, now four times its original size thanks to the elves’ spirit magic.


      “I’d like to start this meeting of the Allen Army council,” Sophie said. “First, let me bring you up to speed about the Five Continent Alliance conference.”


      Taking on the role of Allen’s secretary, the elven princess started the meeting, explaining what had happened in a little under an hour.


      “Sounds like the Demon Lord got us good...” Captain Rarappa said with amazement.


      “He’s the type to really assert himself, isn’t he?” Allen observed. “Though I suppose that’s not surprising.”


      “Sir Allen, are you saying you’ve got a read on the Demon Lord’s character?” General Rudo asked. “I’d like to hear more.”


      “I believe it’s incredibly likely that the Demon Lord’s motives and experiences are based on his previous life, when he was emperor.”


      When the Demon Lord had called himself Zeldias, Allen had initially thought nothing of it. Only when Shia had told him that it was the name of Giamut’s Dreaded Emperor had he managed to piece things together. A week before the Five Continent Alliance conference, Helmios had said that a sword had gone missing from the Dreaded Emperor’s mausoleum around a century ago. It was then that the Summoner had hypothesized that the Dreaded Emperor had reincarnated as the Demon Lord.


      It’s not at all unusual for a legendary villain to be reborn as the Demon Lord and finish the job. Plus, when I spoke with him on that crystal flower, he acted exactly like an emperor. I’m almost certain they’re the same person. And that answers the question that I had—why did the Demon Lord declare war on humanity?


      According to Demon Lord history, a century ago, the Demon Lord had announced his existence and ordered everyone to submit to him before beginning his attacks on humanity. But why had there been a need for such theatrics? He could have just lurked in the shadows and quietly carried out his invasion plans to keep any obstacles to a minimum. But when Helmios had mentioned what the Dreaded Emperor’s last words had been, that he wished he could have enjoyed the process of invading a world, his grandiose declaration had begun to make sense.


      “I cannot say for certain that the Demon Lord is the Dreaded Emperor,” Shia said. “It could be another of the repugnant Kyubel’s heinous schemes, like how he tricked my brother and led him to his death. But my father and the rest of the continent, who doesn’t know of this, might assume that the Demon Lord is the Dreaded Emperor. General Rudo, would you please continue to keep tabs on Albahal and report back on its movements? Unlike me, I know that you are still closely associated with my home.”


      “Most certainly,” Rudo answered.


      “Captain Rarappa, were you able to find out how the Demon Lord managed to get into the magic tool?” Allen asked.


      “Not yet,” Rarappa replied. “But judging from what you’ve told me, I’m guessing that they jacked the communication tool built into the magic board. I’m disassembling that bit to figure it out right now.”


      “Allen, why are you even looking into that?” Cecil asked.


      “Because if I were an evil Demon Lord looking to destroy the world, these magic tools would be the first thing to go,” Allen explained. “And I’d keep that magic-tool-destroying power a secret, an ace up my sleeve, only to use it at a pivotal moment that would catch everyone off guard.”


      “Uh, do you have any examples? I can’t imagine when that would be. Will the Demon Lord send more messages to the Five Continent Alliance conference to cause more confusion?”


      “If he can worm his way into a magic board, he can almost certainly cause a magic ship to malfunction and fall as he watches from a safe distance.”


      “Commander in Chief Allen, that may be a bit too much of a leap,” Rarappa said cautiously. “Since we still don’t know the mechanics of how the Demon Lord managed to take over the board, it’s very dangerous to make decisions based on pure speculation. At the very least, magic ships’ flight systems aren’t built to receive information from outside like communication tools.”


      “Fair enough, but it’s clear that the Demon Lord Army has technology beyond humanity’s current means. We don’t know how advanced it is, so we need to be ready for any situation.”


      “Of course. But the first step is to properly dissect and understand this incident.”


      Allen nodded in agreement.


      “What about class promotions?” Cecil asked. “According to the upgraded class promotion dungeon rules stated in the oracle, we can’t all receive promotions at this moment.”


      It seemed Cecil was bright enough to comprehend the oracle that had been explained in an extremely roundabout way.


      “Right, how will we use our Promotion Points...” Allen mused. “Let me start by sharing my thoughts.”


      “Yes, that’s what I’m asking. Go on.”


      “I want to prioritize those who are lower than four stars. Luke fits the bill for this.”


      “Whoo! Then I’ll be able to get stronger, right?!” Luke crowed.


      “Yep. When the new dungeon appears, I want you to get stronger first.”


      “Sweet!”


      “Next, Habarak. I want you to reach five stars.”


      “Oh? Me?” Habarak asked.


      “We have to prepare ourselves to fight stronger enemies, and that includes getting better gear. I need you to be able to use Embed on metals like orichalcum so that we have powerful and sturdy weapons. Making you stronger is a necessity.”


      “So, everyone gets four stars, and Master Habarak will get five... Then what?” Cecil asked.


      “Then, I want to make Captain Rarappa a five-star as well,” Allen replied. “She’ll be in charge of concocting schemes to use against the Demon Lord Army. Now that we know the Demon Lord can hack himself into the conference, it’s more important than ever for her to receive a promotion.”


      “‘Hack’? What does that mean? Is that Allenese again?”


      “Sure, something like that. If hacking is possible, the Demon Lord Army might have a group of hackers.”


      “You can’t describe a word using that same word... Allenese makes no sense to me. Anyway, then what? What about us?”


      Cecil had grown stern, but Allen did not seem to mind.


      “I want to promote those who’ve entered Extra Mode, maxed out their levels, and also maxed out the skills they got in Normal Mode,” he said. “This is just a guess, but I think that Dogora will be the first, followed by Shia. Since Krena’s already at five stars, she has no reason to go to the new dungeon.”


      “Whaaat?!” Cecil shrieked. “Why?! What about me?! My Petit Meteor could barely scratch Dygragni! Come on!”


      She kicked her chair and rose to her feet, then drop-kicked the Summoner. Allen fell face-first onto the ground, and Cecil sat on him and used both arms to strangle him, causing him to curl up like a scorpion.


      “Gah?!” he gasped.


      C-Can’t breathe! But I won‘t change my answer! Rather than responding to Cecil, the Summoner frantically glanced around, searching for help. He finally locked eyes with Sophie, but the elven princess grimaced.


      “Personally, I cannot wholly agree with your decision, Lord Allen,” she said.


      “Not you too, Sophie!” Allen yelped.


      “Cecil’s Petit Meteor has been very helpful in defeating Demonic Deities. However, that powerful spell of hers failed to produce the same result when she used it on Lord Dygragni. I cannot even begin to imagine just how anxious, frustrated, and problematic that must make her feel. I’m sure you can see that as well, Lord Allen. I think you ought to at least provide her with a proper explanation for your decision.”


      “Th-That’s simple enough. Someone who’s max level in Extra Mode will get way better stats out of a class promotion.”


      “What?!” Cecil growled. “Don’t use Allenese to explain Allenese!”


      “Just...listen. When you enter Extra Mode, your level cap goes up to 99. And when you get a class promotion in the new dungeon, half of your stats are carried over.”


      “So?”


      “In other words, a person in Extra Mode has an advantage. They get more stats per level and can level up more times than someone in Normal Mode. That means the stats they carry over will be higher.”


      “Hmm... Whether you’re in Extra Mode or Normal Mode, you have to overcome every Trial Lord Elmea has bestowed upon you in order to enter the upgraded class promotion dungeon,” Keel muttered. “That’s the rule, right?”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied.


      “In short, since a class promotion halves our stats, we just need to be as strong as possible when that happens, yeah?” Dogora asked.


      “Bingo,” Allen said. “And we’ve got everything we need for that.”


      “What do you mean?” Keel asked.


      “Think about it. We’ve got MP potions that allow us to use as many skills as we want, higher max MP than we know what to do with, and a place where no one will interfere. What’s better than that?”


      “You mean this island? No, you’re including the Rank S dungeon too.”


      “For now, we’ll work on maxing out Dogora. Krena, I want you to work as quickly as you can too.”


      Though it was unclear if she did so out of resignation or understanding, Cecil released Allen from her grip.




      Use of Promotion Points


      • Two-star Luke


      • Four-star Habarak and Captain Rarappa


      • Four-star people in Extra Mode (currently Dogora and Shia)




      “Get it now?” Allen asked. “If we want to promote Dogora and Shia too, we don’t have enough points. Cecil, Sophie, I want you both to do your best to earn more. This is still a compromise, you know.”


      “Allen, stop twisting the knife...” Cecil grumbled with a weary sigh.


      “But it’s true. If we’re explicitly told that the battle against the Demon Lord will be a long one, then we should get as many class promotions as possible. This current plan is actually a compromise—I want everyone to get stronger, but we don’t have time to completely max out and beef up our stats. Like Dogora said earlier, if we really want to min-max everything, we should wait until the absolute last second before we class promote. You know what they say: You aren’t a no-life gamer unless you start min-maxing.”


      “No one in the history of ever has said that. Guess that’s one for the Allenese books...”


      Cecil turned to Sophie, who looked sympathetic. It seemed the two ladies had forged a strong friendship.


      “What are you guys saying? I don’t understand any of you at all,” Rosalina said.


      “I shall explain it to you later,” Sophie replied gently.


      Just then, there was a knock on the door. A Magus Smith dwarf entered the room.


      “Pardon me, Captain, Commander in Chief Allen,” they said. “The island will reach the Village of the Dragon God soon.”


      “That’s where the Dragon Lord is,” Allen murmured with twinkling eyes. He eagerly got to his feet. “A new adventure awaits!”


      Hardcore User Island stopped in the skies of the western part of the Garlesian Continent. Lush forests and towering boulders jutted out on the western shore of Lehmciel. As the Summoner peered out from the side of the island, he spotted the shoreline stretching out to the west, forming a huge peninsula. It was around five hundred kilometers long and, at its thickest portion, just shy of three hundred kilometers wide, making it large enough to form a small continent. The elliptical plot of land formed a gentle spiral, with a massive mountain resembling a snail shell on its side in the center. At its apex was a large temple.


      “That temple is where the Dragon Lord resides,” Shia explained. “The Dragon Lord is the descendant of the Dragon God and thus a clergyman who serves their deity.”


      “Is that where the Judgment Gate is?” Allen asked.


      “That’s what I’ve heard. But frankly, I’ve never seen it for myself. The dragonkin don’t refuse those who approach them, but they aren’t the type to offer a warm welcome. They aren’t a part of the Five Continent Alliance and have avoided fighting the Demon Lord Army. I’ve never even heard of them fighting anyone, in fact.”


      When Allen had tried to use Albahal to receive permission to enter the village, the dragonkin had replied that every visitor was to enter their nation through normal means, no exceptions. The normal entry process was conducted at a gate—the only location that connected the village to the rest of the world. Aside from that gate, the village was surrounded by the ocean.


      Under Hardcore User Island was a forest with a path paved through it stretching to the north and south. That path led to a market situated in a small gap between the eastern border of Lehmciel and the Village of the Dragon God’s gates in the west. Shia went on to explain that the market served as a rest stop for travelers who were headed to either country or often traversed the two.


      Allen, Cecil, Sophie, Rosalina, Ignomasu, and Luke rode Bird B’s to the market. Keel, Krena, Dogora, Meruru, Shia, and Volmaar teleported to the Rank S dungeon in the meantime, headed for the final floor so they could grind levels. In addition, since Keel also served as the vice commander of the Allen Army, he would be promoting cooperation with the Hero Army during training.


      “Whoooa! Look at that!” Luke shouted. “That gate’s huge!”


      “Now, Luke,” Faable, the black weasel who was the Sovereign of Spirits, admonished him. “If you move around too much, you’ll fall.”


      The boy was excitedly leaning forward on the Bird B he shared with Sophie. It’s good to see him so energetic. Allen was reminded of his time as Kenichi. When he was eight and had received his first-ever video game, he had been unable to suppress his excitement.


      The group stopped in the street just in front of the market. The passersby, startled by monsters appearing from the sky and then vanishing, watched the group of mysterious visitors, but Allen paid them no heed and walked into the market.


      It seemed the market was in territory controlled by Lehmciel, as though there were a few beastkin and presumably dragonkin in the crowd, there were far more birdkin. Fortunately, Albahal had already given the No-life Gamers permission to enter. Lehmciel must be home to Holy Bird Quatro, right? Allen’s goal this time was to head to the Heavenly Realm through the Judgment Gate, but he was also on the lookout for any Holy Beasts.


      As the group approached the gate that led to the Village of the Dragon God, he began to see more dragonkin wandering about. Their bodies were covered in tough scales, and they all had tails and horns, but many were different in crucial areas, notably the head. Some looked closer to dragons, while others more closely resembled humans. They all had differing physiques as well, but most of them were taller and sturdier than humans. Huh. I guess not all dragonkin have the same number of horns or even wings. I wonder if there’s a reason for that. Allen quickly jotted down characteristics of dragonkin.




      Dragonkin Characteristics


      • Covered in scales


      • Have tails


      • Have one or two horns on head


      • Some have a pair of wings on their back


      • Gold eyes with purple, navy, dark green, and other hair colors


      • Both men and women are tall and large, around two meters in height


      • Some have reptilian legs




      As Allen finished writing his notes, he arrived at the village gate. The massive entrance was over a hundred meters tall, and towering walls of similar height stretched out to either side as far as the eye could see. This gate served as the sole entrance. Naturally, hundreds of people were waiting in line, hoping to enter the village for one reason or another.


      “Ugh, the line’s so long...” Cecil muttered wearily. “We might have to wait until way past sunset...”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied.


      The Summoner had already entered standby mode, using up his MP and skills to gain levels. Finally, after about half a day of waiting, it was their turn. A few dozen dragonkin gatekeepers were standing guard, and one of them approached the party.


      “Humans, huh?” the gatekeeper said. “Where from?”


      “Yes, there are humans in our mix,” Allen replied. “Please let us enter this village.”


      “Where from? Answer me.”


      “Um... From that island over there.”


      He pointed to Hardcore User Island, floating high in the skies, and the gatekeeper squinted his draconic eyes.


      “That? That floating island?” they asked.


      “That’s right,” Allen asked. “I’ve been told that this village has many precious items, and I’d like to purchase a few.”


      Habarak had, in fact, mentioned as much. There were several materials only found in the Village of the Dragon God that allowed the smith to use Embed to imbue special effects onto weapons. Dragon’s eye, specifically, was a special type of stone essential for using Embed on orichalcum gear, and Allen was eager to get his hands on some.


      “Your vacation pass?” the gatekeeper requested.


      “We don’t have one,” Allen replied. “We’re adventurers.”


      He took out his Rank S adventurer card, and the gatekeeper looked at it with astonishment.


      “You... Are you Allen? From the Allen Army?” they asked.


      “That’s me,” Allen replied.


      The gatekeeper returned the card to him and strode over to another gatekeeper. Then, the two of them walked away, baffling Allen. Ten minutes later, the pair returned.


      “Apologies, but I believe we already refused your entry,” one of them said.


      “You did?” Allen asked.


      When I was told to line up and enter the normal way, was that the draconic way of politely implying that I can’t enter? Allen silently pondered over that possibility.


      “I can’t say much else,” the gatekeeper said impatiently. “I’m sorry, but please take your leave.”


      Allen was not willing to simply walk away, however. I’d really like to settle this peacefully and make my way in... Frankly, he was not actually sure what the Judgment Gate was or if it would truly allow him to enter the Heavenly Realm. Even if it did, he could not be certain that it would directly lead to his party getting stronger.


      Following his adventure in Prostia, there was a time when Allen had been in a slump of sorts. He had been completely unsure of what path to take from there to strengthen his party for the fight against the Demon Lord Army. Krena had then provided further details of her conversation with Falnemes during that grisly underwater battle, and that was when he had learned that the descendants of the Dragon God protected a gate—the Judgment Gate that led to the Heavenly Realm. That information had spurred Allen into action. Why not go as far as he could?


      In his past life as Kenichi, whenever he had been stuck in a game, he would just go wherever and keep heading where the game led him. More times than not, an event would occur that would allow him to progress through the story. But if I can’t get in after making this trip, maybe I’ll use the method I thought of when Shia first told me about this village. That plan involved moving the island directly over the Temple of the Dragon God, but he feared that doing so might sour his relationship with the Dragon Lord. But if the alternative is being shut out of this village, I’ve got no other choice...


      “Why are you turning us away?! I demand an explanation!” a member of the party roared in anger.


      “Don’t be so short-tempered, merfolk,” the gatekeeper replied. “Before you blow your top, I can tell you that—”


      But Ignomasu spoke up again, interrupting the dragonkin.


      “So what if I’m a merfolk? Is that why you won’t let us in?”


      Huh? Oh, I get it now. Yeah, this might’ve hit a sore spot for him. Allen recalled a conversation the two of them had had on Hardcore User Island. Ignomasu had mentioned numerous times that he had been born a commoner and used only his spear to rise through the ranks and become captain of the knights. He was incredibly proud of his achievement.


      When Ignomasu had learned that Allen had been born a serf, he had cast a look of sympathy, remarking that it must have been tough for the young Summoner to survive in a corrupted palace. Allen had deduced that Ignomasu had what he called a “commoner complex,” wherein the merfolk despised being compared to others solely due to their low rank. And it seemed the dragonkin’s words had touched a nerve.


      “Stop that, Ignomasu,” Rosalina said. “Listen to the gatekeeper first.”


      “Don’t stop me,” Ignomasu rumbled. “I refuse to budge a single step until this insolent fellow gives me an explanation that I agree with.”


      “I’m telling you that I’ll explain...” the dragonkin said wearily.


      As an argument broke out, another voice entered the fray.


      “No need to cause a scene. I bet it’s Matil who’s wary of Allen.”


      “M-Matil?!” one of the gatekeepers spluttered. “How dare you speak the Dragon Lord’s name so casually!”


      “Who said it?!” the other roared. “The insolent fool should show themself!”


      The two saw red and gripped their spears when a small shadow emerged from the party.


      “You dark elf brat!” a gatekeeper snarled. “Did you say that?!”


      “No. It was me.”


      A black weasel curled up on Luke’s head had been the speaker, and the two gatekeepers gave a cry of astonishment.


      “A-Are you... Lady Faable, the Sovereign of Spirits?” one said cautiously and respectfully.


      “That’s me,” Faable replied.


      The gatekeepers immediately stood at attention.


      “You’re friends with the Dragon Lord?” Luke asked.


      “You could say that,” Faable replied. “Haven’t seen him for a while, though. Now, dear dragonkin, this child here is Luketod, Olbaas’s son. We came here to tour your village. You can at least spare us a peek, can’t you?”


      “Olbaas... King Olbaas of the dark elves...” a gatekeeper murmured. “And you are his son.”


      “As you can see, he’s still a puny brat. But I doubt Matil hates kids like him. He’s a good one.”


      “I apologize. Please excuse my brash behavior. Lady Faable, Sir Luketod, and his party, we welcome you all warmly.”


      “We are very sorry for the wait. Please, right this way,” the other gatekeeper said.


      “Thank you,” Faable replied. “Oh, and I’d like to have a word with Matil. If you don’t mind, could you please let him know?”


      “Most certainly!”


      The two gatekeepers had instantly become more polite, and they escorted Allen and the others inside. The sun was beginning to set as they crossed through the gate, so the party quickly found lodging to spend the night. They walked up to a burly dragonkin, one who resembled an alligator, with a greatsword slung across his back and asked where the best inn was. They were then guided to a building that was three stories tall.


      When they stepped inside, they saw that half of the guests were dragonkin, and the other half were of various other species, many of them dwarves. Habarak had asked Allen for items for smithing, and it seemed plenty of others had had the same idea and come here to buy supplies. A slender, lizard-like dragonkin attended the dwarves while Allen and his party were led to the largest room on the top floor.


      Hmm, looks like the burly, alligator-like dragonkin become adventurers while the more slender lizard-like types are suited for more detailed work. In fact, it was another lizard dragonkin who brought in dinner for Allen and the others.


      “Whoo! Meat!” Luke cheered.


      The chunk of roasted meat must have weighed at least a kilogram, and one could practically hear a thud when the heavy plate was set down on the table. It was a bit early, but it was time for dinner.


      “Hmm... Is this dragon meat?” Allen wondered.


      “Served in the Village of the Dragon God? Seems unlikely...” Cecil replied.


      “Allen, can I ask about what happened at the gate?” Ignomasu requested.


      “What’s up?” the Summoner replied.


      “Why do you not get angry when you’re treated in such a way?”


      “Oh, I was angry, of course. I was basically shooed away at the gate.”


      “Huh?”


      “But our goal is the Judgment Gate that lies beyond that entrance. If we want to cross the Judgment Gate and go to the Heavenly Realm, we need to keep that portal open. Maybe I can brute force my way through and gain an entry to the Heavenly Realm once, but what about the next time? I need to ensure that I can head there whenever I like. We need to find a more peaceful way to go about things and foster an amicable bond with the dragonkin. We can’t use violence all the time.”


      “I see... You may have been born a serf, but you’re very intelligent and strategic.”


      Ignomasu nodded with amazement while Rosalina and Cecil watched on, stunned. Sophie placed her utensils down and gave a small round of applause, beaming happily.


      “My birth doesn’t matter to me,” Allen said. “And I’m not searching for fame either.”


      “Hrm... I want fame. I want power and a rank too,” Ignomasu replied.


      “Yeah, I want fame too,” Rosalina said before calling out to a dragonkin. “Mr. Waiter, I’m sorry to trouble you, but could we also have some seaweed or eggs or something? I don’t want just meat... I want something good for my skin and beauty.”


      Rosalina’s out here making her own requests... Are merfolk just greedy or something? The Summoner then turned to Faable, who was nibbling on some fish.


      “I didn’t expect you to be friends with the Dragon Lord,” he muttered.


      “Oh, we’re more like just acquaintances. Barely know each other,” Faable replied.


      “Have you even crossed the Judgment Gate to get to the Heavenly Realm?”


      “Of course not. The gate was last opened ten thousand years ago, before those like us were even born.”


      “Right... If memory serves, Dragon God Magra tried to invade the Mortal Realm and broke the balance of the world. God of Creation Elmea dispatched an army of angels from the Judgment Gate to defeat the Dragon God and seal him away, gate and all.”


      “You know your history well.”


      The weasel sounded a touch surprised.


      “Why did they name a village after the Dragon God if he did so much evil?” Cecil asked.


      Faable fell silent for a few moments before she glumly opened her mouth. “It serves as a warning or a lesson. Gods tend to do things like that.”


      “How is the current Dragon Lord? Are they...normal?” Allen asked.


      “Who knows? Obviously, the Dragon Lord is doing a good job of protecting the gate and ruling over the village. I suppose everything is going well and all is normal.”


      She finished talking and went back to her meal.


      “Lord Allen, will you visit the Dragon Lord?” Sophie asked cautiously.


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “I’d like to look into a few things, if possible.”


      “And what might they be?”


      “Anklets. When I fought Bask, he was wearing one. I asked Kasagoma, who’s well-versed in magic gear, and he said that even Prostia can’t make those. The only other place that comes to mind is this village since I don’t have much intel on it.”


      “Then I shall happily take care of gathering items Master Habarak needs. But perhaps I might not be able to do it alone. If someone else could help me, I would very much appreciate it.”


      “I’ll help,” Cecil offered.


      “Thanks,” Allen said. “But you might get chased away like Pelomas was last time.”


      “Then I shall tag along as well,” Ignomasu said with a huff, puffing out his chest. “Should those dragonkin act insolent at all, my spear will show no mercy.”


      Allen was already thinking about something else. Those anklets apparently increase Agility drastically. Since the vanguards have necklaces and rings that solely boost Attack, I’d love anklets that would help boost their Agility as well. This village has been around for a while... It’s been known as the sacred land that protects the gate that leads to the Heavenly Realm for tens if not hundreds of thousands of years. Maybe anklets have been around for a while now. Huh? Allen snapped out of his thoughts when he was Shared a view from the Bird E that was circling around Hardcore User Island.


      “What’s wrong, Allen?” Cecil asked.


      “A dragon,” he muttered. “There’s a green dragon on the island.”


      “A dragon? Is it from this village?”


      “No clue. But I’ve got to warn the residents.”


      He used a patrolling Bird F’s Awakened Ability, Messenger, to send out a warning to the island, dispatching soldiers from the Allen Army. But just as the troops mobilized, the dragon left the island and headed back to the village. People outside began to shout.


      “Look! It’s the sacred green dragon!”


      “The mighty green dragon has graced us with its presence!”


      “The dragon has returned from its trip around the world once more!”


      Allen and the party raced out of the inn to see a crowd of dragonkin looking up at the sky. Their gazes were focused on the massive green dragon that boasted a wingspan of over a hundred meters. Every time it flapped them, a powerful gust of wind blew through the Village of the Dragon God. Houses creaked, and many out on the streets used their arms to shield themselves from the mighty breeze.


      For a split second, Allen felt like he locked eyes with the dragon flying far off in the distance. But the Summoner had no time to confirm his suspicions. The beast flew even higher up, over Allen’s head, and to the top of the mountain in the distance.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Dragon Lord Matildora and the Judgment Gate


      The first to notice the green dragon was not Allen but Haku.


      “Au?” it yelped. “Dragon! Like me! Like me! Grawr!”


      Haku was not able to see the dragon at first, but it instead smelled a nostalgic scent as the creature flew over Hardcore User Island. When it spotted the green dragon’s massive body gliding through the air, it spit out some fire in surprise.


      “The white dragon,” the green dragon mused. “I knew you had left the Central Continent, but I didn’t expect you to be here.”


      “Grawr! Grah!” Haku cried happily.


      “The red dragon has also reverted to an immature state as well... I suppose it hasn’t been long since you, too, were reborn...”


      The green dragon cast a sweeping glance over the crowd that had formed on the island before flying off to the Village of the Dragon God. The beast then hovered in the air and took another glance, trying to find the reason behind the island that had approached the village. There, it spotted an unfamiliar, black-haired young man.


      “Must be him...”


      Once the beast had memorized the Summoner’s face, it flew high into the air and toward the Temple of the Dragon God.


      “Ah, Enkero. You returned rather quickly,” a voice echoed.


      In the depths of the temple, a dragon larger than the green one was lying on the ground, all curled up. Behind it was a colossal gate over a hundred meters long, big enough for even the massive dragon in front of it to easily pass through.


      “Yes. It seems I’m unable to traverse great distances from the sacred land as I could before,” the green dragon said, bending all four limbs as a sign of respect. As it began its report, several dragonkin clergymen crowded around the two.


      “Anything interesting?” the larger dragon asked.


      “The Demon Lord has appeared on the ocean floor, it seems,” the green dragon replied. “And he’s resurrected the Daemon God’s tail.”


      “Hmph, that brat is partial toward reckless actions, I see. Anything else?”


      “There’s a floating island near this village. I spotted a baby white dragon atop it.”


      “Ah, on that island? It’s freed itself from Dragon God Magra’s limitations, then.” The huge dragon slowly lifted its upper half and gazed up at the ceiling, a tear spilling from its eye. “I see. Finally, after all these years, a dragon is born. That was my greatest wish.”


      A dragonkin clergyman approached the enormous dragon.


      “Your Majesty the Dragon Lord, I implore you to please refrain from rash decisions!” he shouted. “I have heard that the Gatekeeper couldn’t be destroyed even after the Ancient Dragon gathered over ten thousand soldiers with Talents! The dragon knights haven’t been raised yet, and the colored dragons are still kids. If you make a half-hearted attempt, you shall only add to the failures!”


      “Do not fret,” the Dragon Lord replied. “Never have I suggested that I would go off and do anything brash. However, how much longer must I wait?”


      “Perhaps...a millennium...”


      The clergyman looked frustrated when he gave his answer, and a different clergyman rushed in front of the Dragon Lord.


      “What is the matter?” the Dragon Lord asked.


      “The gates of our nation have welcomed Lady Faable, the Sovereign of Spirits, and the son of King Olbaas of the dark elves,” the clergyman replied. “She wishes to meet you, Your Majesty.”


      “Ah, Faable. A name that brings back memories. I see... She must have been on the island with the white dragon. Which means she guided that human here... What was his name again?”


      “Allen, I believe,” Enkero replied. “I spotted someone like him in the city at the foot of the mountains.”


      “Hmm... I’ve heard rumors that he is an eccentric individual who behaves very erratically. No doubt the Heavenly Realm must be involved, much like the human Hero. There is no other reason for a mere human to be blessed with so many relationships and ties.”


      “Or perhaps...he’s here to open the gate once more.”


      “Interesting. The Heavenly Realm forced the gate closed. I imagine that it must be difficult for them to open it back up just because the situation is now unfavorable for the deities. How much does this Allen know? Clergymen, look into this boy. Since Lehmciel has the Holy Bird issue, tell them to hand over all the information they have posthaste.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty!”


      The clergymen rushed out of the temple. After watching them go, the massive Dragon Lord Matildora muttered to himself.


      “Dryzen declined the trial and left the village... I cannot make Quatro follow in Bildiga’s footsteps. But perhaps I would have fallen victim as well. Will everything ultimately work in accordance with the Heavenly Realm’s plans?”


      He raised his head and turned to the towering gate behind him.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      “All right, let’s head to the temple,” Allen said. “Sophie, Cecil, I’m counting on you to control Ignomasu.”


      “Of course, Lord Allen,” Sophie replied.


      “If you’re in trouble, be sure to tell us, all right?” Cecil requested.


      “You need not worry,” Ignomasu added. “I will protect these ladies.”


      After parting with the trio, Allen took Rosalina and Luke to the temple. Since Luke’s with me, I can ask Faable for help if anything happens, he thought. And why does Cecil look so upset? Is it because this is our first time acting separately? Allen rode atop Bird B and left the city, opting to take the route on land. The peninsula formed a spiral with the tall mountains, and there was a path that went through the ridges. In between the path was a deep valley, and one could hear the splashing of water from deep below.


      Though Allen and his team were riding a Bird B, they had opted to take the land route rather than fly. The peninsula they were on spiraled around the mountain that formed it, and there was a path that followed the ridges all the way to the top. Between the ridges were deep ravines, and the splashing of water could be heard from within them. Sure, Allen could have had his Summon fly them straight up to the temple, but all visitors were required to go through checkpoints, and he wished to avoid any trouble, so he made sure to obediently follow the village’s rules. However, because the peninsula was a spiral, the fact that he had to make several laps around it as he slowly but surely inched toward his goal felt terribly inefficient. It was then that he spotted something interesting.


      “Huh? Is that a ruin?”


      He steered his Bird B to the square, stone structure. There was no one guarding the entrance, and only a large hole beckoned people inside. When he entered the ruin, he spotted a massive, closed gate standing there solemnly.


      “What is that?” Rosalina asked. “It’s not the Judgment Gate, is it?”


      “I don’t think so,” Allen replied. “The Dragon Lord guards that gate, after all.”


      In his past life, when he was Kenichi, he had preferred to play games by heading to cities or dungeons. His absolute last resort had been asking local residents for hints. Allen had followed this process and headed for the temple where the Dragon Lord supposedly was, but he already regretted the lack of information he had gathered.


      “Let’s just investigate a bit,” he said. “We might find a clue or something.”


      The gate was closed and stood practically in the center of the square floor. That meant he could go around behind it. Unfortunately, there was nothing there.


      “A drawing of a dragon,” he muttered. “What dragon was this again?”


      He circled the gate once and stopped in front of it. That was when he noticed a dragon engraving on the door.


      “It won’t open,” Luke grunted. “But its fangs are glowing for some reason. Is there a jewel embedded in that area or what?”


      The dark elf did his best to push, but to no avail. Honestly, Luke is like, what, eight? I don’t think he could even push open a normal gate. But what’s this feeling? It’s like I haven’t done the prerequisite quest before getting here...


      “Lady Faable, do you know what this is?” Allen asked, hoping that the Sovereign of Spirits could give him a hint or two since she was friends with the Dragon Lord.


      “Who knows?” Faable replied. “It’d probably be quickest if you asked Matil about it.”


      Ultimately, with no answer to be found, the party left the ruin. As they circled the mountain, they spotted two more ruin sites that were similar to the first. All of the checkpoint guards also quickly and respectfully made way once they heard the names of Faable and Luketod. Are dragonkin just subservient when someone is more dignified? They all become so welcoming once they see Luke and Faable.


      Five days after Allen and his friends entered the village, they finally made it to the last checkpoint. Its gate was open, and the temple was now right in front of their eyes.


      “Lady Faable, the Sovereign of Spirits, and Prince Luketod of the dark elves, we’ve been waiting for you both,” a dragonkin said. “We have already sent an envoy to the temple so that you may be officially permitted an audience with His Majesty. Please rest in that lodge over there.”


      “Okay, thank you,” Allen replied.


      The party stayed at the lodge for the next three days, but at no point did the envoy come back. I guess there’s a lengthy process to enter the temple that leads to the Heavenly Realm and meet the Dragon Lord. Back when Allen was Kenichi, he had not been well-versed in mythology. The long wait did not bother him much, but given that it had been three whole days, he had started to become curious about the time-consuming procedure.


      “This is our eighth day in this village,” Rosalina said. “We’re being forced to wait quite some time.”


      She had sung at a tavern that was connected to the inn and received food as a token of thanks. The merfolk brought the dishes to the table where Allen and the others were seated.


      “But the food here’s tasty!” Luke said. “I don’t mind staying a little longer.”


      He chowed down on the food, his mouth covered with sauce.


      “Ugh, Luke... You’re so clumsy,” Rosalina said as she took a cloth and wiped his face clean.


      Luke blushed and smiled. “Thanks... Heh heh heh...”


      He’s sorta starting to resemble Macris. No wonder he looked so happy when I said Rosalina was coming with us.


      The next day, Sophie contacted Allen and told him that she had managed to purchase most of what they needed, and the three members of the shopping team used Bird A’s Homing Instinct to meet up with Allen and his group. Sophie mentioned that the one she could not find was dragon’s eye, a vital item for Embed if new effects were to be added to orichalcum gear. The rock was almost never on the market, so it only made sense that she had not found any for purchase.


      When the envoy finally returned, the group was able to head past the final checkpoint. They spent half a day climbing the mountain, and by the time the sun had set, they reached the towering shrine. Countless pillars had been erected atop the temple’s foundation, and a huge roof shielded those inside, but there were no walls. Near the pillars were several dragons taking a rest, and they all watched Allen and the other party members enter the temple.


      “Look at all these dragons... I can see why this is the Temple of the Dragon God,” Cecil said.


      “Are all these dragons kept here?” Allen asked.


      “No, these are guardian dragons who protect the temple and the Dragon Lord,” the dragonkin envoy said firmly as he led the party inside. “Dragons are not pets to us.”


      “We’re sorry for the rude remark. We didn’t mean it,” Cecil quickly responded. “Go on, Allen. Apologize.”


      The Summoner lowered his head respectfully, and then the group spotted a gigantic dragon barring their path.


      “Long time no see, Matil,” Faable.


      The dragon opened its mouth and looked up at the black weasel curled up on Luke’s head.


      “Indeed, it has been a while, Faable,” Matil replied. “And I thank you for coming here, Olbaas’s son. Ah, and you must be...”


      “Allen. It’s nice to meet you. Thank you very much for taking time out of your day to meet with us.”


      The Summoner bowed his head toward Dragon Lord Matildora and expressed his gratitude as best he could.


      “You are the one who cleared the Rank S dungeon and fought the Demon Lord Army, are you not?” Matil asked.


      “That’s correct,” Allen replied.


      He knows his stuff despite not being in the Five Continent Alliance. Was he looking into me while we were waiting? the Summoner wondered. Matildora said nothing more to him and turned back to Faable.


      “Do you wish to cross the Judgment Gate, Faable?” the Dragon Lord asked.


      “I do,” Faable replied. “More precisely, it’s Allen who wants to.”


      He glanced at Allen before turning back to the Sovereign of Spirits.


      “This is the gate provided to us by the Heavenly Realm,” he said. “It leads to their space. Naturally, one must follow proper procedure to cross this portal.”


      A new quest, huh?


      “Procedure?!” Allen shouted, trying to pry more information.


      Matildora huffed loudly and turned to the dragonkin clergyman who had brought the party inside.


      “You explain the rest,” he said.


      “Yes, sire!” the clergyman replied. “Would the prince of the dark elves and his friends please observe the dragon engraving on the Judgment Gate.”


      Everyone did as they were told and looked at the large engraving on the gate behind the Dragon Lord. It was of a dragon flying in the sky, its sharp fangs bared and deadly claws at the ready in front of its chest. There was an indentation for every single scale on its back, proof that it had been painstakingly carved.


      “To cross the gate, you must first overcome the three Gates of Trials and obtain the Proof of Claw, Proof of Fang, and Proof of Scale,” the clergyman explained.


      Always the avid gamer, Allen had no issues on that front. There was a part of me that didn’t expect to pass through the gate so easily, so no issues there. I’m glad it’s not a fetch quest or anything.


      “Allen!” Rosalina cried. “Maybe the Gates of Trials refer to the three ruin sites we saw on our way here!”


      “You could be right,” Allen agreed before turning back to the envoy. “During our trip to this temple, we saw a few gates. Nothing happened when we approached them.”


      “The gate only opens to dragons who have that right,” the envoy replied.


      “The right?”


      “That is what I said, yes.”


      “Then can we not open them?”


      Huh? Why were we allowed to visit the Dragon Lord, then?


      “That island you came here on,” Matildora said. “There is a white dragon there, is there not? Perhaps it can cross the gates.”


      Oh?


      “Which means Haku has the right, correct?” Allen asked.


      “You should try it out.”


      Matildora closed his eyes and fell silent.


      “The Dragon Lord must rest,” the envoy said. “Please leave this temple.”


      And so, Allen and his party did just that.


      “Well, what now?” Cecil asked.


      “Since the Dragon Lord suggested that Haku might be able to cross the gates, let’s go that route,” Allen said. “We’ll just bring it to the Gates of Trials.”


      Honestly, it doesn’t feel like much of a breakthrough, but it’s something. I’m not entirely sure I can clear this mission, but it’s worth testing, I think. The Summoner headed for Haku on Hardcore User Island. When the white dragon spotted the party, it practically raced out of Freyja’s temple.


      “Momma! Momma!” it cried.


      It flew in circles around Allen and the party, but after a while, it descended to the ground with confusion. It glanced around quizzically.


      “Where’s momma?” it asked.


      “Krena isn’t here,” Allen replied. “But Haku, if you don’t mind, can you come with us?”


      “No,” Haku immediately responded.


      “We need to see if the Gates of Trials will open with you around.”


      “No. I wanna go with momma! Not you!”


      “C’mon, Haku. It’ll be fun. I promise.”


      “My fun is with momma! It’s no fun with you.”


      The dragon turned away grumpily.


      “Uh, Allen? I think Haku hates you,” Cecil whispered.


      “What do I do?” Allen asked. “Should we call Krena back from the dungeon?”


      “That might be wise... At the very least, I don’t think you can persuade Haku.”


      And so, Allen used his Bird A’s Return to Nest to teleport to the Rank S dungeon and bring Krena back. When she arrived, Haku’s eyes lit up with delight.


      “I’m back, Haku!” Krena said.


      “Mommaaa!” Haku squealed. The dragon spewed fire out of sheer elation and rubbed its massive snout against Krena.


      She raised it with a lot of love, so I guess it got pretty attached to her.


      “I have to bring Haku to these gates, right?” Krena asked.


      “Yeah. I’ll leave it to you,” Allen replied.


      “Okay. Haku, will you join me and head out?” She extended an arm.


      “Okay!” Haku replied, offering its front leg. “I’ll go with momma!”


      The moment its large claw touched Krena’s hand, there was an audible vwum. The Summoner’s grimoire appeared in front of him, and silver text appeared in its log.




      <Haku has joined your party.>




      You know, this reminds me of one of those games where I had to befriend a powerful dragon. I needed to have someone else in my party to get it to join. I guess Krena’s just filling that role.


      “First Tam-Tam, now Haku?!” Allen yelped.


      “What? Don’t scream in my ear,” Cecil muttered.


      “But look! Haku joined our party!”


      “Huh? Haku’s always been in our party,” Krena said. “One of us.”


      “In momma’s party!”


      Haku nodded happily as Allen cracked open his grimoire.


      “We can see its Status now too.”


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: White Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: C


      Level: 1


      HP: 200


      MP: 100


      Attack: 300


      Endurance: 200


      Agility: 300


      Intelligence: 10


      Luck: 100


      Skills: Fire Breath, Swipe


      XP: 0/100


      


      It’s a white dragon, but it’s only a Rank C monster? Pretty weak... The previous dragon was around sixty meters long and had over 10,000 in every stat, I think. But Haku’s still a baby. We even have to prepare food for it. I guess its stats make it a vanguard... It only has 10 Intelligence. Allen recalled a game where he had befriended a dragon that was immediately useful, possessing overwhelming HP and Attack, as well as being capable of using powerful breath attacks. It had been unstoppable against monsters. Haku, however, was not immediately useful. Allen only hoped that it would get stronger as it matured.


      Now with Krena by the beast’s side, it finally agreed to head to the gates. Each one was housed in a square structure. The moment the party stepped into the building that was closest to the village gate, a low voice rumbled throughout the room.


      “Dragon who dares to face the Judgment Gate. Will you challenge me?”


      “Yes, please,” Allen replied.


      But nothing happened. What the... Oh, wait, I get it.


      “Krena, make Haku say, ‘Yes, I want to challenge you,’” he advised.


      “Got it,” Krena said. “Haku, can you say that you want to challenge the gate?”


      “Okay, momma!” Haku answered. “I want to challenge the gate!”


      Almost instantly, Allen and his party found themselves on a stone floor that they had never seen before. The space they were in stretched out as far as the eye could see in all directions, reminiscent of the Rank S dungeon.


      “Are we inside the Gate of Trials?” Cecil asked.


      “Looks like it,” Allen replied. “Let’s explore a bit.”


      Someone did mention that these gates are tens to hundreds of thousands of years old. Dungeon Master Dygragni’s only around five thousand years old, so they’ve been around a lot longer than him. And they’re used as a path to the Judgment Gate. As the party walked along, a bright light emerged.


      “It’s coming our way,” Sophie observed.


      “So it seems...” Allen said. “Be careful, everyone.”


      Everyone slowly approached the light with their weapons in hand.


      “Huh. It’s been a while since a challenger’s been here,” a voice said. “Three thousand years or so, I think. Ugh, it’s been such a long time.”


      The voice had come from the light—a tiny dragon with glittering, rainbow-colored wings. Oh, I think I’ve read about these types in a book. It’s not a papillon dragon or a fairy dragon... I’ve never seen it before. It can talk, can it? Is it a Holy Dragon? It doesn’t look that strong to me.
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      Allen recalled the book of Holy Beasts and Holy Dragons that he had read in his room in Ratash before the conference. Until now, when a monster was before him, Allen had been eager to take it down to gain XP. Now, though, he wanted to use Holy Beast Stones to Summon Holy Dragons to do his bidding. He wondered if that was the way to break the seal on Dragon S. If he were to face the Demon Lord and the Six Great Demon Gods, only beast- or dragon-type Summons would have the firepower he so desperately needed. Currently, he had neither, and he hoped that he could at least acquire the dragon-type Summon in the Village of the Dragon God.


      “Are you a papillon dragon?” Allen asked.


      “Nah. I’m Megades, the envoy of Desperad, the God of Space-Time. I guide those on the path to the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Ah. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Megades, envoy of the god.”


      Allen bowed and tried to sound as polite as he could, but the tiny dragon grinned.


      “Heh. You’re young, but you’re like a crafty old coot, aren’t ya?” Megades asked. “You must be the Liberated. You’ve even got a baby with you. What are you guys thinking?”


      Wait, did it say “Liberated”?


      “Is this Gate of Trials too difficult for Haku?”


      “Good grief. What, are you new here? This colored dragon needs a rider.”


      A rider? That’s new...


      “You implied that someone was here before. What size was their party?”


      “You wanna know the number of people, right? The Ancient Dragon and its rider, and around twelve thousand troops, I believe.”


      The Ancient Dragon’s a rank above the white dragon... And even with that many people, it failed. This is gonna be tough. Allen nodded along, but then he noticed Megades staring at them.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked.


      “You guys have an interesting formation,” Megades replied.


      “Do you think we can attempt the trial?”


      “I’ve got no reason to refuse. Do what you want. Just don’t blame me if you lose your life.”


      “Can I ask you a few more questions, then?”


      “Sure. I’ll only answer what I can, though.”


      “Is there a way to leave this gate?”


      “Yeah. If you come back here and ask to leave, I’ll let you out.”


      “Your words earlier bothered me a bit.”


      This is my biggest question. I have to ask this before I attempt the trial.


      “Yeah?” Megades urged him on.


      “Is this baby white dragon special somehow?” Allen inquired. “You mentioned that no one has been to this gate for three thousand years, but does that mean that no one else could attempt the trial until now?”


      “Wow... You really are clueless, aren’t you? Or maybe you were purposefully kept in the dark. I think I know what Matildora was thinking, but... All right, I’ll tell you. Lord Elmea gave this child a divine vessel.”


      At once, everyone turned tense—aside from one person.


      “Haku, that tickles!” Krena giggled.


      “Grawr! Grawr!”


      Haku and Krena were in the back playing around, seemingly having lost interest in the conversation entirely. Amid the silence, their voices were deafening. No dinner for Krena tonight. That’s her punishment.


      “A dragon with a divine vessel must complete the three gates’ trials to head to the Heavenly Realm, then?” Allen asked.


      “Yeah, that’s the condition for now,” Megades answered. “Every now and then, an unworthy dragon plops itself in front of the gate and tries to wreak havoc. It’s my job to punish those beasts.”


      Allen quietly listened, hoping that the dragon would provide some sort of insight.


      “There was once a black dragon, Dryzen,” Megades went on. “It kept shouting and making a fuss, asking why it wasn’t allowed to attempt the trial. The Dragon Lord and I had to punish that fool. I hope you guys will follow the rules.”


      Hmm, sounds like passing through these gates is a heartfelt desire or goal for dragons. The black dragon... I can easily see it trying to oppose the white dragon.


      “I’ll commit that to memory,” Allen replied. “Then I’d like to attempt the trial.”


      And so, the party started their battle.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Challenging the Gate of Claw


      “All right. This is the Gate of Claw,” Megades said. “Try walking ahead.”


      When the group walked forward as instructed, they spotted a door of sorts in their path. They approached and opened it, revealing a path that stretched out about ten meters before it was abruptly cut off by nothingness.


      “It’s not connected anywhere,” Cecil said as she leaned through the door and gazed at the path to nowhere.


      “All right, Hawkins. You guys are up,” Allen said. “Fly through that door and scope out the room.”


      He Summoned three Bird E’s and released them into the empty space. The Summons Shared their view with their master, allowing him to see that they were in a square room with no supports at all. It was not suspended from anything either; it simply floated around in blank space.


      The nothingness stretched out endlessly, and even the Summons’ Awakened Ability, Farsight, did not pick up anything. No walls, no floor, no ceiling. Just then, one of the Bird E’s spotted a massive shadow flying through the air.


      “Guys,” Allen warned. “A few hundred wyverns are headed our way. Prepare for combat.”


      Allen spotted a flight of wyverns, each over ten meters long, soaring through the air.


      “Huh. I’ve never seen that power before,” Megades said. “How unusual. Or is it a new Talent?”


      The monsters immediately approached the party.


      “Graaaah!”


      The wyverns in the front roared furiously, and in response, Haku, who was behind Allen, spit fire at them. Unfortunately, its Lvl. 1 skill did little to stop the enemies rushing in to attack the Gamers.


      “Hyah!” Krena shouted. She charged down the path and swung her greatsword around like it was a flimsy stick, cutting down one monster after another.


      “I can do the rest! Flame Lance!” Cecil said, her spells flying toward the wyverns.




      <You have defeated 1 wyvern. You have earned 6,400 XP. You have defeated 1 wyvern. You have earned 6,400 XP. You have defeated 1 wyvern. You have earned 6,400 XP.>




      The XP logs appeared in Allen’s grimoire as Krena and Cecil worked together to take down the wyverns. Haku’s level increased at a tremendous rate. Oh, it got stronger pretty quickly.


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: White Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: C


      Level: 38


      HP: 1,310 + 1,000


      MP: 1,210


      Attack: 1,780


      Endurance: 1,310 + 1,000


      Agility: 1,780


      Intelligence: 750


      Luck: 840


      Skills: Flame Breath, Swipe, Dragon Scale {1}, Fire Resistance {1}


      XP: Approx. 1,200,000/2,000,000


      


      When Allen turned back to Haku, he noticed that the white dragon’s fire now reached the back line, and that his skill lasted longer than before. Its Fire Breath got upgraded to Flame Breath, making it stronger than before. And now, it even has Dragon Scale and Fire Resistance. Since there are numbers beside those, we can raise their levels and make this dragon even stronger.


      Allen was delighted by Haku’s rapid growth, aside from one concern: the amount of XP the wyverns gave was frighteningly low for dragon-type monsters. He recalled that when he and his party had defeated the white dragon, before Haku had been born, he had earned twenty-seven million XP. Even the heavy dragon, the final floor boss of the Rank A dungeon at the Academy, had given him two million XP.


      “Why don’t they give much XP?” Allen wondered aloud, turning to Megades.


      “This is a sacred area where even the Demon Lord’s power cannot reach,” the dragon replied nonchalantly. “These monsters aren’t very strong when compared to the ones outside.”


      “I see...”


      The monsters Allen and his party usually fought were a rank stronger due to the Demon Lord’s Great Calamity, but those inside this gate were unaffected by the catastrophe. As Allen jotted that information down in his grimoire, Megades took a peek.


      “Huh, so that’s how you use it,” the dragon remarked. “The white dragon is usually a Rank B monster, but this one’s Rank C because it’s still a baby.”




      Haku and Monsters’ Ranks


      • Monsters in the Gates of Trials are a rank lower than those outside


      • They also provide less XP


      • Haku is still a baby and is a rank lower than its mature form


      • Once Haku matures, it gains a rank


      • Haku hasn’t been affected by the Demon Lord and is a rank lower than usual




      Once Allen finished writing his notes, he turned to the envoy dragon.


      “In the Gate of Claw, do we just attack the wyverns that come at us?” he asked.


      “Nope,” Megades replied.


      “So there’s still something more?”


      “Yep.”


      “How do we find the other enemies?”


      “By going to the exit of this floor.”


      “May I ask where that is?”


      “C’mon, I can’t tell you that.”


      Allen quickly made his plan.


      “Guys, can you handle the monsters?” he called out. “I’m going to look for the exit.”


      He Summoned several Bird A’s and paired them with Bird E’s, sending them in search of a way out. The wyverns would attack the Summons as well, so Allen made sure to steer them away from any potential battles. Three hours passed as monsters endlessly assaulted the group. Cecil and Sophie were both reaching their limit when a pair of Allen’s Summons spotted something.


      “I think we found it,” the Summoner reported. “There’s a room similar to this one. Let’s go.”


      He waited for his Bird A to create a nest in the room before using its Awakened Ability, Homing Instinct, to teleport everyone there. Megades went with them, though Allen had not told the dragon that it would be brought along with the party.


      “Whoa!” Megades cried with surprise. “So, you can use teleporting spells as well, I see.”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “I wanted more of your advice, so I brought you with us.”


      “Oh, no need for that. I’ll tag along of my own volition.”


      Just then, Krena, who was at the very front of the group, shouted to the others.


      “Guys! Over here! I see something!”


      “There is!” Haku cooed as it chased after the girl.


      “Heh heh heh, this is your mama’s power!”


      She puffed out her chest proudly while standing on a tile engraved with suspicious symbols.


      “Well done,” Megades said. “That’s the exit. Once you’re all on it, you can head to the next floor.”


      Everyone stepped onto the tile, and the scenery immediately changed. The mysterious new space was stiflingly hot.


      “Eek!” Rosalina shrieked. “It’s so hot! My skin will dry out!”


      Sophie immediately summoned a water spirit and hydrated the merfolk’s skin—they were weak to the heat. Still, Rosalina could not help but cast a look of exhaustion, and she was left behind with Sophie as the rest of the party crossed the room. They reached a door and peered through it.


      “What the... Is this a volcano?” Cecil asked.


      She spotted lava spewing onto the rocky surface. It seemed the party had moved from the first floor to the second, where they were met with a volcano. The smoke and ash made the sky dark, and what they assumed was its mouth was glowing a bright crimson. Every now and then, sparks flew into the air as more lava gushed out.


      “Huh... Are we supposed to attack this?” Allen wondered.


      “What are you on about?” Cecil asked. “We’re heading back. Rosalina can’t stand this.”


      “But Sophie’s with her, isn’t she? This is a dungeon. We’ve got to clear this floor and head to the next one.”


      Cecil watched her leader with astonishment.


      “Oh? You’re not giving up, then?” Megades asked with a hint of surprise. “Most dragonkin lose their friends here and flee.”


      “In other words, this dungeon isn’t meant to be cleared, nor does it have a guide,” Allen deduced.


      “Of course not. It’s not that easy to get into the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Even if many dragonkin die as a result?”


      “That’s really none of my concern. The Heavenly Realm isn’t easy to get into. And you mentioned that many die as a result, but that’s the folly of the fools who fail to recognize the danger of their mission, or the resolve of people who know the risks and still decide to press on. Look at you, for example. You’re trying to move forward even if it means sacrificing your friend. Do you want that merfolk lady to die?”


      Allen turned back to the limp Rosalina, then decided to withdraw.


      “You’re right,” he relented. “We’ll call it quits for today. But there has yet to be a dungeon that I couldn’t clear.”


      “You’ve got a head on your shoulders, don’t you?” Megades asked. “Why not use it?”


      And so, the dragon watched Allen and his party leave.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Three days had passed since Allen and his party left the volcanic second floor of the Gate of Claw. Allen had used that time to formulate a plan that would allow him to progress through the world of scorching heat and find the exit. It was then that he was blessed with a magic item. On the morning he planned to head to the Gate of Claw with it, he was in his room at the inn, checking his grimoire as per his routine, when he spotted the words that he had been waiting for.




      <Growth has reached Lvl. 9.>




      It seemed the past three days he had used for preparation had earned him enough XP to increase his skill level. Let me try raising Denka’s Growth to Lvl. 9... He Summoned an Insect H, which was already Growth Lvl. 8, to boost it up another level. But when he tried, nothing occurred, and text popped up in his log.




      <You do not have enough Holy Orb Points to raise your Summon’s Growth level to Rank S.>




      Wait, what? If I want to make them Lvl. 9 and above, I need Holy Orb Points? These points were acquired by exchanging the Holy Orbs that Macris made, but the Holy Fish could only make three per month. The points could not be used willy-nilly. As Allen pondered how best to use them, Cecil arrived to pick him up, and he reunited with the rest of his party.


      “All right, let’s head to the Gate of Claw!” he exclaimed.


      “Yeah!” Meruru said excitedly.


      Allen had decided to change which party members he would take to the second floor.




      Party Members to the Gate of Claw and Gear


      • Allen, Krena, Sophie, Cecil, Luke, Keel, Meruru, Haku


      • Deep Sea Robe: +5,000 Endurance, Fire Resistance (High), Breath Resistance (Mid)




      It feels like I’ve been switching out party members a lot these days to suit my needs... When the group reached the Gate of Claw, the dragon engraving on the gate posed its question, and Haku answered, allowing them to teleport straight to the volcanic floor.


      Allen had asked Kasagoma to import a few items from Prostia, and the Summoner handed them to his party members. If one wore the hood of the translucent, light-blue robe, they would be protected from head to toe against all sorts of heat-related damage. It also gave a moderate resistance to breath attacks.


      “Welcome back,” Megades said. “Huh... You’ve made preparations, I see.”


      He looked impressed but said nothing more as he tagged along with the party, who left the room to face the volcano.


      “Whoooa!” Dygragni shouted. “Are we inside the Gate of Trials?!”


      Above Meruru’s head was Tam-Tam’s magic cube, equipped with Dygragni’s stone slate. It seemed the dungeon master was extremely interested in a dungeon that had been created before his time. Much like what the party had experienced three days ago, the volcanic floor was sweltering, and the burning lava barred everyone’s path.


      “Sophie, if you would, please,” Allen said.


      “Of course,” the princess replied. “Lady Nymph, please lend me your strength.”


      She manifested a water spirit that resembled a girl wearing a raincoat. Thanks to the two Holy Orbs she had equipped, her MP was higher than ever. She used it all up to create rain clouds above the lava, and a powerful shower fell upon the scorching volcano.


      Almost instantly, steam rose into the air and obfuscated everyone’s vision, the heat and humidity causing sweat to drip from Allen’s face. Gradually, the loud sizzles stopped, and when the steam and rain cleared, they saw cold, dark rock before them, meaning it was safe to pass.


      “Looks like we can make it through now,” Allen said. “You ready for the next bit, Meruru?”


      “Yup! And away I go!” Meruru replied.


      She called for Tam-Tam and left, happily walking across the hardened lava. In her golem’s hands was a measurement magic tool that Captain Rarappa had made the other day.


      “You really are so well-prepared,” Megades said as he watched Tam-Tam go. “I hope this goes well.”


      KABOOOOM! A thunderous explosion filled the air as a nearby volcano erupted. Bits of lava flew everywhere, raining down upon Tam-Tam, who was setting up the magic tool, and Allen and his friends. Man, the magic tool is gonna get destroyed at this rate. And without it, I can’t make a map of this room. All right, how about this? He then Summoned Holy Fish Macris, his Fish S and Prostia’s guardian.


      “Macris, use Freeze Cannon! Cecil, try using some ice magic!” Allen ordered.


      “Okey dokey!” Macris replied. “Freeze Cannon!”


      “Blizzard!” Cecil shouted.


      A large magic circle appeared in front of the floating Fish S’s face. A pillar of ice emerged from it and flew straight for the volcano. All the while, Cecil cast her ice magic to shoot down any flaming debris that was headed for her party. Thanks to them, the magic tool was protected from the rain of lava, and the spewing volcano was frozen solid. Allen hoped that would stop the heat once and for all, but loud cracking sounds suddenly rang through the air.


      The ice from Freeze Cannon began to melt, and a loud groan echoed throughout the floor. It was as though the land were creaking at its hinges. Steam billowed from the crack in the earth as it split, and the black volcano emerged once more. Huh... Freeze Cannon was able to take down a Greater Demonic Deity, but it won’t work against the volcano...


      “Macris, I want you to periodically freeze the surrounding volcano,” Allen ordered. “Don’t ever let it erupt.”


      “You got it!” Macris replied.


      “Sophie, Cecil, I want you both to focus on cooling it down as well. And Keel, please heal them more frequently than usual.”


      Allen checked his grimoire and saw that his Summons and Tam-Tam’s HP were slowly but surely getting shaved down. He needed Keel to keep healing. The Apprentice Pope did just that at first, but out of nowhere, he shot out of the room and raced across the cooled, hardened lava.


      “What’s up?” Allen asked.


      “Treasure!” Keel shouted. “I saw treasure!”


      He stopped in front of a circular piece of amber that was peeking out from the hardened lava, nestled between the black rock. It was around the size of a human head, and when the boy crouched down to pick it up, he found that it had some heft to it. He placed it at his waist and carried it back to the room.


      “What is this?” Allen asked as he tossed the orb into his Storage. “It looks like a huge eyeball or something. I’ll have to look into it.”




      <You have placed a dragon’s eye into Storage.>




      “Oh, so that’s a dragon’s eye?” Allen muttered. “Guess the material we need for Embedding orichalcum drops around here.”


      The Summoner instantly sent out several Bird E’s and activated their Awakened Ability, Farsight. With it, he could see that several dragon’s eyes were scattered across the hardened lava. Interesting... So this gate has materials and valuable drops. I guess the previous dragon’s eyes were gathered by those who tried to clear the gate and brought them back. They ended up being sold, leading to even the dwarves catching wind of them. When one applied high temperature to dragon’s eye, it could fuse with any known metal in the world. Then, once it cooled even slightly, it mysteriously adopted the same hardness as the metal that it had been fused with, making it a special material essential for smiths like Habarak to use Embed.


      “Okiyosans, please collect the dragon’s eyes,” Allen said. “Don’t approach any mountains that are still on fire.”


      “Certainly! Tee hee hee!” they cackled.


      The Spirit A Summons floated around, grabbing the dragon’s eyes from the cooled, rocky surfaces and tossing them into Storage. They also found hihiirokane and adamantite ores, magic gear and tools, and other useful smithing materials. It was an impressive haul, and Allen was excited to put it to use boosting the power of his Allen Army.


      For the next ten days, he went around collecting items while waiting for the measurement tool that Tam-Tam had placed to finish doing its job. After he saw the finished map of the second floor, he realized that there was no square room, but rather a large boulder that was not lava rock. The Gamers made their way over to it, went inside, and found a tile inscribed with a magic circle that took them to the next floor.


      “Ten days is a new record,” Megades said with surprise. “And not a single casualty. Impressive.”


      The third floor of the Gate of Claw had more than just a nip in the air. Cold wind blew throughout, and the white, snowy fields stretched out endlessly. The sky was dark, and the occasional blizzardy wind obscured one’s view. Allen knew that it would be impossible to head out even with their gear that protected against the frost, so he quickly gave up on that idea. Instead, they all rode in Meruru’s Tam-Tam, who had transformed into Tortoise Mode. In this mode, the golem was down on all fours and thus lower to the ground as it moved, preventing it from slipping no matter the weather conditions.


      Tortoise Mode, useful both on land and in the ocean, had spacious rooms within its shell, which protected its riders from the cold air. Still, it was cold inside, and once the temperature dropped too low, the party headed back to Hardcore User Island to ask Captain Rarappa for a heater magic tool.


      Another ten days passed as the party explored the third floor. They defeated any monsters in the snow, and whenever they had downtime, Allen used Stone D to help Haku and Krena raise their skill levels. Megades was not inside Tam-Tam. Once they reached the third floor, the dragon said that it would no longer follow the party around. Allen did not mind that, but since he had numerous questions, he asked the dragon to answer them all and wrote the answers down in his grimoire. Then, the Summoner scanned his notes.




      Judgment Gate and the Gates of Trials Glossary


      • Judgment Gate: the large gate leading to the Heavenly Realm that the Dragon Lord guards


      • Gates of Trials: three in total—Claw, Fang, and Scale—with three floors each


      • Gatekeeper: gives proof of clear if defeated


      • Challenger: dragons that are worthy enough to attempt the gates’ trials


      • Rider: a dragonkin who possesses the Talent to ride a dragon


      • Cooperator: one who supports the challenger and rider during the trials


      • Guide: Megades, envoy of Desperad, God of Space-Time


      • Liberated: one who opens the Gates of Trials




      Looks like the term “Liberated” has two meanings... The challenger and the rider will become Liberateds the moment they open Judgment Gate, but anyone else has to become one in the Heavenly Realm, huh? As things stand, the challenger is Haku without a rider, and we’re just cooperators supporting its mission. Interrupting Allen’s attempt to make sense of his situation, Cecil, who was huddled in the center of the room near the heater magic tool for warmth, wailed for the umpteenth time that day.


      “How long do we have to continue this?! Why can’t we go back to the island?! Let’s teleport back, rest up, and try again or something!”


      It’s been ten days, and you complain every few hours. Can’t you see that I’m ignoring you? Just, please. Give up and let us stay here. The noblewoman glared scathingly at the Summoner.


      “What?” Allen asked.


      “Is this not the perfect opportunity to use your so-called super-efficient method?!” she shouted. “What meaning is there to wandering around this icy room for ten days?!”


      “But Cecil, this is technically Haku’s challenge. Our job is to help it out. We can’t just leave it behind and go rest, all warm and cozy on the island, can we?”


      “Don’t talk back!”


      WHAM!


      “Gah?!” Allen gasped.


      His straightforward remark was met with an elbow to the gut. He writhed on the floor in agony and curled into the fetal position. Meanwhile, Rohzen, who was also over near the heater and had watched the entire scene unfold from atop Sophie’s shoulder, chuckled.


      “Ha ha. Still got that pep,” he observed.


      In contrast to the chipper God of Spirits, Faable, the Sovereign of Spirits, was curled up in a ball on Luke’s chest, looking rather tired. The dark elf prince had fallen asleep out of boredom. Now that I think about it, the farther we make it through this dungeon, the quieter Faable seems to get... The Summoner opened his mouth to speak to Faable when an ominous roar filled the air.


      PSHHH! Tam-Tam’s shell opened up, and the party rushed out, only to be met with roars from snow leopard and wolf monsters barring their path. Several ice dragons flew above their heads, ready to pounce if there was an opening.


      “All right, time to kill some monsters,” Allen said. “You guys ready?”


      Aside from Meruru and Tam-Tam, everyone got ready for battle, and they cleared the area within an hour. The third floor was teeming with Rank B monsters, but they did not stand a chance against Allen’s powerful party.


      “Hey! Haku’s level went up!” Allen said. “Guess 60’s the max, huh?”


      When the final snow leopard was seared to a crisp by Haku’s fire, a log popped up notifying Allen that the dragon had gained a level. When he checked its Status, the XP line was gone.


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: White Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: C


      Level: 60


      HP: 1,970 + 2,000


      MP: 1,870


      Attack: 2,660 +


      Endurance: 1,970 + 2,000


      Agility: 2,660


      Intelligence: 1,190


      Luck: 1,280


      Skills: Fire Breath, Swipe, Dragon Scale {2}, Fire Resistance {1}, Ice Resistance {1}


      


      Allen frowned when he saw the numbers. Yeah, I don’t think Haku is gonna be very useful in future battles... The Summoner did not see the white dragon as a normal Summon or monster. It was the first beast that he had ever befriended, and he had read many fantastical stories about dragons. He had had high hopes for it. Thus, he had assumed that it would grow exponentially stronger over time, but it had hit max level before it had even matured. Now, he had to entertain the idea of leaving it behind for future battles.


      “I see a cave!” Meruru suddenly shouted from Tam-Tam’s driver’s seat.


      The party boarded the golem once more and headed for the cave she had spotted. The reason she had discovered it before Allen was that she shared her sight with Tam-Tam, who was capable of seeing far more than any person could. The cave that she had found was man-made, carved out of a huge chunk of ice. When everyone stepped inside, it was the exact same space that the party had seen before: an empty room large enough for Tam-Tam to walk and Haku to fly around in. The ceiling was high, and the space went on seemingly forever.


      Why is this in the middle of a chunk of ice? In the center of the room was a familiar gate—the one they had passed through to enter the Gate of Claw.


      “This should be the final floor, right?” Allen said. “Which means the Gatekeeper will appear soon. Get ready, guys.”


      The party swiftly grabbed their weapons. At the same time, a magic circle appeared on the floor. There was a loud pop, followed by a puff of smoke, and Megades appeared once more.


      “Huh? What the...” Megades muttered. “Why are you guys here?”


      “What?” Allen asked.


      “Oh, so the Dragon Lord really didn’t tell you anything, did he? From here on out, you cooperators are locked out. Only the challenger and the rider can fight the Gatekeeper, though this time around, it looks like you guys don’t have a rider.”


      “Wait, so Haku has to fight the Gatekeeper alone?”


      Allen recalled times in his past life when he had had to attempt a boss fight alone or with only preselected party members. He had not been allowed to borrow the help of anyone else. Only a dragon with a divine vessel can attempt the challenge, so I guess this gate also restricts participants.


      “Without a rider, what can you do?” Megades said. “The Gatekeeper here isn’t all that strong, though, so I think that baby will put up a good fight.”


      “By ‘a good fight,’ do you mean it can win?” Allen asked.


      “You really can’t read between the lines, can you? All right, I’ll be frank with you. I think you’ll lose.”


      “And can we try again after that?”


      “Nope.”


      “How can you say that after all this time?!” Cecil cried. “We’ve spent nearly a month here! You had all the time in the world to give us a word of warning!”


      She angrily put Allen in a front headlock to vent some of her anger.


      “Well, because no one asked,” Megades replied simply.


      “What?!” Cecil shrieked.


      “You didn’t ask. Neither the challenger dragon nor any of the cooperators seemed to want more details about the rules of this mission. Sure, I thought that that was weird, but you could’ve heard the rules from the Dragon Lord beforehand. If that was the case, there was no need for me to repeat it, was there?”


      The noblewoman growled and continued to squeeze Allen, who gasped for air and managed to get a few words out.


      “Can you help us out, then?” he asked.


      “What makes you think I’ll do that?” Megades responded. “Sounds awfully convenient for you guys.”


      “If not, you had no reason to tag along with us throughout this whole ordeal.”


      I’m sure I need to trigger some sort of event somehow. Otherwise, we’re in trouble.


      “Once again, an overly convenient deduction. I’m just your guide.”


      Just then, Krena stepped in front of the guide.


      “Um, can I become the rider, then?” she asked.


      “You must be awfully fond of that colored dragon. Sure, I can help you switch classes.”


      “Really?! Thanks! I’ll do it!”


      She huffed proudly and posed victoriously as Allen managed to worm his way out of Cecil’s grip and stood up.


      “Switch classes? Could you elaborate on that bit?” he asked.


      “I can change her Talent to Dragon Rider,” Megades explained. “Humans can occasionally be blessed with this Talent, so it’s not impossible for me to switch it for her.”


      “Um, how rare is it?”


      “A one-in-ten-million chance, I think.”


      “Is it on the same level as Sword Lord?”


      “No, it’s more like a Swordsman.”


      A one-star Talent... A five-star Sword Emperor is gonna lose four stars... That’s a hefty price for Krena to pay.


      “I’m sorry, but can I confirm a few more things first?” Allen requested. “For example, once the fight against the Gatekeeper is over, can she go back to her previous Talent?”


      “You keep asking questions like that. You’re really hoping you can have your cake and eat it too, huh? I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that you know the answer to your own question.”


      “Um, I don’t think that I do.”


      “She can’t go back to her original Talent.”


      “Got it. Then I don’t think we’ll—”


      Before Allen could finish, Krena cut in.


      “I’ll do it! I’ll become a Dragon Rider!”


      “Whoa, hang on a minute...”


      Allen could not help but panic. He had experienced this exact scenario numerous times in games in his past life, and he had ultimately regretted most of his choices. Because he had found a class name cool or powerful-sounding, he had switched to it without having done much research. As a result, he had incurred massive, unexpected stat decreases, as well as the loss of extremely useful skills. This sort of decision had irreversible repercussions.


      Even different gear had done very little to remedy the situation, and he had ultimately had to remake the entire character. That was something he could do in a game, but in this world, there was no way to just toss Krena aside and build a new one. If her stats dropped significantly due to the class change, there was no going back.


      “Think about this carefully,” Allen warned. “You’ve gotten so strong after all these years of training. You don’t want that all to be for nothing, do you?”


      But Krena shook her head. “If the alternative is to let Haku fight alone, I don’t need my strength. I’d much rather work hard again with Haku by my side.”


      Her firmness earned a nod from Megades.


      “That’s the spirit,” he said. “With that sort of resolve, I’m sure you can work together with your colored dragon and overcome this gate. And as proof that you’re a step closer to the Heavenly Realm, you’ll gain new power to help you overcome the next gate.”


      “Wait, new power?” Allen asked.


      “The challenger and rider will become stronger. The dragon will rise a rank, and the Dragon Rider will become a Dragon Knight.”


      “And how strong is the Dragon Knight Talent?”


      “Frankly, a Talent’s worth shouldn’t be determined solely by its strength...but if I were to use her current Talent’s progression as my base, she’d be as strong as a Sword Master.”


      Both the dragon and the rider gain a rank per gate... If there are three gates in total, she can only get three class promotions. At best, that’ll put her at four stars. She’d be down a star from Sword Emperor...


      “Are my answers enough?” Megades asked. “Besides, you’re just a cooperator. It’s not like you’re the one switching classes, so you don’t need to think too deeply about this.”


      “Um...” Allen started. He personally did not find Megades too trustworthy, and he also wanted to ensure that he would not lose Krena and Haku, but even with over 10,000 Intelligence, the Summoner was out of ideas.


      “Don’t worry too much. This place isn’t a... What was it called again? A dungeon that’s made to be cleared? And it’s not supposed to torture its challengers either. The gate was created by Lord Desperad, the God of Space-Time, and his partner, Lady Isiris, the Goddess of Magic, after all.”


      “Huh?”


      Oh yeah... The gods of this world can marry and have kids. Are Desperad and Isiris married? Desperad was apparently preventing the Mortal Realm, the Heavenly Realm, and the Dark Realm from being swallowed by the Void. His wife, Isiris, the Goddess of Magic, was helping him with that. It was a story that Allen had found in one of the books he had read in the Ratash castle.


      “Could you elaborate?” Allen inquired.


      “Those two are very kind people,” Megades explained. “Dygragni’s probably the one who made that golem over there, but you can ask him and learn just how kind and gentle Lady Isiris is. But I don’t think a roundabout description like that will get through to you, so I’ll just say it straight out. Cooperators also get something that will boost their power.”


      “Is it an item that the Goddess of Magic created?” Cecil asked.


      Megades nodded. “Yep. Something perfect for a magic user like you.”


      Oh, so cooperators get a bonus item too? Maybe he knew one of us would end up switching classes. Wait, Krena’s in Extra Mode, though. Does the class change affect that?


      “Can I ask one more question?” Allen started.


      “If I can answer it,” Megades replied.


      “Will Krena still be a Liberated?”


      “You mean her? Of course. Someone like me has no right to steal a power given to her by the gods.”


      Huh. So he knows that Krena’s in Extra Mode, does he? Does he actually know more than he’s letting on? If he was hiding that, there must be other things he’s hiding too. Makes me even more wary of this dragon.


      “Summons can’t join the Gatekeeper battle, can they?” Allen guessed.


      “I thought you only had one question,” Megades replied. “But sure, I’ll answer. They can’t join. If I permit that, the goal of this gate, which is to test the power of the dragon and its rider, will become moot. No support spells either. You have to trust in the power of the challenger and its rider.”


      Just then, the Summoner noticed Faable shivering in Luke’s arms.


      “Is something the matter, Lady Faable?” he asked.


      But the Sovereign of Spirits did not answer.


      “Don’t worry. I believe in Haku,” Krena said. “And I think Haku trusts me too. Right, buddy?”


      “Yeah! I trust momma! I do! I’m with you!” Haku squealed.


      “See? Allen, let us go. Please.”


      “All right,” Allen relented after a pause. “Can I leave our futures in your hands?”


      I guess at times we have to make these tough decisions... Krena nodded with a beaming smile.


      “Yup! Leave it to me!” Krena exclaimed, then turned back to Megades. “Okay, please make me a Dragon Rider.”


      “I’ve been waiting to hear those words. And hey, presto!” Megades said.


      The dragon’s wings emitted a rainbow glow, and he rose into the air before flying in an arc above Krena’s head. Particles of rainbow-colored light fell from its wings and onto Krena’s body, melting into her skin.


      “And done,” he said.


      “Did anything change?” Cecil asked.


      Allen cracked open his grimoire. “Krena’s a Dragon Rider now. Lvl. 1. And she managed to keep her Sword Emperor skills.”


      “Really? Yippee!” Krena cheered.


      Once Allen had finished checking her Status, he called out. “All right, let’s head home.”


      “Oh?” Megades asked quizzically. “Aren’t they gonna challenge the Gatekeeper?”


      “They are, but not today. Krena just switched classes, and she’s Lvl. 1 right now. Once she raises her level, we’ll challenge this place again.”


      “Huh... Well, if you say so.”


      “We can start from this location when we come back, right?”


      “Yeah, yeah. You can.”


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      After Allen and the party left the Gate of Claw, they spent the following ten days farming iron golems, each of which was worth a billion XP. After ten days, Krena’s gained a lot of levels. Megades mentioned that the Gatekeeper isn’t very strong, but that little dragon has his own goals. That’s why he wants people to attempt the trial. And since I know that, he’s not worth trusting. I wanted to max out Krena’s levels, but it’ll take over half a year for that. He checked Krena’s current Status.


      


      Name: Krena


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Goddess of Arbitration (None)


      Class: Dragon Rider


      Level: 89


      HP: 5,947 + 600 (Super Dragon Claw) + 12,000 (Super Valor)


      MP: 2,940 + 600 + 12,000


      Attack: 6,387 + 1,200 + 12,000


      Endurance: 5,064 + 600 + 12,000


      Agility: 5,187 + 1,200 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 3,017 + 600 + 6,000


      Luck: 3,853 + 600 + 12,000


      Skills: Dragon Rider {3}, Super Rider {3}, Super Dragon Blade {3}, Super Dragon Claw {1}, Super Slash {6}, Super Phoenix Smash {6}, Super Healing Blade {6}, Super Supreme Ruling Blade {6}, Super Valor {2}, Limit Break {4}, Deep Impact (Limited) {3}, Sword Mastery {7}


      XP: Approx. 30,000,000,000/500,000,000,000


      


      She now had skills that she had not possessed when she was a Sword Emperor, and each had been tested out as she had farmed iron golems. Looks like Dragon Rider gains skills with the assumption that the user can ride a dragon. When she’s on a dragon, she becomes stronger, and she also has mid-ranged attacks that allow her to attack while she’s riding it. This is awfully convenient.




      Skills Added via Dragon Rider


      • Dragon Rider: class skill


      • Super Rider: increases Agility of both the user and their dragon


      • Super Dragon Blade: mid-ranged attack skill that launches a slash. When used while riding, it can hit enemies outside the dragon’s range


      • Super Dragon Claw: stat-boosting skill obtained when Dragon Rider reached Lvl. 3




      “All right, I think you guys are all set,” Allen said. “You ready to tackle the Gate of Claw’s Gatekeeper, Krena?”


      “Yeah,” Krena replied. “We can do this, right, Haku?”


      “Yeah! With you, momma!” Haku squealed.


      The white dragon baby had already maxed out its level; it would not get stronger no matter how many more golems it farmed. However, it seemed to have gained some confidence during its training with Krena.


      When Haku activated the Gate of Claw again, they teleported back in front of the gate on the third floor. There, they spotted Megades, waiting just as he had been ten days before.


      “Been a while, huh?” the dragon asked.


      “Yeah, but we’re ready now,” Allen replied. “We’d like to challenge the Gatekeeper.”


      “You don’t need to be ready. It’s not your fight, now is it? The challenger and its rider will be the ones fighting.”


      “We’re ready!” Krena said.


      “Challenge!” Haku added.


      A low groan echoed throughout the space as the double doors of the gate yawned. There was a noticeably different space beyond them, where a massive something was waiting for them.


      “We’re off!” Krena said.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      “Wait just a second, Krena. Stop right there,” Allen said.


      “Huh? Why?”


      She whirled around with surprise when Allen followed her and tried to push through the gate.


      “All right, let’s figh— Bwah!” Allen grunted. He let out a pathetic cry when his face, hands, and chest rammed into something hard.


      “Ah ha ha!” Krena laughed. “You just went face-first, huh? Doesn’t that hurt?”


      “Face-first! Face-first!” Haku cackled.


      “Nope. Doesn’t hurt,” Allen groaned. “Sophie, can you try casting spells on Krena?”


      “Sure,” Sophie replied.


      She asked the wind spirit to raise Krena’s Agility, but when Allen checked his grimoire, he saw Krena’s stats were unchanged.


      “Damn, we really can’t cast any buffs,” Allen muttered. We can only cheer them on, huh?


      “Told you so,” Megades said. “Only the colored dragon and its rider can rise to the challenge. There weren’t any persistent cooperators like you three thousand years ago, though. They all trusted me and didn’t try to find any loopholes. Are all humans like you?”


      The dragon looked clearly taken aback by Allen’s antics, and Cecil gave a firm nod of agreement.


      “Can multiple riders fight the Gatekeeper at once?” Allen asked.


      “Huh? Oh, are you asking if multiple challengers and riders can team up to fight? In that case, the answer is no. One pair per battle.”


      “Huh? But isn’t this a battle to the death?”


      “Who said anything like that?”


      “Then if the rider taps out, can a different rider take their place?”


      “Is that what you want to know? I mean, sure, why not? But the challenger makes the decisions on that end. The challenger can also negotiate with the Gatekeeper if they desire. But if I were a guessing dragon, I don’t think that colored dragon of yours wants any other rider. It seems like a waste of time to think about alternatives.”


      “Thank you. I’m out of questions for now, so Krena, Haku, good luck.”


      “Okay! Let’s go, Haku!” Krena said.


      “Okay!” Haku replied.


      They approached the massive thing that awaited them in the depths of the gate.


      “So, you are the one who challenges this place after three thousand years,” a voice boomed.


      A colossal dragon with yellow scales uncurled itself and gazed down at Haku, who approached the beast.


      “Yeah! Its name is Haku!” Krena said. “And I’m its rider, Krena! Nice to meet you!”


      “Krena and Haku,” the Gatekeeper replied. “You may turn back if you wish.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Your dragon is still a baby. You can challenge me once Haku has grown. Nothing good will come of pushing your limits.”


      “We aren’t!” Krena insisted. “Right, Haku?”


      “Right! Challenge!” Haku replied energetically.


      The yellow-scaled dragon shook its massive head with sadness.


      “I see... As you have made it this far, I’ve no doubt that you’re both of decent strength. But I urge you not to push yourselves. I am Elgear the light dragon, and no one has ever managed to evade my breath attack.” Finally, Elgear stood up, proud and tall. “Rider. Mount the challenger.”


      “Okay,” Krena replied. She clambered onto Haku’s head, just as she always had during their training in the Rank S dungeon.


      “Now then. Prepare yourself.”


      Elgear reared its head back, and Krena could see something rise from its chest and up its throat.


      “Hyah! Super Supreme Ruling Blade!” she shouted.


      “Graaah?!” Elgear bellowed.


      She swung her orichalcum greatsword down, and her glowing blade, imbued with her skill, created a sharp sliver of light that sliced the dragon in two. Elgear did not even have the chance to expel its breath.




      <You have defeated Elgear. You have earned 500,000,000 XP.>




      With a final, agonized groan, Elgear crumbled to the ground where it had once lain. The invisible barrier that kept others out vanished, allowing everyone to flood inside.


      “And that’s that,” Megades said. “I suppose there was never much the Gatekeeper here was gonna do against a Liberated.”


      Allen and the others entered the room, making their way over to Krena and Haku.


      “Did that dragon die?” Krena asked.


      “It’s fine. It’ll wake up again soon enough. You’re kind, aren’t you? That colored dragon is truly blessed to have you as its rider.”


      Megades nodded and gazed into the distance.


      “Can we head to the next floor now?” Allen asked.


      “Huh? No, each Gate of Trials only has three floors,” the dragon replied. “Your next stop will be the Gate of Fang.”


      “Ugh...” Elgear groaned as it slowly got up.


      “Whew!” Krena shouted with relief. “You’re alive! I’m so glad!”


      “Momma’s happy! I’m happy!” Haku cheered.


      Elgear gave a happy nod. “You defeated me in one slash. Your rider is certainly a formidable foe. However, she is also compassionate and kind. Haku, was it? You’ve met a fine rider, and I suggest you treasure her very much.”


      If I recall, I think Goldino’s memories were wiped every time he was defeated. What about this time? It looks like this dragon still has most of its memories, but was it because Krena didn’t land a fatal blow? We still gained XP, just like with Goldino. I wasn’t able to be in here for the fight, so does it just go to the rider and the dragon, or what?


      “And yet, look at you, Faable,” Elgear growled.


      “No, Elgear. Not one more word,” Megades said firmly, silencing the yellow dragon.


      “Huh? Has Faable tried to clear this gate before?” Allen wondered. Is that why she’s been so glum this whole time?


      Megades fell silent for a while before he opened his mouth.


      “Please don’t pry into this matter,” he finally said. “I know it piques your curiosity, and I feel bad for shutting you down here, but there are some things I can’t tell you. Oh, and don’t try asking Faable either. She’s under a few restrictions herself.”


      The black weasel, who was facing the ground, was lifted into the air and then lowered. Luke had gently grabbed her from his head and now clutched her tightly against his chest, peering into her face.


      “You all right?” he asked worriedly.


      “Luke, I...” Faable started.


      “If you don’t want to talk, you don’t have to. You can ignore every single one of Allen’s questions.”


      “Thank you, dear. If you decide to continue taking part in these trials, I—”


      Before Faable could finish her cryptic sentence, she froze like a statue.


      “Faable?! Faable! What’s wrong?!” Luke shouted.


      “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about,” Megades said gently. “Lord Desperad’s restraints just acted on her. She should be able to move again in just a little while.”


      “Is this some sort of condition placed on her by the God of Space-Time?” Allen asked.


      “That’s right. One must always be fair when attempting to clear the Gates of Trials. Faable has been specially allowed to tag along, but she cannot compromise the act of fairness.”


      “Fairness, huh...”


      She probably can’t give us any pointers. Sounds like she was here three millennia ago and learned a ton of stuff. While Allen was trying to piece together the past, Elgear tore a claw from its front leg and handed it to Krena and Haku.


      “This is the Proof of Claw,” it said.


      “Thank you!” Krena shouted. “But won’t losing a claw be a problem for you?”


      Elgear grinned and showed her its front leg. “See here? It’s already growing back. But thank you, rider, for being so worried about me.”


      “Of course!”


      Thus, Krena and Haku had successfully cleared the Gate of Claw.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Challenging the Gate of Fang


      “Now then, since Krena and Haku cleared this gate, I’ll be giving you all new power,” Megades said.


      “Please!” Krena said.


      “Rawr!” Haku growled.


      Megades circled around Haku’s head, rainbow particles fluttering from its wings just like when Krena had gotten her class change. As the light was being absorbed into Krena’s and Haku’s bodies, the girl let out a gasp.


      “I feel like the strength left my body,” she remarked.


      “Grar?” Haku wondered.


      Allen quickly checked his grimoire.


      “Krena, you’re now a Dragon Knight, Lvl. 1,” he reported. “Your stats are half of what you had as a Dragon Rider, and your Dragon Rider skills have been reset.”


      Interesting. The reward for defeating a Gatekeeper is a class promotion, and she gets it immediately. But this is kind of unique. It isn’t a class change where she keeps all the skills she’s learned. Instead, in exchange for an extra star on her Talent, all her skills are gone. It’s strictly a class upgrade. If Allen’s guess was correct, the upgraded class promotion dungeon that would be added in April would work the same way.


      It’s hard enough to gain more skills in Normal Mode as is. Why not offer the option of a class change so that she can just learn more? A class upgrade is only good if you’re at max level, and it takes time to get there. Allen recalled times when surprise events and emergency quests had prevented players from backtracking, locking them in. At the same time, he checked Haku’s stats in his grimoire.


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: Light Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: B


      Level: 1


      HP: 985


      MP: 935


      Attack: 1,330


      Endurance: 985


      Agility: 1,330


      Intelligence: 595


      Luck: 640


      Skills: Light Zephyr, Flame Breath, Swipe, Fire Resistance {2}, Ice Resistance {2}


      XP: 0/100


      


      Its skills are the same, but it gained a rank, and it’s a light dragon now... Plus, its resistances are Lvl. 2. At a maximum, it can gain two more ranks. I’d bet it got to keep its skills because it doesn’t have a class. The rest of his party was busy observing Haku.


      “Look at its scales. They’re yellow.”


      “It looks like the dragon it just fought.”


      “Maybe it inherits power from the opponents it defeats.”


      As Keel, Cecil, and Krena were busy discussing possibilities, Allen spoke up.


      “If I’d known it’d become a light dragon, I wouldn’t have named it Haku, since that means ‘white.’”


      At once, everyone cast him a frosty glare.


      “C’mon, Allen. Don’t say stuff like that. It’s insensitive,” Keel admonished him.


      “Haku’s Haku!” Krena insisted.


      “You should apologize for that one,” Cecil said.


      Even Sophie, the elf who was usually on Allen’s side, scowled at him.


      “All right, let’s head to the next gate,” the Summoner said, changing topics. “The Gate of Fang.”


      Cecil could no longer suppress her rage. “You really need to cut it out with your constant need to fight! We just beat a Gatekeeper, so let’s call it a day!”


      “It’s not like we did anything.”


      “That’s not the point!”


      Cecil grabbed Allen’s head and began to squeeze with all her might.


      “We’re fine, Cecil,” Krena said. “Let’s take a peek at the next gate.”


      Only then was Allen finally freed.


      “Are you sure?” Cecil asked worriedly. “Haku, are you sure you’re not pushing yourself?”


      “We’re fine,” Krena assured her. “Right, Haku?”


      “Mm-hmm! I’ll be okay if I’m with momma!” the baby dragon insisted.


      And so, Cecil reluctantly gave in. They climbed atop Bird B’s and headed for the Gate of Fang.


      “You have passed the Gate of Claw’s trial. Do you dare to challenge the next gate?” the dragon engraved on the gate asked.


      “Yes! Challenge!” Haku shouted.


      “Very well. Overcome the trial and stand before me.”


      The party was then teleported to a large, square space identical to the one they had seen in the Gate of Claw. There was an entrance right in front of them. Surely here, too, worlds of nothingness, volcanoes, and ice existed.


      “You’re here so soon,” Megades said, emerging as it flapped its rainbow wings.


      “Yeah. We’ve got some free time,” Allen replied.


      “Be careful you don’t push the challenger’s limits. Now then, go on.”


      Guided by Megades, the party opened the doors of the first floor and was met with a world of darkness. Much like in the empty space they had encountered in the Gate of Claw, there was a path that extended five meters out from the entrance, but beyond that, it melted into the void. The room behind them looked a lot brighter in comparison.


      “How do we even get through this place?” Keel asked anxiously.


      Allen pulled a great light magic tool from his grimoire. It looked like a normal lantern, but when it was activated, a gentle glow illuminated everything within a hundred-meter radius. When he tugged on the handle, the light was pulled out of the square lantern and floated in the air, illuminating all of its surroundings. It served as a lighthouse of sorts.


      “It’s so bright!” Meruru remarked. “Goldino’s drops sure are amazing!”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “I’d had this ready to go, but there was no need for me to use it on the ocean floor.”


      The Summoner had obtained the magic tool while farming Goldino, and since he had known that he was headed for Prostia, he had placed it into Storage for once they had arrived. To his surprise, however, the ocean floor had a crystal flower that brightly lit up the water, so there had been no need for him to use it.


      “That was a close one,” Luke said as he walked a bit down the path and peered at the darkness around him. “Without this light, we would’ve fallen straight down.”


      Allen walked forward with the tool, but he noticed that the light did not reach anywhere around him after a short while. It was seemingly sucked into the darkness.


      “Let’s have Horos investigate,” he said.


      He Summoned some Bird D’s, which could see clearly in the dark as long as there was even the faintest bit of light. He paired them with Bird A’s so that nests could be created for the party to teleport to. After Summoning ten of each bird, he had them fly off.


      “Now, we wait,” Cecil said.


      “Yep. No, wait, huh?” Allen gasped.


      “Graaaaawr!”


      A low groan echoed from the darkness in front of them, and a jet-black dragon emerged, bringing a horde of massive bat and moth monsters with it.


      “There’s a ton of ’em!” Allen warned. “Get ready to fight, everyone!”


      Cecil, Sophie, Keel, and Luke retreated into the room, while Allen, Meruru, and Krena stood their ground against the beasts.


      “Raaaah!” Krena roared from atop Haku’s head, swinging her glowing greatsword around.


      “Gah?!” the black dragon gasped as it was sliced in two.




      <You have defeated 1 dark dragon. You have earned 32,000,000 XP.>




      Oh? Very nice. Must be Rank A, if not above. Allen, Meruru, and the Summons cleared out any monsters that got close, and Cecil, Sophie, and Luke took down any that attacked from farther away. Within an hour, most of them were cleared out. But like moths to flame, monster after monster appeared, enticed by Allen’s light. Fortunately, one of the Bird D’s soon notified the Summoner that it had found the exit.


      Krena and Haku were able to farm a decent amount of XP here. No use sticking around.


      “We found the exit, guys,” Allen reported. “Let’s move!”


      Once Bird A had made a nest, he used Homing Instinct to teleport his party to a room that was floating in the air.


      “Look! A chest!” Keel exclaimed.


      Allen watched the Apprentice Pope run straight for it. Has he ever considered that there might be a mimic or some other chest-based monster? I feel like he needs to run into at least one so that he’ll learn his lesson. It’s for his own good.


      “Ooh! Treasure!” Keel shouted excitedly. “Maybe this is the thing the rainbow dragon mentioned. An item that makes cooperators stronger.”


      Allen approached his friend to take a closer look at the item.


      “Huh. A bracelet,” the Summoner muttered as he tossed it into his grimoire.




      <You have placed 1 Bracelet of Perpetual Darkness into the grimoire.>




      But of course, its effects were unknown because it had not been equipped.


      “Well, guess I should put it on,” Allen said as he tried to slide his hand through the accessory.


      “Hey,” Cecil said with a knitted brow. “What if it curses you or something?”


      “Then I’ll get the Church of Elmea to cure me. So long as I’ve got the money, they’ll fix me up.”


      A lot of things in this world can be resolved with money, honestly. As Allen slipped the bracelet on, he did not feel it put a curse on him. He checked his grimoire to see the effects it gave.




      Effects of Bracelet of Perpetual Darkness


      • Halves required time for spirit manifestation


      • Doubles dark element power


      • +1,000 MP




      “This bracelet is for spirit users. More specifically, it’s tailored precisely for Luke’s needs,” Allen commented. “I guess what Megades said was true. This is really nice.”


      “Heh, thanks,” Luke said as he happily took the bracelet.


      “I found a magic circle over here,” Cecil called, having found the way to the next floor.


      As everyone headed toward her, Allen dispatched another Bird D to search for any other items that might be hidden on their current floor.


      The second floor was a toxic swamp. The sky was dark and gloomy, the air was swelteringly hot, and swamps dotted the floor, bubbling and emitting toxic fumes into the humid air. Allen took one look at the room and decided to head back to Hardcore User Island to switch out his and his party’s gear before attempting to clear the floor.


      Cecil and the others were happy to go back, and when Allen asked Captain Rarappa for some new gear, she had it ready in three days. A mask that covered the wearer’s entire head was connected by a tube to an air purification magic tool, making for an entirely self-contained breathing apparatus. The only downside was that it did not protect anything besides the head. I do have Potherbs, though. Even if someone gets poisoned, I can just use one to remove any debuffs. But the fumes make my eyes and throat burn, and my face will start to smell funny...


      With Captain Rarappa’s gas masks of sorts at the ready, the party returned to the second floor of the gate and ventured out for the first time. When they returned to the island once more, Cecil punched Allen, complaining that all her gear now had a funky smell to it. Haku, naturally, could not wear one of the masks, but thanks to its increased rank, it had some resistance to poison, and Allen suspected that the gates also increased the challenger’s resistance.


      The party wandered about the second floor for five days, but they were unable to find the exit. The Summoner had even dispatched Bird E’s, but there were no square structures, and he had resorted to exploring slopes on hills, islands within the swamp-infested room, and an oddly placed cemetery. He knew that those odd locations could not be ignored. When he was Kenichi, if he had found any out-of-place item, object, or structure in a game, he had known that it had to be explored for clues. And still, he was out of luck. On the sixth day, he resorted to searching the bottom of the swampy terrain. Krena used her skill, Super Supreme Ruling Blade, to blow away the toxic swamps, and Allen sent out Spirits A’s to explore every nook and cranny.


      “Tee hee hee,” the Spirit A’s cackled.


      One of them returned with a treasure chest in hand, and inside was a rod.


      “This has to be for me,” Cecil said with hope in her eyes.


      She stared at the weapon, and Allen used everything he could to not point out that “It could be for Keel, actually.” Regardless, the Summoner opted to call it a day there, leaving the gate and returning to the island to have Pelomas analyze the item. The merchant seemed busy running his company and getting used to his newlywed life on the island, but he managed to take a look at the rod within the day.


      “It’s called the Rod of Dual Magic,” he explained. “And these are its effects.”




      Rod of Dual Magic


      • +2,000 Intelligence


      • +15% Magical Damage


      • Can cast two spells at once using MP for both spells




      “Yay!” Cecil crowed happily. “This rod’s definitely for me!”


      Allen was equally overjoyed. Two spells at once?! That just sounds awesome! But one member of the group did not share in their elation.


      “What’s wrong, Faable?” Luke asked.


      The Sovereign of Spirits limply lay on a sofa in Pelomas’s manor. Luke sat next to her, his worry clear on his face.


      “Thanks for being so concerned about me,” Faable said hoarsely, weakly raising her head.


      This was extremely unlike her. Luke knew that something was amiss, but he had no idea who to turn to for advice. The only thing he could do was cast a concerned glance.


      Once the party left Pelomas’s manor, Allen returned to their base. Cecil firmly declared that they would not continue trying to clear the gate today, and once the Summoner reluctantly agreed to put a hold on their exploration, they ended their meeting.


      “I want to clear that gate, but with all these good materials and items, it might be best if we collect what we can,” he muttered.


      He scribbled some notes in his grimoire and reread the information he had on the Gates of Trials.




      Ranks of Monsters That Appear in Gates of Trials


      • Gate of Claw Floor 1: Rank C’s only


      • Gate of Claw Floor 2: Mostly Rank C’s, some Rank B’s


      • Gate of Claw Floor 3: Some Rank C’s, mostly Rank B’s


      • Gate of Fang Floor 1: Mostly Rank B’s, some Rank A’s


      • Gate of Fang Floor 2: Some Rank B’s, mostly Rank A’s


      Items Found in Gates of Trials


      • Gate of Claw Floor 1: None


      • Gate of Claw Floor 2: Smithing materials, magic tool materials, magic gear materials


      • Gate of Claw Floor 3: Mithril, hihiirokane, adamantite


      • Gate of Fang Floor 1: Accessories


      • Gate of Fang Floor 2: Weapons




      “We should enhance our equipment before we head deeper inside,” Keel suggested.


      “Yeah,” Allen agreed. “And that doesn’t just go for us. The Allen and Hero Armies need better gear too. The Allen Army welcomed merfolk, and the Hero Army plans to be ten thousand strong by spring.”


      “Are we giving items to the Hero Army?” Luke asked.


      “We’re in this together. Better to trust our backs to strong allies, don’t you think? When we fought the Demon Lord Army in Prostia, the Hero Army lent us a helping hand. We should return the favor.”


      “Fair enough. We’ll work together, then.”


      Luke nodded, and Faable, who rested on his lap, let out a whisper.


      “Work together...”


      In response, Rohzen, the God of Spirits, who rested on Sophie’s shoulder, twitched his ears. However, it went unnoticed.


      The next day, Allen and his party returned to the room of poisonous swamps and continued exploring. They ran into a swamp that was larger than any that they had seen thus far. Clearly suspicious.


      “Okiyosan, I’m counting on you,” Allen said.


      “Sure, tee hee hee...” Okiyosan replied.


      The Spirit A, donning a white garment, slowly slid deeper into the swamp. It was a scene straight out of a horror movie. Once the spirit was in up to her waist, the surface of the swamp began to bulge and bubble, and a massive something slowly began to emerge. Ugh, horrific.


      “Something’s coming! Get ready, guys!” Allen called.


      A large clump of mud broke through the swamp’s surface. There was a hole in the center of it large enough for a person to easily slip through.


      “Foolish mortals,” a shrill voice boomed from the hole. “You dare step into this swampy terrain knowing that it belongs to the great Grand Spirit Mouton?”


      Wait, what? A grand spirit?


      A part of the creature formed an arm that lashed out like a whip. Dark purple globs of mud flew toward the party.


      “Momma!” Haku cried, outstretching its wings to protect Krena and the rest of the party from the attack. “Gyah?!”


      The white dragon cried out in pain as its wings, covered with mud, sizzled and melted away. When Krena saw her steed in agony, she gripped her sword and angrily swung down.


      “You’ll pay for hurting my friend!” she roared. “Hyah! Super Supreme Ruling Blade!”


      Her glowing sword tore the mud slab in two, but it nonetheless spoke again.


      “Did you think such a puny attack would work against me?!”


      The two halves of the mud fused together and returned to its original form.


      “Physical attacks don’t work!” Allen shouted. “Sophie! Cecil! Use your spells!”


      “Okay!” Cecil shouted. “It’s time to test out the power of my new rod!”


      She stepped forward eagerly with her new weapon in hand and cast her ice magic. Doing so would freeze the moisture within the mud, and she hoped that would keep the enemy in place.


      “Good thinking!” Allen cheered. “Macris, go!”


      “What in the world?!” Macris cried immediately upon being Summoned. “It’s so stinky!”


      As he floated in the air, Allen gave his order.


      “Use Freeze Cannon on that mud!”


      “Got it! Freeze Cannon!”


      The Holy Fish let out a cough as it opened its maw to create a glowing magic circle. Large icicles shot out. Mouton’s green eyes glowed, and a huge magic circle appeared, stretching diagonally from the back of its head all the way to the middle of its abdomen.


      “Poison Tsunami!” it shouted.


      The wave of poisonous water clashed with Macris’s Freeze Cannon and swallowed the icicles whole.


      “Oh, this is bad!” Keel yelped.


      Huh? Isn’t Mouton just a grand spirit? I feel like we should be winning here. Macris’s Freeze Cannon had proven powerful enough to kill Greater Demonic Deity Ramon-Hamon in one blow. But just when the towering wave of poison began to break, ready to crash down on Allen and his party, a loud crack rang through the air. At once, the wave halted and began to freeze. Crik! Crack! Sharp crackles filled the room as the icicles shot out from within the wave of poison and hit Mouton.


      “Gah!”


      The grand spirit’s body froze just like its attack, and both shattered into pieces.


      “Did we do it?” Allen asked, squinting his eyes. He then saw Grand Spirit Mouton, about the size of a person, emerge from the debris. “All right, let’s finish ’em off!”


      When his party members gripped their weapons, a voice rang out.


      “Wait!”


      It had come from Faable, who had watched the battle from on top of Luke’s head. Her eyes were filled with grief.


      “Th-That voice!” Mouton said, staggering toward the black weasel. “Faable?”


      “That’s right. It’s me,” Faable answered.


      “How dare you show yourself in front of me! Your audacity is beyond words!”


      Mouton, who had taken quite a bit of damage, managed to vocalize their rage through haggard breaths. What’s going on here? I don’t get it. Allen stepped forward, putting himself between the two.


      “Lady Faable, may I ask what’s going on here?” he asked.


      “Don’t do anything unnecessary, Allen,” the weasel said sternly. “This is my problem and no one else’s.”


      She jumped off Luke’s head and walked toward Mouton.


      “Faable...” Luke murmured.


      The boy tried to chase after her, but she whirled around with an expression unlike any Luke had ever seen on her before. He froze, petrified with confusion.


      “Wait there, Luke,” she said. “This is an issue I must resolve on my own. For your sake as well as my own.”


      She turned back to face the grand spirit.


      “Faable!” Mouton roared. “Did you form a contract with that brat?! He’s a dark elf, and a child to boot! You’d tempt even a child like him just so you might challenge the gates again?!”


      “No...is what I’d like to say,” Faable replied. “But I suspect that you won’t trust my words.”


      “You’re damn right I won’t! You killed all the dark elves with us when you foolishly attempted the trial! You dare repeat the same mistakes?!”


      “No. And that’s why I’m here. I want to prevent that.”


      “Balderdash! I don’t believe you!”


      There was nothing more Faable could say. She snapped her mouth shut and hung her head with shame. That was when a boy wearing a gas mask stepped forward.


      “Hey, mud monster! If you keep bullying Faable, then I swear on my name as Luketod, I’ll make you regret it!”


      The dark elf stepped in front of Faable to protect her and glared at Mouton.


      “Brat, why would a dark elf like you protect her?” Mouton growled. “She brought you to this dangerous place infested with monsters. Have you never once entertained the idea that she’s tricking you?”


      “Never,” Luke proudly replied. “Faable is the guardian of the land that my father rules over. There is absolutely, one hundred percent, no way that she’d trick me. I’ll take her side and protect her. Always.”


      “Luke...” Faable muttered, her face filled with surprise as she gazed up at him.


      Mouton looked even more astonished. “Your father’s village, you say? Brat, are you...”


      “That’s right. I’m Luketod, son of King Olbaas of the dark elves!”


      The boy removed his mask to reveal his identity, leaving Mouton in utter disbelief.


      “You’re a high dark elf, aren’t you, brat?” they murmured. “You’re the one who’ll lead the dark elves...”


      “Um, hello, pardon me. May I have a word, Grand Spirit Mouton?”


      Allen butted into the conversation, catching Mouton off guard.


      “Huh?”


      “I apologize for our earlier acts of insolence, O great one. But if I might ask for a bit of your time, would you kindly explain to me what happened between yourself and Lady Faable?”


      I mean, I knew we were up against a grand spirit during the fight, but an apology can go a long way.


      “What?” Mouton asked. “You seem to be Faable’s subordinate, but has she not told you anything?”


      Pop! A loud sound rang through the air, and out appeared Megades.


      “Mouton, let her off the hook this time,” the dragon said.


      I bet this conversation isn’t clicking because of that limitation you put on the Sovereign of Spirits... Allen watched on without uttering a word.


      “You see, Faable here is under a restriction cast upon her by Lord Desperad, the God of Space-Time,” Megades explained. “She can’t utter a word about it to them.”


      “A restriction?” Mouton parroted.


      “Yes. It’s to maintain the spirit of fairness for all challengers of the Judgment Gate. She can’t speak a word of her challenge to anyone.”


      Mouton glanced at Faable, who was curled in Luke’s arms now that the boy had put his mask back on. She gave a quiet nod.


      “Are you under a restriction like that, Grand Spirit?” Allen asked.


      “Not that I know of,” Mouton answered. “I’m only here because Lord Megades told me to be.”


      “Then can you explain what happened?”


      “Who are you? Why do you insist on speaking to me with such impertinence?” The grand spirit cast a weary glare at Allen, but they then went pensive for a few moments before opening their mouth. “But indeed, it doesn’t seem like you’re Faable’s pawns. I guess Faable really does just happen to be along for the ride.”


      “That’s right,” Allen replied. “Haku and Krena are the ones challenging this gate.”


      “Then it seems I have misunderstood. Very well. What do you wish to ask of me?”


      “H-Hey! Mouton?!” Megades cried. “You’ll compromise the fairness of—”


      “You know best that I’m not all that knowledgeable about the situation, Lord Megades.”


      “I mean, yeah, but...”


      “And the challenger came all the way here. I, too, once made it all the way to this stage, but I decided to stay on this floor. The only insight I can offer is regarding the events that occurred between myself and Faable. Surely that won’t affect the fairness of this trial.”


      “Well...”


      As Megades was still contemplating his decision, Allen took a chance.


      “If you don’t have any restrictions, why don’t we talk at our base?” he quickly suggested.


      Megades glanced at Mouton, then gave a begrudging nod. Once the party left the Gate of Fang and returned to Hardcore User Island, the grand spirit was brought to a spacious meeting room in Pelomas’s manor. The spirit doesn’t stink...


      Slowly but surely, Mouton dragged themself into the meeting room, their body jiggling the whole way. Everyone then removed their masks. Upon seeing Sophie, the grand spirit was left in utter disbelief.


      “You’ve even got a high elf with you?!” they yelped.


      “I apologize for my belated introduction. I am Sophialohne of Rohzenheim, daughter of Queen Lenoatiil.”


      “Never would I have dreamed of a day when a high elf and a high dark elf worked together... Wh-What in the world is going on here?”


      “Sophie, can you get started on the explanation?” Allen asked. “I’ll bring the rest of the party here in the meantime.”


      By the time the Summoner went to the Rank S dungeon, retrieved the rest of his friends, and came back, Sophie had already finished the story.


      “Reviving the Daemon God’s tail, only to devour it?” Mouton muttered. “I’ve never heard of a Demon Lord doing anything like that before. And if there are many Greater Demonic Deities, I cannot blame the two elven species for working together...”


      “Exactly,” Allen replied. “Grand Spirit, have you been inside the Gate of Trials this whole time?”


      Mouton nodded. “Indeed. It’s been three thousand years, I suppose.”


      “That matches what Lord Megades told us about when the challenger before us arrived. Did something happen?”


      “Forgive me for bringing this up, Lady Sophialohne, but back then, we dark elves were at war with the elves. It was then that Astel the Champion and Dragon Lord Matildora arrived at my fortress.”


      “The elves? Do you mean the battle against the Priestess of Prayer?”


      “Indubitably. It’d already been a few millennia since the war between the elves and dark elves started, and at the time, the dark elves held the advantage. They seized an important elven stronghold, and the elves were left with only a city at the foot of the World Tree. They prayed, and in answer, an elven girl managed to form a contract with Rohzen, the Sovereign of Spirits, who was in the World Tree. That girl became the Priestess of Prayer. I’m not wrong, am I, Lord Rohzen?”


      The God of Spirits did not say a word. He had not spoken since seeing Mouton, and the deity’s usual aloof, laid-back attitude was gone.


      “No matter,” Mouton said. “Even if you refuse to speak, I trust that Lady Sophialohne knows what the elves did next.”


      The princess nodded. Mouton fell silent for a while before opening their mouth once more.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Castle Lapolka was a vital stronghold for the dark elves. The king, the elders, and the army generals had gathered for a meeting. Back then, there was a field marshal who had formed a contract with Mouton, and he, along with the rest of the room, frowned with concern. The dark elves had just received word that their final stronghold aside from Lapolka had fallen.


      “First Castle Scraw, and now Castle Kiaro has fallen...” a dark elf muttered, sounding defeated.


      “Of the four strongholds, only Lapolka remains. It’s only a matter of time before the elves siege this place too,” an elder said. He glanced at the king, who maintained his silence. The jet-black weasel curled up on his lap did not say a word either.


      Rohzenheim was built around the World Tree. A grassy plain surrounded the tree, and mountains encircled the area to serve as a layer of protection. Both the elves and the dark elves had built fortresses on the mountains in all four cardinal directions. For many years, the two species had repeated the cycle of attacking and capturing the enemy stronghold, retreating, and attempting to capture it again.


      After the dark elven army had seized all the strongholds, they had set out to take the World Tree back as well. However, by borrowing the power of Rohzen, the Sovereign of Spirits, the Priestess of Prayer had used her newfound abilities to push them back. One by one, the elves had managed to retake their castles, and they had even captured the dark elves’ fortresses. All the dark elves had left was Lapolka.


      “Your Majesty, we should stay in this fortress and fight,” one of the generals advised. “The elves admittedly have the advantage and higher morale, but it won’t last long. And we didn’t merely cede our other three castles to them. They must be tired, weak, and exhausted.”


      “What nonsense,” an elder said. “Don’t underestimate the elves now that they have the Priestess of Prayer. To prepare for the worst, we should at least have the king flee this place at once.”


      “Do you believe we will lose?” a different general asked. “Lapolka is the strongest of the four castles. Ever since it became ours a thousand years ago, it has never fallen. Not once! If His Majesty leaves, how will we protect him?”


      “A dragon!” a soldier cried, barging into the room. “A dragon has arrived!”


      “A dragon?” an elder wondered.


      “What does the Village of the Dragon God want with us?” another asked.


      “Or is this the elves’ doing?” a third theorized.


      The generals stood up and left the room to investigate when another soldier entered the room.


      “Dragon Lord Matildora and Astel the Champion have requested an audience, Your Majesty!” he cried, kneeling down to receive his orders.


      “Matildora?” the king murmured. “Very well. See them to the courtyard.”


      The soldier rushed out of the meeting room, and the king stood up, ready to greet the Dragon Lord. The courtyard he was sending the visitors to served as a central hub for soldiers, allowing them to navigate the castle. It was also a location to lure enemies if they dared to siege the castle, as the walls that surrounded the castle were filled with embrasures to slot weapons through and shoot down unsuspecting foes. It allowed the dark elves to not only have a clear view of the courtyard, but also loose volleys of arrows.


      Even if the dark elves were up against a dragon and its rider, the moment they even thought about descending into the courtyard, they would be skewered by a rain of arrows and spears. But this time, their guest was the Dragon Lord and the hero of the era. Thus, the soldiers held back and simply watched on.


      “Welcome, Dragon Lord Matildora and Champion Astel,” the dark elf king said.


      A massive dragon and a dragonkin warrior turned to him.


      “I apologize for coming here without prior notice, truly,” Astel said. “You see, Matil insisted on meeting you.”


      The young, smiling hero was not even twenty years old, but he had already toured the five continents and defeated innumerable powerful monsters. He was considered one of the heroes of the age.


      “I see,” the king replied. “Dragon Lord Matildora has already claimed the throne, has he not?”


      The massive dragon slowly nodded. “Yes. And so, I’ve also inherited the challenges of the Gates of Trials.”


      “Truth be told, Matil and I were in the Baukis Empire just the other day,” Astel revealed. “We wanted to see if we could clear the Rank S dungeon, but there’s a golem called Goldino on the final floor. He’s a tough enemy to take down, and we had to give up on our endeavor.”


      The young Champion flashed a strained smile at the dark elves, whom he had left lost for words. A small weasel by the king’s feet broke the silence.


      “Are you asking us to assist you, then, Matil?” Faable, the Sovereign of Spirits, asked.


      “Indeed,” Matildora answered. “I need your power to take down that golem.”


      “We need your power as well,” Faable replied. “If you and that boy will lend us your power first, we’ll lend you ours on your mission.”


      “If that is your proposal, then negotiations are off,” Astel said. “We’re well-acquainted with your species, and your enemies as well. We cannot in good faith assist one side or the other.”


      The dark elves again fell silent, none of them understanding what Astel’s true intentions were. If his words were to be trusted, neither he nor the Dragon Lord would side with the dark elves or the elves. The young Champion, however, had explicitly declared that he was well-acquainted with the other side, implying that even if the dark elves declined offering any sort of assistance, he could easily go to the elves for help.


      It was a roundabout threat. In order to achieve their goals of clearing the Rank S dungeon and conquering the Gates of Trials, the dream of many generations of Dragon Lords, which would allow them to pass through the Judgment Gate and enter the Heavenly Realm, they would willingly make an enemy of the dark elves. Many dark elves, including the field marshal that Mouton had formed a contract with, understood the hidden meaning behind Astel’s words. There was another spirit who assumed the same.


      “Very well,” Faable said. “I’ll have them assist you with the Gates of Trials.”


      “Thank you, Faable,” Matildora replied. “I applaud you for your bravery.”


      But what Astel said next led Mouton to believe Faable had made the wrong call.


      “Wait, Matil. If we get help from the dark elves, do we have to fight the elves as payment? We can’t do that.”


      “But what else can we do?” Matildora asked in response. “They’ve kindly offered their assistance for the Gates of Trials.”


      As the two argued, Faable butt in.


      “Listen well, Matil and dragonkin boy. Though you claimed that you couldn’t offer us assistance, I still decided to lend you our aid. In other words, even if the dark elves assist you, I won’t force you to fight the elves.”


      “Then do you not wish for anything?” Matildora asked.


      “Oh, we have a wish. We’ll enter the Judgment Gate as well.”


      Matildora, Astel, and even the dark elf king could hardly believe their ears.


      “Sovereign of Spirits, would you please tell me more of your plan?” the king asked with confusion.


      “If we can cross that gate, anyone who helped with this endeavor can gain immense power,” she explained. “Perhaps that is what you need to be on equal footing with the elves.”


      “But as it stands, we have no time to assist Lord Matildora and Sir Astel in completing the Gates of Trials.”


      “Then why not make time? For example, you can surrender this castle to the elves, and in exchange sign a temporary truce. Rohzen and the Priestess of Prayer are only attacking because we’re resisting. If we’re the first to retreat, they will no longer be enthusiastic about fighting, and we can buy a few decades, or even more.”


      Faable’s predictions rang true. When the dark elves ceded Lapolka, the elves signed a truce. Not long after, two thousand dark elves crossed the sea for the Village of the Dragon Lord, where they assisted Matildora and Astel on their mission. Ultimately, not a single dark elf made it back.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      When recounting the part where Faable had agreed that the dark elves would help, Mouton’s voice had quivered with rage.


      Upon reaching the second floor of the Gate of Fang, the dark elves had fallen victim to the trial one by one. The last straw for Mouton had been when the field marshal they had formed a contract with had died in the battle. The grand spirit had spent the next three thousand years on that floor, their rage slowly subsiding, replaced only with deep, unadulterated grief.


      “Soon after, Lord Megades told me the news,” Mouton revealed. “The party had failed the Judgment Gate’s trial. Even Champion Astel apparently lost his life... Why were those dark elves forced to travel to an unknown land and die in a world of poisonous swamps? All of them yearned to head home to Rohzenheim, where they could live and die with their friends and loved ones. Their voices, so full of despair and sorrow, still ring clearly in my ears. We should’ve stayed in Rohzenheim back then. Whether we left the fortress and went on the run or stayed holed up and fought until our dying breaths, those souls would’ve been able to return to the World Tree, not stay trapped in a Gate...”


      Allen quietly listened to the tale. Looks like I should cut it off here. I would’ve loved it if these two could’ve resolved this by themselves, but I don’t think they can.


      “It must’ve been tough...” Luke said sympathetically. “Not just for the dark elves, but for you too, Mouton.”


      The grand spirit slowly raised their head. “Tough? Of course it was tough! How could it not have been?!”


      “But... But if that’s the case, then why can’t you sense how tough it must’ve been for Faable too?”


      “What?!”


      “You mentioned before that Faable could’ve been tricking me. But three thousand years ago, I don’t think she went out of her way to deceive you or the dark elves. She wanted to do everything she could for the dark elves who were backed into a corner, and since they couldn’t reach a decision, she made one for them. Of course, not all plans are absolute. I don’t think she ever would’ve imagined that two thousand dark elves would lose their lives, and obviously, she’d put all the blame on herself for making the final call. I guarantee she’s shouldering the most baggage and is suffering more than anyone.”


      “Yeah,” Allen agreed. “A commander always has to take the blame for any losses, but I don’t think it’s fair to bring up other solutions and ideas after the fact. Hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”


      The Summoner had been a commander and thus in a position of responsibility for the past few years. He had to fight the Demon Lord Army and often thought about any mistakes he made. During the battles in Rohzenheim and Prostia, his commands and decisions had caused many soldiers to be wounded or killed. Given that the enemy had overwhelming numbers, it was nigh impossible to achieve victory with zero blood being shed. I wonder what father thought back then...


      Allen recalled when people had first begun settling in Krena Village. The villagers had stockpiled enough food to make it through the winter, but a great boar had ransacked the place and eaten half of the food supply. Many villagers had trembled with fear at the thought of starvation, unsure how they would overcome the crisis. It was then that Rodin, Allen’s father, had come up with a plan to hunt great boars and use them as a food source. He had taken the helm, killed a boar, and managed to secure enough food for the village to make it through the winter. But during the mission, one of his childhood friends had been killed in combat.


      Every decision has consequences, and they aren’t always good. No one can be sure whether a decision is good or bad until all is said and done. What-ifs can be entertained all day, and it’s easy to sit back and use hindsight to point out flaws. But I can see why the grand spirit wants to blame the Sovereign of Spirits. After all, one of the dark elves they’d formed a contact with was killed. There’s no easy answer to this problem.


      Allen fell silent, unable to find a solution, but he noticed that everyone was watching him and wondering if he would say more. As he searched for the right words, a merfolk broke the silence.


      “Grand Spirit Mouton, may I ask something?” Rosalina inquired.


      “What is it, merfolk woman?” Mouton replied.


      “I was thinking... The one who told you that the dark elves had failed the Judgment Gate’s trial was Lord Megades, wasn’t it? That dragon right there?”


      “That’s correct. What’s wrong with that?”


      “That dragon saw us and said that Haku was the first challenger in three thousand years. That’s it. He never mentioned the previous challenge failing or succeeding.”


      Mouton’s body began to bubble. “What do you mean? Do you not believe they failed?”


      “I don’t know. But when we first met the Dragon Lord, he was watching the Judgment Gate.”


      “What? The Dragon Lord was watching the gate?”


      “That’s right. He was lying in front of it, in fact.”


      Unable to suppress their emotions any longer, Mouton’s body bubbled violently and let out sulfuric fumes.


      “Was I tricked?!” the spirit shouted. “The Dragon Lord—no, Lord Megades might’ve tricked me!”


      The grand spirit looked irate, but Allen quietly tried to make sense of the situation. Honestly, I don’t think we’ll figure out the truth unless the Dragon Lord tells us. Not sure if we can see him, though. Ever since their initial meeting, the Gamers had not been able to see the Dragon Lord. Clearly, Matildora knew about past events, and Allen had hoped to pry some clues out of him, but the dragon might have sensed the Summoner’s goal. Every time Allen tried to speak with the Dragon Lord, he was shooed away at the door, told only that the dragon was asleep.


      “Mouton, what’ll you do now?” Luke asked.


      “What do you mean?” the grand spirit asked, stopping their body from bubbling.


      “Wanna come with us?”


      Wait, what?! The Summoner turned to the dark elf as though to signal to him to drop the idea, but Luke ignored it.


      “You said that the dark elves’ cries still ring clearly in your ears,” the boy said with confidence. “Then why not try to complete the trial with them guiding you?”


      “I see...” Mouton mumbled. “My challenge is still not over...”


      “Yeah. And once it’s all done, let’s head back to my home, together. Or you can stay on Hardcore User Island. I really think that we dark elves are eagerly awaiting your return.”


      “I agree, Lord Mouton!” Sophie said. “I once brought my juvenile earth spirit, Lord Korpokkur, back to Fabraaze, Luke’s home. He had been waiting for the dark elves in the ruins of Rohzenheim. I couldn’t bring the dark elves to him, but when I brought him to them, he was ecstatic.”


      “Ah, Korpokkur,” Mouton muttered. “That name really brings back memories. Finally, I understand why a high elf like you is traveling with the high dark elf prince.”


      Nice going. I guess this just goes to show how generous both Sophie and Luke are. Allen had planned on making Mouton join his party one way or another, so he was happy to see that the grand spirit had accepted the proposal.


      “Faable, you mentioned that you’re here with this young prince to prevent the same tragedy that occurred three millennia ago,” Mouton said. “I shall trust your words.”


      The black weasel nodded, and the grand spirit turned to Luke.


      “Little prince, touch my forehead,” they ordered.


      “Like this?” Luke asked, reaching out as everyone watched.


      Fwish! A glowing magic circle filled the room, enveloping Mouton and Luke. Vwum. Allen’s grimoire appeared, and silver words appeared in its log.




      <Luketod has formed a contract with Grand Spirit Mouton. He has obtained the Extra Skill “Poison Tsunami.”>




      “Ooh! Hey, Luke got stronger again!” Allen shouted, opening his grimoire to check Luke’s Status.


      


      Name: Luketod


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Sovereign of Spirits (None)


      Class: Dark Wizard


      Level: 60


      HP: 1,839


      MP: 2,552 + 1,200


      Attack: 1,067


      Endurance: 1,067


      Agility: 1,544 + 1,200


      Intelligence: 2,902 + 1,200


      Luck: 1,307


      Extra Skills: Starvation Hell, Poison Tsunami


      Skills: Dark Wizard {6}, Fire {6}, Ice {6}, Mud {6}, Darkness {6}, Specter {2}, Dagger Mastery {6}


      


      We can have up to three Extra Skills, right? Luke’s got room for one more.


      “Luke, thank you for saying those words,” Faable said tearfully. “I... I...”


      The weasel struggled to speak, perhaps due to her heightened emotions or perhaps due to the restraints that the God of Time-Space had put upon her, and Luke gently hugged her. At the end of the day here, Luke helped settle this in a very peaceful way. First a dragon, and now this slime spirit has joined us. The Summoner was excited not only because his ally had gained more power; slimes were classic monsters in fantasy tales, and he was happy to have befriended one.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      The next day, after Luke and the grand spirit had formed a contract, Megades the fairy dragon approached Dragon Lord Matildora, who was busy chomping on a slab of Rank A monster meat. The dragon’s clergymen had hunted it down for his sake.


      “It seems you’ve regained much of your power, Matildora,” Megades remarked.


      “Thanks to you,” Matildora replied. “This is my tenth one today. I ate twenty yesterday, so I can still go on.”


      “Speaking of going on, the colored dragon and its rider have been continuing their journey through the Gates of Trials. They met Mouton and have made it to the third floor of the Gate of Fang. I’ve never seen anyone advance so quickly.”


      “I see...”


      “Your heartfelt desire might be granted sooner than you thought.”


      With that, Megades left the temple. Once his rainbow wings were out of sight, the Dragon Lord slowly raised his neck and gazed into the distance. It was as though he were waiting for the ones aiming for the towering gate behind him.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Seven days had passed since Allen and his party had befriended Mouton and entered the third floor of the Gate of Fang. At a glance, it looked like a space of nothingness decorated only by stone tiles, but when they tried to venture out, blades popped out from every direction. Thorns, chunks of iron, and spears all threatened to kill them in one blow. There were even pitfalls that gave way to thick spikes meant to skewer unsuspecting victims. Its multitude of physical attacks made it difficult to navigate.


      Tam-Tam took the helm once more. It allowed itself to be hit by any blades and thorns, thereby nullifying the traps, and the occasional chunks of iron and spears that were shot at the group were melted away by Haku’s powerful flames. Sophie would also call upon her spirit to set up defensive walls as they slowly traversed the floor in search of the Gatekeeper. Thanks to this onslaught of attacks, Haku gained Physical Damage Resistance, which is great. Wait, this isn’t good.


      As Haku burned another projectile to cinders, a mithril spear managed to make it through, flying right at Luke. The prince, however, failed to notice the danger.


      “Luke! Dodge!” Allen shouted.


      “Huh?” Luke wondered aloud.


      The dark elf instinctively froze in place. He would not be able to dodge the spear in time. Allen tried to use his Stone C’s Substitute to absorb the attack, but before he could, a loud sizzle filled the air. Mouton had outstretched his limbs to protect the prince, and when the spear had pierced through the slime, it had instantly dissolved.


      “You’d best be careful of your surroundings, Prince,” Mouton advised. “You will be the one to lead the dark elves in the future, after all.”


      “Thanks, Mouton,” Luke replied.


      The grand spirit had glowing green eyes, but it seemed they had plenty of other sensory organs as well. When anything tried to attack Luke, the slime stepped forward to protect him, and if there were any enemies nearby, they went ahead and crushed them all. Luke, who had not been able to get a class promotion with the rest of the party and had especially low Endurance by comparison, was now protected by an impenetrable barrier. Grand spirits are amazing. Mouton just melted a mithril spear in a flash. I bet they’re as strong as a Demonic Deity. They can sense danger in a flash and automatically act to protect their allies. Luke got a whole lot stronger.


      Allen flipped to the page of his grimoire where he ranked the power of spirits and added the grand spirit to the list.




      Power of Spirits


      • Base Spirits: Rank D to Rank C


      • Juvenile Spirits: Rank C to Rank B (have contracts with Sophie)


      • Spirits: Rank A to Rank S (have contracts with Sophie)


      • Grand Spirit: Rank S and Demonic Deities (Mouton)


      • Sovereign of Spirits: Minor Deity (Faable)


      • God of Spirits: Deity (Rohzen)




      Spirits were natural phenomena that existed all over the world, but they often did not take physical form. If one wished to manifest a spirit to borrow its power, they would have to make that request. By using MP, the spirit would manifest, and if the user also wished for the spirit to use its power, quite a bit of additional MP was necessary. In fact, spirits would only listen to orders given by someone with a Talent.


      The rank of the spirit answering a call depended on the number of stars the caller’s Talent had. For example, Mouton was a grand spirit, so Sophie, a four-star, could not use her normal skills to manifest them. Mouton was only with the group because they were using their own MP to retain their slime form. Needless to say, two-star Luke could not control them. In other words, the grand spirit was protecting the prince entirely of their own volition. Only when Luke activated his Extra Skill, Poison Tsunami, would Mouton follow orders, but Allen was not actually certain of the intricacies behind their arrangement.


      “I hope Sophie can catch a grand spirit soon too,” the Summoner muttered. With one more class promotion, she’ll be able to manifest grand spirits. And thanks to Luke’s quick thinking, I was able to learn that you can form contracts with grand spirits to obtain Extra Skills. I hope I can get her there sooner than later.


      In response to Allen, who sounded like he was trying to catch ’em all, Sophie gave a strained smile.


      “We don’t catch spirits like animals,” she explained. “We form relationships with them and ask if we can borrow their power.”


      “Hey, look! Orichalcum!” Krena shouted. She picked up a nearby spear that Tam-Tam had deflected and cried out triumphantly before tossing it into Storage in Allen’s grimoire.


      Megades was right, this floor really is chock-full of good gear. Orichalcum, especially, is a huge get. If we can get a couple more, I’d like to distribute them to the Allen and Hero Armies to boost their damage output.


      At some point after the group had reached the third floor, Allen had received word that the Empire of Baukis had formed its own squad of a few thousand elite soldiers. It had been dubbed the Golem Army and was composed primarily of golem users, but there were also magic tool users in the mix. The unit was commanded by, unsurprisingly, Admiral Garara.


      The mithril golem slates that the Allen and Hero Armies had obtained in the Rank S dungeon had gone through the Five Continent Alliance and been given to Baukis, providing the empire an opportunity to strengthen its golems. Combined with the Giamut emperor’s vocal praise of the Hero Army’s feats, it came as no surprise that Baukis had felt the need to create its own elite force. But Sophie also mentioned that it could be due to the reveal that the Dreaded Emperor reincarnated into the Demon Lord, leading Giamut to feel the need to really advertise its hard work...


      As the Summoner collected weapons with his friends, Meruru, who was piloting Tam-Tam at the front of the group, reported through Bird E, which she kept by her side, that she had found a location where the Gatekeeper might be. When the rest of the party headed to the location, they found Tam-Tam waiting for them in front of a small mountain made of thousands of weapons of various sizes.


      “I wouldn’t want to head there...” Cecil muttered.


      “Mouton, you think you can melt that?” Luke asked.


      “Of course,” the grand spirit replied.


      At once, Luke’s body began to waver in preparation for him to use his skill. Huh. Luke isn’t like Dogora, who struggled to use his Extra. He can just use it.


      “All right! Poison Tsunami!” the boy shouted.


      Mouton, who was on Luke’s shoulders, opened their mouth wide and expelled a viscous liquid colored purple, green, blue, and navy. The liquid formed an enormous wave that closed in on the mountain of blades and crashed down, melting the sharp weapons. But it seemed Luke lacked the MP to destroy them all. The hihiirokane, adamantite, and orichalcum blades remained unharmed, and they decided to fire back in retaliation. Their points flew straight toward the boy.


      “Mirrors, Reflect them,” Allen ordered.


      His Stone B’s deflected all of the weapons, and once the clash ended, an opening emerged within the mountain of blades.


      “All right,” the Summoner said. “Let’s grab what we need and enter the cave.”


      “We can do that after the Gatekeeper’s defeated,” Cecil grumbled.


      Nevertheless, the party ended up collecting all the items; Allen knew it was best to pick up items while he could. With that done, the party entered the cave, where they found the towering gate that housed the Gatekeeper. Megades approached Haku.


      “Boy, that was quick,” the dragon said. “Looks like there are better cooperators this time than there were three thousand years ago. Or was it too easy for you guys?”


      “Not at all,” Allen replied. “We were able to have lots of new and important experiences.”


      “Well, it’s not like it was set up specifically for you. Anyway. Will Haku challenge the Gatekeeper?”


      “How strong is this one?”


      “Huh? Hmm, more than twice as strong as the one in the Gate of Claw.”


      So about triple its strength? That puts that Gatekeeper as a Rank S monster or a Demonic Deity.


      “I see... It sounds tough, so I think we’d like to make some preparations first,” Allen said.


      “Are you all right with that, Haku, Krena?” Megades asked.


      “Yeah, I’m good!” Krena replied.


      “If momma says it’s okay, then it’s okay!” Haku shouted.


      “All right,” Megades said. “Then come back once you’re ready.”


      The party left the Gate of Trials and immediately teleported to the Rank S dungeon. Allen showed his adventurer card, and they headed inside.


      “Grawr,” Haku grunted.


      The white dragon also had an adventurer card, which was tied to the middle finger of its front right leg. Dygragni had mentioned that Haku would be allowed to fight Goldino if the dragon became an adventurer as well. Its license had been created by the guild in the Rank S dungeon. When the party reached the final floor, Dogora and Shia were working together, punching Stone D Summons, and Allen slipped past them to a place where the generals of the Allen Army were gathered.


      “Thank you for all your hard work,” Allen remarked. “I managed to get my hands on some new weapons. Could you hand these adamantite ones out to those who are still using hihiirokane?”


      One by one, Allen and his friends took out the adamantite weapons they had stored in their magic bags. There were over seven thousand soldiers in the Allen Army, and all of them had hihiirokane weapons or better.


      Ever since the Summoner had begun taking on the Gates of Trials, he had collected adamantite weapons and brought them back for the troops, but it apparently still was not enough for everyone. Generals and captains received priority when it came to forging and upgrading weapons, and smiths would use Embed to try to enhance the items.


      “Captain Rudo, when people switch over to adamantite, please hand the hihiirokane weapons over to the Hero Army,” Allen requested.


      The Hero Army’s filled with excellent warriors, but they all have mithril items. Any excess weapons can be used to boost the power of the backup army. Once Allen finished giving out orders, he noticed that Krena and Haku were ready to fight iron golems.


      “Haku, there’s a special way to take down iron golems,” Krena said. “Let’s do our best together, all right?”


      “Okay!” the dragon shouted.


      For the next ten days, it was hardcore grinding. Light dragon Haku reached Lvl. 80, its current cap, and Krena made it to Lvl. 90.


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: Light Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: B


      Level: 80


      HP: 4,945 + 8,000 (Dragon Scale)


      MP: 4,895


      Attack: 7,270 + 8,000 (Dragon Scale)


      Endurance: 4,945


      Agility: 7,270 + 8,000 (Dragon Scale)


      Intelligence: 3,565


      Luck: 3,610


      Skills: Glittering Zephyr, Flame Breath, Crunch, Swipe, Dragon Scale {4}, Fire Resistance {2}, Ice Resistance {2}, Poison Resistance {2}, Physical Damage Resistance {2}


      


      Name: Krena


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Goddess of Arbitration (None)


      Class: Dragon Knight


      Level: 90


      HP: 7,543 + 4,800 (Super Dragon Fang) + 12,000 (Super Valor)


      MP: 4,418 + 2,400 + 12,000


      Attack: 10,138 + 4,800 + 12,000


      Endurance: 6,816 + 4,800 + 12,000


      Agility: 7,171 + 4,800 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 4,406 + 2,400 + 6,000


      Luck: 4,830 + 2,400 + 12,000


      Skills: Dragon Knight {6}, Super Rider {6}, Super Dragon Blade {6}, Super Dragon Crush {6}, Super Dragon Flame Slash {6}, Super Dragon Fang {2}, Super Slash {7}, Super Phoenix Smash {7}, Super Healing Blade {7}, Super Supreme Ruling Blade {7}, Super Valor {2}, Limit Break {4}, Deep Impact (Limited) {3}, Sword Mastery {7}


      XP: Approx. 20,000,000,000/600,000,000,000


      


      Just the other day, the party, aside from Dogora and Shia, had collected gear from the Gate of Claw. Even back when Allen had been Kenichi, he had been excited to hunt for treasure, and he had scoured an endlessly large room for ten days to find accessories that could not be found even on the final floor of the Rank S dungeon.




      Obtained Gear


      • Necklace of Prayer (x1): +3,000 HP, +3,000 Endurance


      • Bracelet of Fortitude (x2): +5,000 Attack, +5,000 Endurance, +10% Damage


      • Anklet of Swiftness (x2): +5,000 Agility, Teleport, +20% Evasion Rate


      • Rod of Prayer (x1): +10,000 HP, +10,000 MP, +50% Healing


      • Double-Edged Axe (x1): +15,000 Attack, -5,000 Endurance, +20% Damage, made of adamantite


      • Demonic Bow (x1): +20,000 Attack, +50% Hit Rate, 1,000 MP per use, made of orichalcum


      Number of items collected in parentheses


      Anklet of Swiftness is the same anklet that Rosetta stole from Bask using her Extra Skill, Robber Hands




      The generally quiet Volmaar was given the Demonic Bow. When used normally, it acted like normal and did not imbue any power into arrows, but when he used 1,000 MP, he could create magical arrows that were far more powerful. If he were to use his skills as well, it would cost quite a bit of MP, but a single attack could penetrate the knees of the golems on the final floor and immobilize them. That sort of impressive damage would surely be useful against Greater Demonic Deities as well.


      Allen had also collected the orichalcum, adamantite, and hihiirokane blades that had been launched at his party on the third floor of the Gate of Fang. He was going to use them to strengthen the Allen and Hero Armies.




      Obtained Gear


      • 10 orichalcum items


      • 3,000 adamantite items


      • 18,000 hihiirokane items




      Once Allen felt that Krena and Haku were prepared, the party returned to the Gate of Fang.


      “Is this good enough?” Cecil asked as she helped Krena into her new gear.


      “Oh, looking good,” Allen replied.


      Megades only watched.




      Krena’s Gear


      • Orichalcum greatsword: +12,000 Attack


      • Adamantite armor: +6,000 Endurance


      • Ring 1: +5,000 Attack


      • Ring 2: +5,000 Attack


      • Bracelet 1: +5,000 Attack, +5,000 Endurance, +10% Physical Damage


      • Bracelet 2: +5,000 Attack, +5,000 Endurance, +10% Physical Damage


      • Necklace: +3,000 Attack


      • Earring 1: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      • Earring 2: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      • Anklet 1: +5,000 Agility, Teleport, +20% Evasion Rate


      • Anklet 2: +5,000 Agility, Teleport, +20% Evasion Rate




      She’s so strong that Dogora seems weak in comparison. It’s just too bad we couldn’t fit the orichalcum armor on her in time. I wanted her to wear it, but... Allen had obtained orichalcum armor in the Gate of Fang and sent it to Habarak so that the smith could adjust it to fit Krena. Unfortunately, there had not been enough time for him to finish his work. If possible, Allen would have also wanted him to use a dragon’s eye to Embed a new effect into Krena’s orichalcum greatsword, but that would be a future task.


      “Looks like you guys are ready,” Megades said, opening the door to the Gatekeeper. When Haku and Krena stepped inside, they were met with a dragon that was even larger than the towering light dragon, Elgear, had been.


      “I see that you have been raised into a wonderful dragon,” a voice boomed. “A fitting challenger for me, Lordmerck the ancient dragon.”


      The ancient dragon, standing on all fours, was over a whopping one hundred meters long. The beast of legend seemed quite willing to fight against Haku and Krena.


      “I’m Krena the Dragon Knight!”


      “Haku!”


      After the two had introduced themselves, Lordmerck smiled and got ready to fight.


      “Here I come!” he boomed.


      A massive claw swooshed through the air, aiming to skewer Krena’s head, but she used Super Slash to parry the blow. Her orichalcum blade sliced off two of Lordmerck’s fingers, causing fresh blood to spew into the air. The girl used that chance to counterattack and swung her blade down.


      “Grr?!” Lordmerck grunted.


      He instinctively sensed that Krena, who was letting her blade carry her body forward, was dangerous and unleashed a rain of light from above. The droplets chased after the Dragon Knight.


      “Momma!” Haku shouted.


      It outstretched its wings, its fifteen-meter body soaring into the air. Then, gliding toward Krena, it let out a powerful breath that shot down Lordmerck’s attacks. By using its Glittering Zephyr skill, which it had obtained after becoming a light dragon, Haku had managed to protect Krena, giving her time to regroup.


      “Not bad, young challenger!” Lordmerck roared, unable to hide his fascination.


      Haku landed, covering Krena. It placed its head by her chest and, as planned, hoisted her up. When the baby dragon raised its head again, Krena was standing on it, grabbing one of its horns.


      “Fly, Haku!” she ordered.


      “Okay!” it replied.


      With a flap of its wings, Haku took to the skies. Lordmerck fired his light bullets at the defenseless beast, but Krena used her sword to parry them all, allowing the baby to soar high in the air, matching Lordmerck’s height.


      “Very well! Follow me!” Lordmerck bellowed. Then, he flew off at high speed. Despite being quintuple Haku’s size and occasionally turning back to fire bullets of light at the baby, he still managed to vastly outspeed Krena’s mount.


      The Gatekeeper’s room was built like the final floor of the Rank S dungeon—it was spacious enough to fly around in. If Haku could not catch up to Lordmerck, the former would be left to always be on the defensive. Krena and Haku, however, had trained for precisely this situation in the Rank S dungeon.


      “Momma! Get ready!” Haku shouted. It used Glittering Zephyr to block any bullets of light while aiming for a head-to-head collision with Lordmerck.


      “Reckless!” the ancient dragon roared. “Have you grown impatient?!”


      His eyes widened in disbelief at their brash plan, but Krena knew that it was her best opportunity.


      “Limit Break!” she yelled.


      Her Lvl. 4 skill activated, boosting her stats by 12,000. Haku flapped its wings to halt its charge, then reared its head back and flung its neck forward, throwing its rider at the enemy. The force turned the baby dragon’s body into a trebuchet, with Krena as the projectile. The Dragon Knight sliced through the air with incredible speed, her sword at the ready.


      “No!” Lordmerck cried.


      But it was too late. Krena, flying diagonally up at the dragon, swung her greatsword down.


      “Hyah! Super Supreme Ruling Blade!” she shouted.


      A bright glow extended her range and cut the ancient dragon.


      “Grah?!” Lordmerck groaned as he was sliced in two.


      Krena, now soaring above the beast, gazed down at the dragon and fell with her back facing the floor. Haku managed to fly over and gently catch the girl with its head.




      <You have defeated 1 Lordmerck. You have earned 20,000,000,000 XP.>




      When the baby dragon and its rider landed, the barrier vanished. Allen and the rest of the party were there waiting for them.


      “I never expected the dragon to throw its rider off its back,” Megades said, offering genuine praise. “It goes to show how deeply you two trust each other.”


      “Yeah!” Haku roared happily. “Momma and I are strong together!”


      “I guess after three millennia, things tend to change. Until now, it would’ve been unthinkable for the rider to be stronger than the challenger.”


      Haku’s stats are 15,000 on average, so I can see how it’d be stronger than its rider under normal circumstances... And we got a lot more XP than we did from the last Gatekeeper. I mean, I didn’t get anything, though, since I was just watching.


      “Now then, since it’ll take some time until Lordmerck recovers, why don’t I give Haku and Krena their new power first?” Megades suggested. “And presto.”


      The little dragon and its rider floated into the air, and rainbow light rained over them. Allen immediately took out his grimoire to check their Statuses. Krena was back to Lvl. 1 and had become a Dragon General. Haku was still a baby, but it was now Rank A and a Lvl. 1 ancient dragon.


      “That was a splendid battle,” Lordmerck praised upon recovering. He handed Haku and Krena a Proof of Fang.


      “Yippee!” Krena said, bouncing up and down with delight.


      “Next is the Gate of Scale,” Megades said. “Good luck.”


      “Thank you,” Allen replied. “Guys, let’s head to the next gate!”


      “Ugh, I thought you’d say that...” Cecil grumbled.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Challenging the Gate of Scale


      Shortly after, Allen and his party headed to the Gate of Scale. They were able to continuously tackle these dungeons because the Demon Lord Army had not been active as of late. The Dreaded Emperor was famous for his strategies, but he likely did not want to make the same mistake twice—a mistake that had ultimately led to his death. Allen suspected that the Demon Lord was being careful this time and making preparations to invade the world.


      Haku and Krena had taken around twenty days to clear each of the first two gates, including the time they had needed to train and farm levels. If the Demon Lord Army had been busy making careful preparations the whole time, not a single day could be wasted.


      “Challenger who heads for the Judgment Gate. Will you dare to challenge the Gate of Scale?” the engraving asked.


      “Yeah!” Haku replied.


      Just like before, the party was transported into a building with a square room and a tall ceiling. But this time around, there was seemingly no door that led to the first floor.


      “What does this mean?” Sophie wondered.


      “We have to investigate,” Allen said. “Hawkins, can you guys check from above?”


      “Pii!”


      Four Bird E’s took to the air and searched for an exit or some kind of special device of sorts.


      “Once we clear this gate, we can head to the Judgment Gate,” Mouton said. “If I can enter the Heavenly Realm, I’d like to visit the Spirit Garden.”


      Perhaps the grand spirit was bored and trying to strike up a conversation to kill some time.


      “Yeah,” Allen agreed. “I want to visit the Grand God of Spirits, so that’ll be my goal too.”


      The Spirit Garden was the domain ruled over by Isley, the Grand God of Spirits. Only the Sovereign of Spirits and the God of Spirits were allowed to visit it, assuming they had permission to enter the Heavenly Realm. Pretty sure that’s the way to strengthen Sophie and Luke, Allen thought. But Rohzen did say it’d be difficult to introduce Sophie to a grand spirit...


      According to Rohzen, there were two reasons for that. First, powerful entities like grand spirits very rarely lent their power to humans. That mindset had only been exacerbated by the yearslong war between the elves and the dark elves. Disgusted by the constant battles, the spirits had adopted a neutral stance, which extended to humans as well. In general, they did not interfere with humanity.


      Second, both Sophie and Luke lacked the necessary Talent—specifically, the number of stars—to manifest a powerful entity such as a grand spirit. In this world, one’s Talent was more important than anything else, and the ability of a spirit user also depended heavily on their stars. It was rarer still that one would find a cooperative grand spirit that was also willing to overlook someone with a low-star Talent and be happy to lend their aid.


      The Heavenly Realm was also home to the Primal Beast Garden, where Garm, God of Beasts, resided. Allen wanted to visit this place as well in hopes of increasing Shia’s power. Since there are Holy Beasts too, I gotta catch ’em all. He was prepared to throw Holy Orb Stones at the beasts to capture them.


      Just then, three of his Bird E’s snapped him out of his thoughts. They had found something. He used Farsight and found three glowing magic circles in three separate places. Upon closer inspection, the cryptic runes inscribed in the circles were different for each one.


      “Hmm...” Allen muttered.


      “Did you find something?” Cecil asked.


      “If my prediction is right, we should be able to do this.”


      “All I asked was if you found anything...”


      She looked at the Summoner wearily, but he paid her no mind.


      “Let’s test this out,” he said.


      They headed to the closest magic circle, and Allen had his Spirit A step on it. The circle glowed, and the Summon vanished.


      “She’s gone,” Krena noted.


      “Yeah. I’m not surprised,” Allen replied.


      “What does he mean?” Mouton asked quizzically. “Has that Allen fellow been here before?”


      “No, but he’s special,” Luke replied.


      “Special?”


      “He was guided by Lord Elmea and came from a different world to defeat the Demon Lord.”


      “I see... No wonder he has a different train of thought from us.”


      “Exactly.”


      Allen listened to the conversation while using Sharing to view the world through the lens of the Spirit A that had vanished. She was in a room without an exit, and the magic circle that from earlier glowed under her feet. I knew she’d be sent to a different room... Let’s send Hawkins.


      He dispatched a Bird E to step on the magic circle as well, and it soon met up with the Spirit A. From there, it flew high into the air and searched the room, this time finding four magic circles scattered about. When Allen had his Spirit A step on the same magic circle that had teleported her away, she returned to his side.


      “Looks like on this floor, we have to step on magic circles that teleport us to various rooms,” Allen observed. “Each circle seems to send you to a set destination, so we won’t be stuck in an infinite loop of searching. We can even go back to our previous location, so this’ll be an easy one.”


      Sophie placed her hands in front of her chest with amazement. “As usual, you’re just so splendid, Lord Allen!”


      “This has always bothered me, but how can you figure stuff like this out so easily?” Cecil asked.


      “Because I’ve done it before,” Allen replied.


      When he was Kenichi, he had played various games that had set him up for dungeon-clearing missions. The final boss’s castle, a rogue tower, a dangerous cave, an underground route that crossed the continent, a tunnel that went through the mountains, and defeating a havoc-wreaking miniboss were all dungeons in his eyes. Indeed, he had faced pitch-dark rooms that required torches for light, and he had also experienced rooms with various teleportation devices that warped him to separate locations.


      It had come to a point where Allen wondered if all game devs thought that dungeons were a necessity to delight gamers, but he had to admit that it was fun figuring out strategies and methods to clear them. Most of his memories of his past life hinged on dungeon clearing.


      “Okay, sure...” Cecil said wearily.


      In contrast to her exhausted response, an excited voice came from above—the magic cube that floated over Meruru’s head.


      “Allen!” Dygragni shouted. “You’ve done stuff like this before? Seriously?! Why didn’t you tell me about it sooner?!”


      “H-Hey, calm down!” Meruru said as she tried to control her bouncing cube.


      Allen dispatched five Bird E’s, five Bird A’s, and five Spirit A’s, forming five teams of three that began moving between magic circles. He Shared his vision with all of his Summons and used his over 10,000 Intelligence to find the correct route.


      An hour passed, and Allen, who had not provided an explanation for what he was doing, left the rest of his party sitting around with nothing to do. An annoyed Cecil was about to reach her breaking point when the Summoner finally found what he was searching for.


      “Found it,” he said. “Let’s move.”


      He had memorized the route of magic circles to take and teleported accordingly, but along the way, the group ran into a large floating ghost with a scythe in hand. Before Allen could give out any orders, Haku spewed fire to keep the monster at bay while Mouton spat globules of acid at the scythe. The grand spirit’s aim was true, and the scythe melted away.


      “Inferno!” Cecil chanted.


      Fire magic was effective against spirits, and she landed the final blow before the team headed for the next circle. Once they teleported away, Allen checked his grimoire.




      <You have defeated 1 lich. You have earned 4,000,000 XP.>




      Rank A... Are there any Rank S monsters around? Every time they teleported to a new room, they ran into a horde of monsters and quickly took care of them, causing Krena and Haku to gain levels at an exponential rate. Rank S monsters would provide hundreds of millions of XP at once, hence Allen hoped one would appear.


      “Allen! Are we there yet?! Give us a break already!” Cecil whined. The party had traveled continuously for around half a day, and unbeknownst to her, they had nearly reached their goal.


      “Let’s head back after one more teleport,” Allen replied.


      “That’s not what I’m asking! Are we at the exit yet?”


      She drop-kicked him in the back, and when he fell to the ground, she got on top of him and grabbed his jaw, once again choking him out. The Summoner began to curl backward and writhe in pain.


      “Just one more and we’ll...reach our goal,” Allen eked out.


      “Really? You better be right!” Cecil shouted.


      Just one more pit stop, and then we’re there. Promise. Once Allen finally managed to worm his way out of Cecil’s grip, the dungeon-crazed maniac excitedly stepped onto the nearby magic circle. He was the first to teleport away, and his eyes were drawn to a yellow creature in front of him.


      It was five meters tall, ten meters long, and was almost perfectly round. It had a red comb on its head like a rooster, four eyes, and rainbow tail feathers. Allen recognized it immediately. He had read about the bird in a book when he was at the Ratash castle.


      “Ugh! A monster!” Cecil groaned when she teleported in after him.


      The Gamers immediately got ready for combat, but Allen rummaged through his grimoire and took out a Holy Beast Stone, clutching it hopefully. He quietly, carefully walked toward the monster.


      “Allen! What are you doing?!” Cecil hissed in a low voice. She was used to his antics, but this was something she had never seen before.


      “I’m gonna catch it, obviously,” Allen replied.


      I’m gonna do it. I’ll become the Holy Beast master!


      “What even is that monster? Do you know?”


      “You could say that. I need a plan, though. Might have to bring it down to half HP to make it easier to catch... Huh?”


      He glanced at the grand spirit that was on Luke’s shoulder.


      “What?” Mouton asked. “What do you want?”


      “That’s a plan. Poison attacks to shave off its HP until the bar turns red, and then it’s mine... Yeah, this feels like fate.”


      That was always how he had captured legendaries and rare monsters when he was Kenichi. He poisoned or used a move that brought the monster down to low HP before catching it.


      “Why won’t you listen to me?!” Cecil cried as she buried her fist in the side of his face.


      Allen spun in the air and fell to the ground.


      “Gwah?!” he gasped. “Huh? What? What was I doing?”


      “That’s my question!”


      The large, round, yellow bird stood there and watched quietly. Allen stared back in silence. Seconds ticked by.


      “If you’re looking for the exit, it’s that way,” the large bird said.


      It’s awfully generous. The bird cast a dubious glance at Allen.


      “I’m actually on the hunt for the Holy Bird,” the Summoner replied.


      Cecil’s eyebrows soared, and she visibly deflated.


      “I knew it...” she muttered. “I thought you were acting strange.”


      “Are you not challenging the Gate of Trials?” the bird inquired.


      Allen went on to explain that the Demon Lord was about to destroy the world, and that he had been given a mission and the power to defeat the evil. For that, he had to head to the Heavenly Realm.


      “The Heavenly Realm? Why?” the bird asked. “I thought you said that Lord Elmea bestowed you with the power to fight the Demon Lord.”


      “That’s true, but that alone isn’t enough,” Allen replied. “I need to level up—I mean, overcome Trials, and to gain more power as a Summoner, I have to be able to Summon more Holy Beasts.”


      When the bird heard that the Summoner was searching for Holy Beasts, it blinked all four of its eyes.


      “Who told you that you can have your wish granted if you headed for the Heavenly Realm?” it asked.


      “Falnemes, the Goddess of Arbitration,” Allen answered.


      The bird once again blinked, more slowly this time. “Is that so... If Lady Falnemes has gone that far for you, you truly have been guided by a special sort of fate.”


      “Guided by fate? Why would you say that? I only mentioned that the goddess has given us hints.”


      “This Gate of Trials is under the control of Lord Desperad, the God of Space-Time, but before him, Lady Falnemes was actually in charge.”


      “Really?! Fal was?!” Krena shouted. “No wonder she told us about this place!”


      That means it’s no coincidence we’re aiming for the Judgment Gate. We were basically pointed in this direction. Aw, crap... I kept telling the goddess to help with Krena’s leveling, but she refused. I halved her feed because I had no grass to spare for those who refused to work, but I might’ve screwed up there. Every time Allen had visited the farm, he had been met with an inexplicably pitiful glance from the goddess, but the Summoner had failed to notice it.


      “Holy Bird Quatro, may I ask why you’re here?” Allen asked.


      His party immediately began murmuring with confusion.


      “Holy Bird Quatro?” Sophie repeated.


      “This bird’s a Holy Beast?” Luke asked.


      “Wow! You must be awesome, Qua!” Krena shouted.


      “Momma! I’m awesome too!” Haku cried.


      “Wait, what?!” Cecil shrieked. “Allen, why didn’t you tell us that at the start?!”


      She choked him from behind and shook him violently.


      “Did I not?” Allen asked. He honestly could not recall whether he had made mention of that important tidbit.


      “I am here to protect myself from the Demon Lord’s evil energy,” Quatro answered.


      “You’re not headed for the Primal Beast Garden?”


      Allen had read that the Garden, ruled by Beast God Garm, God of Beasts, had several Holy Beasts residing there.


      “I have not received enough protection from Lord Garm,” Quatro replied. “Hence, I had no choice but to stay on sacred ground, but this was the only land left.”


      I see... Taking cover here until the storm called the Demon Lord passes. And I can’t catch the other Holy Beasts until I get to the Heavenly Realm, huh? Another reason to head there.


      “Good to know,” Allen said. “Anyhoo, would you mind getting into this stone?”


      He steered the conversation back to the initial topic.


      “What is that?” Quatro asked.


      “A Holy Beast Stone. I want you to get in this stone, become my Summon, and fight alongside us.”


      The bird averted all four of its eyes, looking at the ground with sadness. “I decline. I’m not fond of battles.”


      “But if you don’t fight, the birdkin who worship you can’t be saved.”


      But the Holy Bird refused to budge.


      “Lord Allen, you sound as though you are threatening the Holy Bird,” Sophie gently admonished.


      “You’re right...” the Summoner muttered. “But Holy Bird Quatro, I really think you should accept. None of my Summons are affected by the Demon Lord.”


      “Allen, the Holy Bird doesn’t want to fight,” Cecil interjected with irritation. “Sure, it probably doesn’t want to be affected by the Demon Lord, but you’re missing the point. It hates battles.”


      “I know, Cecil, but I’ve been with these Summons for fifteen years, ever since I turned one. Not once has any of them gone berserk because of the Demon Lord’s influence.”


      “Allen, it’s not right to push someone—or some Holy Beast, rather, to do what they don’t want to do,” Keel said. “You can’t force it.”


      “But Keel, we need this bird to defeat the Demon Lord.”


      The Summoner was desperate to boost his power as much as possible; he had no mental leeway to be kind of considerate of others.


      “Very well,” Quatro said. “I understand your wish. If you desire my power, you must prove that you are worthy of receiving it.”


      “Worthy?” Allen muttered. Then it’s about caliber, not power. That’s kind of an issue. One had to be worthy to get into the gates at all—is this about the faith and values that this world operates on?


      “Correct. I’ve no idea how earnest your words are, but it’s true that even I wish to do what I can to protect the birdkin. However, if you aren’t worthy of being entrusted with my power, I doubt you can wield my abilities as you wish.”


      Guess I have to prove myself through my actions... Allen had no clue where to go from here.


      “Er, okay,” he said slowly. “So, um, what do you want me to do?”


      “If you must ask me, then I doubt that you are worthy enough to satisfy my expectations, but very well...” Quatro mused. “First, you must overcome this Gate of Trials.”


      “So if we clear it, you’ll join us?”


      “Perhaps your ears fail you. I said that is the first step. Still, it’s a very important one. If you cannot overcome this gate, you are not good enough to be entrusted with my power.” Quatro’s four eyes glowed.


      “I’ve activated my Tracking Eye. I’ll be watching you wherever you go. Prove to me that you are worthy.”


      Must be the Holy Bird’s Ability or something. Guess she’s watching me. Whatever. The conditions are vague, but this is basically a prerequisite quest to make her into my Summon. I’d need to clear it sooner or later, and this is an important step toward having her enter the Holy Beast Stone.


      “Thank you,” Allen said. “We’ll be off, then.”


      He stepped on the magic circle, prompting his friends to hastily bow to the Holy Bird before following him. They all teleported to a very large room, where the next magic circle was so far away that it could not be seen from their current location.


      “Allen, what’re you gonna do?” Keel asked from the back. “It kinda seemed like the Holy Bird was mad at you.”


      The Summoner kept his back to his friend and said, “Hmm, I guess I should jump to Lehmciel’s aid if they need me and be more proactive about their issues. I’ll make them owe me one, and have the king write a statement about how grateful he is. I need to think of a way to prove myself whether the Holy Beast is watching me or not.”


      “Honestly, I feel like that’s not what it was asking for...”


      But Allen’s mind was already made up. He believed that he needed concrete evidence of his good deeds.


      “We better be headed for the goal like you promised,” Cecil threatened.


      Allen reluctantly walked toward the magic circle that led to the exit, but right before they reached their destination, a chest emerged right in front of them.


      “A chest? That’s unusual,” Keel said as he raced toward it. He quickly opened it up and took out what looked like a band.


      “What is that?” Cecil asked.


      “Gimme a sec,” Allen said, grabbing the item from Keel and tossing it into his grimoire.




      <You have placed Fire Band into Storage.>




      Allen beamed with excitement. “Guys! We got a new equip!”


      “So what?” Cecil asked grumpily, hoping to leave the dungeon as soon as she could. “Are you going to have someone wear it?”


      “No, that’s dangerous. We need Pelomas to analyze this thing first. If this band just changes our resistance element to fire, we gotta avoid wearing it.”


      “Say what?” Keel asked quizzically.


      Cecil furrowed her brow as well.


      “Once your resistance changes, let’s say you get hit by a water-type attack,” Allen explained. “You might die in one shot.”


      “How did you reach that conclusion?” Cecil inquired. “I need you to use logic.”


      “Fine. This world has elements when it comes to attacks and resistances, right? Based on compatibility, your attacks might be super effective and deal extra damage, but if your enemy resists your element, you’d end up doing less damage than normal.”


      “I know that. We learned that at the Academy.”


      “This Fire Band clearly sounds like a fire-type equip. If someone wears it, it might change their resistance to the fire element. That’s great against fire attacks. But...”


      “Against water attacks, they’ll take more damage.”


      “Exactly.”


      “I don’t think that was what Cecil was inquiring about, Lord Allen,” Sophie chimed in. “She’s asking how you were able to deduce that the band would change one’s resistance to fire solely by its name.”


      “Mm-hmm,” Cecil nodded. “Though I agree that we shouldn’t wear it until Pelomas analyzes it.”


      “It takes some experience to guess effects based on name and color,” Allen answered. “I’d like to find more bands and stuff so that Pelomas can analyze them. Back in my previous world, people used to say that with the right element, you can reach peak efficiency. I’d like to find some high-tier bands.”


      With that, the team headed for the exit. Once everyone was able to make it through the first floor of the Gate of Scale, it was agreed that they would take a break for a day and go to the second floor the following day.


      The second floor was very similar to the first. There were no visible exits, only magic circles that presumably led somewhere else, but there was a very dangerous and important difference. The ground of the second floor was riddled with traps. They were carefully hidden and meshed very well with the rest of the ground, clearly meant to catch their victims unawares. The traps usually caused lightning to fall from the sky. Once the victim was struck, they lost half of their HP and were paralyzed—both very troublesome effects. Since dragons can fly, they won’t step on the traps. That means they’re not meant for the challenger or its rider. They’re expressly to trip up the cooperators.


      Allen managed to make that deduction from atop the Bird B’s he and his party were riding to avoid setting off any of the traps. Even so, there were some that he inevitably had to trigger. Click! The Summoner watched from a distance as his Spirit A stepped on a magic circle and an ominous sound filled the air.


      “Whoops, my bad,” he said. “Guess that magic circle was a trap.”


      At once, the ceiling flashed, and lightning struck his party members. He had considered that some magic circles were dummies—nonteleporting ones meant to trick the challenger—and stayed a good distance away in hopes of avoiding any attacks, but the lightning bolts still managed to hit him and his friends. He did not miss that the bolts were aimed at the cooperators as well as the challenger.


      “Healing Rain,” Keel immediately said, casting his spell to recover everyone’s HP.


      It had almost become routine for him to heal, since monsters would immediately pop up to attack after a trap was triggered. It seemed this room was designed to half one’s HP and paralyze them, only for monsters to land the finishing blow. Allen also knew to use Potherb to cure any status ailments.


      “Yeah, thought so,” the Summoner muttered. “Get ready, everyone!”


      Through Bird E, who was out front, he was able to see that monsters were approaching them. He warned his friends, and they immediately prepared for battle.


      “Haku, you think you can fight?” Krena asked, riding on the dragon’s head.


      “Mm-hmm!” Haku replied.


      When the dragon had gained more levels, it had also gotten Paralyze Resistance and had thus only taken a bit of damage from the lightning. It was all healed up now, so it flew toward the monsters. Once the enemies were all killed, Keel healed his party again, and they continued their march to an exit.


      “I sort of feel bad for being the only one wearing this,” Keel said as he gazed down at the Rising Band around his waist.


      According to Pelomas, the item changed the wearer’s resistance to lightning, making it the perfect item for crossing this floor. However, the Gamers only had one, so Allen had had to choose its wearer wisely.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Allen replied. “We need you to heal us quickly, or else the whole team dies.”


      The belt coordinated perfectly with Keel’s white robe, stitched with golden embroidery, but the Summoner, of course, was not concerned with aesthetics. If his healer went down, there would be no one left to help the party. The team had collected several other bands.




      Belts from the Gate of Scale


      • Fire Bands x 2


      • Stone Band x 1


      • Aqua Bands x 2


      • Rising Band x 1


      • Light Band x 1




      Each one changed the wearer’s resistance, but the Light Band, which changed one’s resistance to light, a higher element, was especially valuable. Allen planned on having Krena equip it during her next fight against the Gatekeeper. Once they reached another magic circle, the Summoner had his Spirit A step on it, and luckily, the party was able to teleport to the next room. They flew around the new area on their Bird B’s.


      “Um, this dungeon has dropped a lot of valuable items. More than we’ve gotten from anywhere else,” Cecil, sitting behind the Summoner, noted.


      “Guess so,” Allen replied.


      “But why is that? Is it because this is the sacred ground?”


      “Are you saying you think we might find more precious weapons and armor?”


      “Yeah. I haven’t seen any bands or anklets anywhere aside from this dungeon, after all.”


      “I’ve seen necklaces hit the market, but they’re still very rare. I heard that the royal family might be keeping them somewhere.”


      Thanks in no small part to the Allen Army, necklaces from the final floor of the Rank S dungeon had started being sold at the Adventurer’s Guild auctions. As a result, they were now circulating throughout the public. It was the sort of change that Allen and his friends could not have foreseen back during their time at the Academy.


      “I see,” Cecil mused. “I guess they were just way out of our reach.”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “During the revolt in Prostia, when the empire almost fell, the palace sold off its collection of earrings, so they hit the market before we could get our hands on them. Valuable, rare accessories really don’t make it out of the royal family unless something major happens, like the fall of a nation. Plus, there are some empires that just keep those sorts of items without realizing their true value, and even regional lords might hold on to any accessories they deem valuable.”


      Not to mention that sometimes, an item is just gone if the adventurer wearing it dies in battle. This world was not like a game. All items would break one day. Unless the accessory was as tough as orichalcum or adamantite, it was liable to wear and tear, and sometimes, items were simply lost during adventures.


      “Look! There’s something glittering!” Krena shouted.


      The party followed her and Haku to a gold chest that was sitting on the ground.


      “A chest! And it’s gold!” Keel said excitedly, his eyes glimmering. “It’s gotta be something good!”


      He was about to jump off his Bird B and race to the treasure, but Allen stopped him and instead dispatched a Spirit A.


      “Okiyosan, will you do the honors?” Allen requested.


      “Sure, tee hee hee,” the spirit replied.


      This floor was meant to trick people. There was no way of knowing what was safe and what was a trap; this was the first time Allen had seen a gold chest in this room, thus he found it suspicious. It was better to be safe than sorry.


      Half of the chests on the first floor of this dungeon had been abyss boxes, Rank A monsters. While this gold chest looked different, Allen knew that it was best to be cautious. The Spirit A flew forth and tried to open the sparkling chest, but when it did, an eerie cry reverberated throughout the floor.


      “Greeee!”


      The chest opened on its own, revealing a set of sharp teeth. It pounced on the spirit.


      “Tee hee!” Okiyosan cackled, maintaining her cool. She swung her knife down.


      Clang! A sharp sound rang out, and when the knife slid through the monster’s teeth, the Spirit A was tackled and blown away. Huh? I guess this monster has got some decently high Attack... Must be a Rank S. That interaction was all the Summoner had needed to estimate the chest’s power.


      “This is a tough one,” Allen warned. “It’s stronger than an abyss box. Krena, you think you can do it?”


      “Yeah!” the girl cried.


      She flew forth with Haku and swung her orichalcum sword down. Cling!


      “Gree?!”


      The monster jumped in the air to catch Krena, but it took a blow to the side from the greatsword and was thrown back onto the floor. Though it managed to get back up, its lid flapped open and closed like the mouth of a stunned fish, making it clear that it was confused and concerned that it had taken some serious damage.


      “This thing might drop something!” Allen shouted. “Surround it!”


      “Greeeeee!”


      Shrieking, the chest whirled around and raced to a nearby magic circle. The moment it stepped on the glowing runes, it vanished. Huh? What the...


      “Allen, it’s gone,” Krena said.


      “Chase it!” Allen roared excitedly. “That thing drops a rare item! We gotta beat it!”


      “Do you have any basis for that claim?” Cecil asked with suspicion.


      “No, this is pure instinct. But monsters that flee always have rare drops or give a ton of XP! I’m sure of it!”


      Cecil sighed. “Got it...”


      Their Bird B’s stepped on the magic circle and teleported to a different room to chase after the chest.


      “Where is it?!” Keel yelled the moment his Bird B changed locations. The Apprentice Pope’s eyes were glimmering with greed as his eyes darted around the room eagerly in search of his prey.


      “Over there!” Krena shouted, pointing to the chest. It was already headed for another magic circle that led to a different room.


      “Gree?”


      The chest turned around and spotted the party. It stuck out its tongue and jumped onto the next magic circle, vanishing from view.


      “Get it!” Keel shouted.


      “Yeah, we’re not letting it get away,” Allen added.


      The two Bird B’s were in hot pursuit, stepping onto the magic circle soon after the monster did.


      “You guys need to calm down for a moment!” Cecil shouted. “This is a trap! It’s all too fishy!”


      Her words fell on deaf ears. The overzealous Allen gave chase, and they teleported through several rooms. Right as it seemed like the party was going to catch up to the fleeing chest, the monster opened its mouth wide.


      “Greeee!”


      It seemingly cackled with cruel glee. When Allen looked around, he noticed that the room was filled with large monsters. A sweeping glance told him that there were many undead, spirits, and armor-type monsters. All Rank S, huh? Okay, I’ll bite!


      “Get ready, guys!” he shouted. “And don’t let that chest flee! Meruru, prioritize the especially large ones and take ’em out!”


      “Okay!” Meruru relied. “Let’s do this, Tam-Tam!”


      “Command noted,” Tam-Tam said, its eyes glowing brightly. “Annihilating enemies.”


      The golem made the earth shake as it rushed toward a towering, scythe-wielding skeleton. From within its chest crystal, Meruru’s roars could be heard loud and clear.


      “Megaton Puuunch!”


      “Gyaaah?!” the monster cried.


      Tam-Tam’s fist hit the skeleton, shattering its body, but more monsters quickly took its place.


      “Tam-Tam, let’s use the pentapods,” Meruru said.


      “Command noted. Deploying pentapods,” Tam-Tam replied.


      Another flash of light came from the golem’s crystal, and five miniature Tam-Tams appeared. They jumped around and swiftly took the monsters down.


      “Bullet Gear Tam-Tam is strong,” Allen said. “Rank S monsters don’t stand a chance.”


      He opened his grimoire to check the golem’s Status and let out a cry of delight.


      


      Name: Tam-Tam


      Specification: Bullet Gear


      Grade: C


      Pilot: Meruru


      Rank: Hihiirokane Grade


      HP: 25,000 + 20,000 + 2,400


      MP: 25,000 + 20,000 + 2,400


      Attack: 25,000 + 20,000 + 2,400 + 30,000 (Enhancement Slates)


      Endurance: 25,000 + 20,000 + 2,400


      Agility: 25,000 + 20,000 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 25,000 + 20,000


      Luck: 25,000 + 20,000


      Functions: Strengthening {6}, Output {6}, Accelerate {6}, Light Shot, Camouflage, Reserve Power, Storage


      Specification Value: Approx. 50,000,000/1,000,000,000


      


      Slates Slotted On Tam-Tam


      • Basic slate x 5 (size of normal slates)


      • Enlargen slate x 2


      • Supergigantify slate x 3


      • Cloning slate (for Pentapod) x 5


      • Positron Cannon slate (for Gran Laser) x 3


      • Short-Distance Teleportation slate (for Teleport) x 3


      • Gravitational Wave Cannon slate (for Round Burst) x 3


      • Enhancement slate (+5,000 Attack each) x 6




      The increase in Tam-Tam’s strength was likely due to Dygragni having given it a soul, allowing it to grow and mature.




      Tam-Tam’s Growth Log


      • Rank H: Puppet


      • Rank G: Mechanical Doll


      • Rank F: Battle Machine


      • Rank E: Heavy Machine


      • Rank D: Giant Robot


      • Rank C: Bullet Gear


      Functions Gained


      • Strengthening {6}: +20,000 All Stats


      • Output {6}: +60% Attack Damage


      • Accelerate {6}: +60% Movement Speed


      • Light Shot: illuminates a one-kilometer circle for five minutes


      • Camouflage: body reflects surroundings, making it harder for enemies to detect. Ineffective against those that use temperature, scent, or presence as detection, and comes undone if Tam-Tam attacks or is hit


      • Reserve Power: can make a full recovery after HP reaches 0. Cooldown is 1 day


      • Storage: can store slates within the magic cube




      Every time Tam-Tam went up a rank, it gained more skills and more slots in the magic cube to boost its stats. It was currently strong enough to go toe-to-toe against a Greater Demonic Deity. And the name “Bullet Gear” just sounds so cool! It’s awesome! Tam-Tam was powering up and expanding its capabilities, which made Allen’s heart flutter with excitement. The golem was surrounded by Rank S monsters, but it made short work of them all, easily crushing the ominous beasts.


      “Meruru and Tam-Tam are so good!” Krena shouted as she flew about atop Haku’s head, providing support.


      A big part of it is that the golem has a soul now. It can determine who’s an enemy and attack all on its own. That’s huge! Meruru had mentioned that she sat in the pilot’s seat and steered her golem, but when it had become a Battle Machine, it had gained the ability to attack and use its skills on its own. No longer was Meruru required for that. Since it could move, evade, defend, and command pentapods on its own, she now had time to really focus and increase her hit rate and reaction speed.


      In addition, after becoming a Giant Robot, Tam-Tam had become able to memorize monsters’ strengths, attacks, and types, allowing it to automatically prioritize the biggest threat. Since it could practically switch out its functions and abilities, it gave Meruru even more time to closely analyze the battlefield and determine what to do next.


      As the massive monsters were taken care of, the chest monster slowly came into view once more.


      “Greeee!”


      It immediately turned around and prepared to run. Krena and Haku could see that it was headed straight for another magic circle.


      “Chase after it, Haku!” Krena shouted.


      “Okay!”


      Haku, who had been weaving through the Rank S monsters to provide support for Tam-Tam, flapped its wings and changed trajectory. It shot out like an arrow and made a rapid descent before unfurling its wings to kill its momentum. Then, it outstretched its wings even farther, allowing it to glide close to the ground and slip past the feet of the Rank S monsters.


      “Momma!” it shouted.


      At once, Krena used both hands to grab the dragon’s horn. As though that were its cue, Haku flipped upside down, its back facing the floor as it continued to fly ahead.


      “Hyah! Super Supreme Ruling Blade!” Krena shouted.


      She swung her sword down as the dragon glided past the chest.


      “Gryaaah?!” the chest screamed.


      When Haku flipped back upright, the chest had been slashed in two. It glowed and faded away into millions of sparkling bubbles.




      <You have defeated 1 pandora box. You have earned 240,000,000 XP.>




      “We beat it,” Allen said. “And like I thought, it’s a Rank S monster.”


      I don’t think we’ve ever run into a Rank S monster that mimics a chest before. The Summoner was excited to have stumbled upon this new discovery. Meanwhile, Tam-Tam, Meruru, Haku, and Krena were busy taking out the rest of the monsters.


      “Guys! There’s something over there!” Keel called.


      As the monsters dissipated into the ether in a flurry of glowing bubbles, eagle-eyed Keel was the first to notice that some items had dropped. Allen and the rest chased after him, and when he showed them what he had picked up, Allen was excited to learn that he had never seen an item like it before.


      “Can I see it?” he asked, grabbing it from Keel’s hand. It resembled a shimmering rod, but it was only about as long as two fists.


      “Maybe it’s a wand,” Cecil wondered.


      “A wand? What?”


      “I didn’t expect you of all people to not know this. Wands refer to shorter staves. Longer ones are called rods.”


      She pointed to the rod in her hand.


      “I’m not a mage or a wizard or anything, so I couldn’t have known,” Allen said.


      Even when he was Kenichi, he had rarely played the mage class in games and thus was rather ignorant of the class. He tossed the wand into his grimoire.




      <You have placed Magician’s Divinity into Storage.>




      Wait, “Divinity”? That sounds special... Allen took the wand out of Storage and gripped it, but beyond it glimmering in his hand, nothing happened.


      “Perhaps this weapon chooses its owner,” Sophie suggested.


      Cecil snatched it out of Allen’s hand. “If that’s the case, you should let me hold it!”


      She drew her face close to scrutinize the weapon, and it emitted a brilliant flash. A beam of light came spiraling out of it, rising into the sky before enveloping Cecil, wand and all.


      “What? Huh?!” she yelped from within the light.


      “Cecil?!” Meruru shouted. “Are you okay?!”


      She tried to rush into the light pillar, but the silhouette of Cecil slowly floating in the air caused her to freeze in shock and disbelief. Everyone could only watch on as her shadow slowly rose higher and higher. Below her, at the base of the light, were geometric designs that bubbled forth and chased after her.


      “Huh?” Cecil gasped.


      “What’s wrong?” Allen called.


      “I... I hear a voice...”


      She fell silent. I mean, it is a wand, so I’m not surprised if it reacted specifically to her. Eventually, the light started to fade, and Cecil’s shadow gradually made its descent back to the ground. When the blinding pillar was gone, she was standing there in utter shock.


      “Are you...okay?” Allen asked. He noticed that she no longer had the wand in her hand.


      “Y-Yes,” Cecil stammered. “It’s just all so peculiar... That voice...”


      “What voice? What did it tell you?”


      “It said that I was given new power... The voice, it belonged to a woman. She said that she changed it into something easier to use... She... Um, what did she call it again? ‘Ultimate Magic Wizard’?”


      WHISH! Glowing geometric patterns burst forth from Cecil’s feet. They flew up to create a magic circle above her head, then rotated counterclockwise while descending upon her. When the circle reached her feet, it vanished.


      “Wh-What the...” she gasped. “What just happened?”


      Vwum!




      <Cecil has obtained Activate Divinity. Cecil has obtained Divinity MP Accumulation and Divinity Intelligence Strengthening.>




      Everyone else was just as confused as her. Ignoring them, Allen opened his grimoire to check her Status.


      “Ultimate Magic Wizard... I mean, that just sounds really strong,” he muttered. “Oh, they’re special skills! A Divinity row, huh? I’ve never seen anything like this before!”


      As he excitedly prattled on, a curious Cecil walked over to him and peered at the pages of the grimoire.


      “Let me see it too,” she demanded.


      She checked her own Status and saw that she had obtained not only a new skill, but a new row of skills as well.


      


      Name: Cecil Granvelle


      Age: 16


      Class: Wizardess King


      Level: 60


      HP: 2,470 + 2,400


      MP: 3,974 + 2,400


      Attack: 1,640


      Endurance: 1,686


      Agility: 3,382 + 2,400


      Intelligence: 4,138 + 2,400


      Luck: 2,541 + 2,400


      Divinity: MP Accumulation, Intelligence Strengthening


      Extra Skill: Petit Meteor


      Skills: Wizardess King {6}, Fire {6}, Ice {6}, Lightning {6}, Light {6}, Abyss {2}, Activate Divinity, Sparring {4}


      


      “These must be more powerful than Extras!” Allen shouted.


      “Yeah!” Cecil cried excitedly. “Finally! It’s the dawn of a new era, me! Allen, let’s hurry! I want to do the things that you always do when you get new skills!”


      “Yeah, testing! Let’s do it!”


      For the next few days, the party searched for the exit that led to the third floor of the Gate of Scale, with Allen and Cecil testing the effects of Magician’s Divinity all the while. Allen managed to jot down his notes in his grimoire.




      Magician’s Divinity


      • Requires 10,000 MP to use Activate Divinity


      • Activate Divinity allows the user to wield MP Accumulation and Intelligence Strengthening


      • Activate Divinity lasts 1 hour, has a cooldown of 1 day


      • Intelligence Strengthening increases Intelligence by 10,000


      • MP Accumulation doubles the power of a spell cast soon after


      • MP Accumulation uses two spells’ worth MP in exchange for double power


      • MP Accumulation does not affect spell activation speed


      • Effect can stack with Rod of Dual Magic, allowing the user to use MP Accumulation and cast two spells at once


      • Extra Skill Petit Meteor is not affected by MP Accumulation




      Though he and Cecil had already done thorough testing, Allen wanted to confirm some theories one final time. He had Cecil take down some powerful, armored Rank S monsters.


      “Flare!” she chanted.


      She had already used Intelligence Strengthening and MP Accumulation, and her Rod of Dual Magic allowed her to fire two spells at once. With a wave of her rod, two balls of fire shot out at the armored monster. The monster, not having expected the fireballs to fly so quickly, swiftly raised its round, twenty-meter shield to defend itself. One of the fireballs changed its trajectory and curved to hit the back of the monster’s head. The helmet on the empty suit of armor melted away, and the other fireball pierced through the shield, leaving a massive hole in the armor’s torso.




      <You have defeated 1 grand armor. You have earned 160,000,000 XP.>




      “Awesome!” Keel shouted. “You killed a Rank S monster in one go!”


      Cecil puffed out her chest happily. “Yes, this is awesome, isn’t it? Now that I’ve got my hands on ultimate spells, there isn’t a monster I can’t defeat!”


      “Agreed,” Allen nodded. “Megades mentioned that the Gates of Trials were created with the help of Desperad’s wife, Goddess of Magic Isiris. Maybe Magician’s Divinity is imbued with her power.”


      “Hmm, that would make sense... Maybe the voice I heard was Lady Isiris’s!”


      “Yeah. Which means this dungeon might have more divinities. Let’s search for those as we go comb through the dungeon.”


      Allen could not suppress his excitement as he guided his party to the third floor. It, too, required stepping on magic circles to teleport to various rooms, but a troublesome trap that he had never seen before awaited the party. What is this? It decreases Agility?


      At first, he felt like he and his friends were all moving slower than usual. It was as though they were walking through a dense swamp or that something had coiled itself around their bodies, forcing them all to move sluggishly. When he checked his clock magic tool in one of the rooms, he found that the tool itself was not operating at full speed either. It was then that he realized that it was not that their Agility had decreased, but that time itself was moving very slowly.


      Despite their slow-moving bodies, their minds still worked at normal speed. The lag between decision-making and movement inevitably led to some mistakes. More crucially, the monsters of this floor were not affected by the slower time, making it easy for them to take precise aim at the party.


      Allen could not take any risks. He knew that if his party were scattered, they would be more vulnerable, thus he suggested that they all move in tight huddles. That made them slower still. Luckily, however, there was one member of the group who was unaffected.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      Thanks to its growth, it had Space-Time Resistance, so it alone was able to fight monsters with its normal nimbleness. The baby dragon was forced to make its own decisions, and its actions served as the deciding factor in how exhausted the others would be after each battle. Luckily, it was resilient and continued to keep the hordes of monsters at bay, shielding Allen and his party until they were ready to attack.


      “Sorry for the wait! Inferno!” Cecil shouted.


      So long as Haku could buy some time, Cecil could use Activate Divinity and fire her spells. Combined with MP Accumulation, she doubled her power and took out almost all of the monsters. Thanks to Haku’s efforts and Cecil’s spells, no one found themselves in any real danger, and Allen pressed on, undaunted.


      Two months had passed since the group had begun clearing the Gates of Trials, and as the end of March rolled around, they finally reached the Gatekeeper of the Gate of Scale.


      “Finally!” Allen exclaimed. “We made it!”


      He got off his Bird B and walked toward the portal to the Gatekeeper with his friends in tow. Only Faable, who was in Luke’s arms, close to his chest, watched on glumly without saying a word. Once again, Megades was there, waiting for the group in front of the gate. Was Faable terrified of Megades, or was she afraid of something that was related to him? No matter the case, her nervous stare did not go unseen by the worried Luke.


      “Don’t worry,” he reassured the weasel, gently petting her head. “I’m sure Haku and Krena will beat this Gatekeeper in no time.”


      “You guys really are quick,” the fairy dragon remarked at Krena and Haku. “I didn’t think you’d make it all the way here in only two months or so.”


      “It’s thanks to this party,” Allen replied. “Could you tell me how strong this Gatekeeper is?”


      “It’s always been bothering me, but why are you answering? You do know that I’m not talking to you, right? You’re neither the challenger nor the rider—just a cooperator. And if you claim that she was able to make it thanks to this party, that includes you as well, doesn’t it?”


      The dragon looked at him with exasperation.


      “Allen’s the party leader,” Krena said. “I think he’s trying to ask all the questions for us.”


      Well said, Krena. I’ll let you have an extra helping of tonight’s dinner. The Summoner nodded, grateful for his friend’s words, and a confused Krena blankly blinked and nodded back.


      “Well, whatever,” Megades said. “You want to know how strong the Gatekeeper is, right?”


      “Yes,” Allen replied.


      “Don’t mean to toot my own horn here, but I’m pretty strong.”


      “You?”


      “Yeah. Me.”


      “But you’re a familiar of Lord Desperad, the God of Space-Time,” Cecil said worriedly. “We can’t possibly beat you.”


      “Yeah, maybe not,” Megades replied simply. “But neither you nor Allen gets to decide if you’re going to fight me. This is the Gate of Trials. Only the challenger, Haku, and its rider, Krena, are allowed to make that choice.”


      Allen glanced at Faable, still curled up in Luke’s arms. She remained silent and awkwardly watched on, leading him to assume that she had reached this point three thousand years ago. And if she did, she must’ve known that the final Gatekeeper is Megades. Maybe the group sacrificed a lot of soldiers to get here, only to get wiped out by Megades, the final challenge and the envoy of the God of Space-Time.


      “If a god’s envoy is our opponent, I have to imagine this will be a difficult fight,” Allen said. “May I ask what dragon you are?”


      He tried to act as respectful as possible while carefully extracting as much information as he could from the dragon.


      “I really don’t like that attitude of yours, but whatever,” Megades said. “I’m a dimension dragon. That should come as no surprise, right? I am the envoy of the God of Space-Time, after all.”


      “There you have it, Krena, Haku,” Allen said. “Do you want to fight him?”


      “Of course!” Krena said.


      “Grawr!” Haku agreed with gusto.


      The Summoner turned back to Megades.


      “Guess they’ll be fighting you,” Allen said. “However, both the dragon and rider have some more training to do. Can we come back once we’re ready?”


      “You’ve done that before every Gatekeeper, haven’t you?” Megades asked. “Sure, I’ll wait.”


      Sounds like he’s got some pride and absolute confidence that he can win. Then I’ll use the time he’s giving us to make sure we’re fully prepared for the boss fight, just like I’ve done for all the other games I’ve played.


      Allen and his party left the gate.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Preparation to Clear the Trial


      “Will they be headed for the dungeon to level up?” Cecil asked. “That seems to be the pattern here.”


      “Yeah,” Allen replied. “I’ll send Krena and Haku to the Rank S dungeon, and we’ll head back to Hardcore User Island. I’ll tell you my plan on the way.”


      The Summoner was delightedly surprised that Cecil was keeping up with his chain of thought. He was, after all, using his knowledge as a gamer and of his current situation to formulate a plan that would bring Krena to greater heights. This really does take me back, he thought. The amount of preparation you make before a boss fight can make or break the battle. First, he sent Krena and Haku to the Rank S dungeon.


      “Be sure to farm those iron golems,” Allen said.


      “Got it!” Krena said.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      Once the rest of the party returned to Hardcore User Island, Allen decided to test out everything that he could. First, gear. A character needs to level up and have appropriate gear for a battle. He went to the foot of the mountain where Fire Goddess Freyja’s temple stood and entered a certain forge.


      “Ah, Sir Allen,” Habarak said.


      “Thank you for all your hard work,” Allen replied. “Is the weapon and armor creation going well?”


      “Very much so. Every day’s been so fun, I don’t know what to do.”


      “There’s something I’d like for you to make for me.”


      “Sure. What is it?”


      “Something like this...”


      The Summoner copied the notes he had written in his grimoire onto a sheet of paper.


      “What the... Huh, yeah, I think I get it. But this’ll take longer than normal to make.”


      “That won’t be an issue. There’s plenty of time, so take however long you need.”


      “Then I’ll make it a priority. This’ll be fun... I’ve never made anything this huge before.”


      Once the party left the village, they headed for the merfolk of Crey Town.


      “Where next?” Cecil asked.


      “Kasagoma’s,” Allen replied.


      “Huh? Oh, you’re going to use that thing we got the other day, aren’t you? It feels like a bit of a waste, but...”


      “Yeah, but if it’ll ensure Krena’s victory, that’s all that matters. We can’t be choosy here.”


      They entered Kasagoma’s forge, and the merfolk came out while rubbing his hands together.


      “Ah, Commander in Chief!” he said. “Good day! What business do you have with me today?”


      “I came here with a request,” Allen replied.


      “Indeed? Then perhaps we should talk about it in the back.”


      Kasagoma guided them into a meeting room in front of the forge. One of the artisans brought out tea for all the guests, and once everyone had taken a sip of their drink, Kasagoma broke the silence.


      “So? What is your request?”


      “I want you to use this, if you can,” Allen said, placing an item from his grimoire in front of the merfolk.


      “Huh? May I ask what this ring is?”


      This accessory gave off a pale glow. The Gamers had obtained it just the other day from the third floor of the Gate of Scale.


      “This is called Magic Gear’s Divinity,” Allen explained. “I want you to try using it to make magic gear.”


      “Use it? To make magic gear?” Kasagoma repeated. “Apologies, but I’m afraid I don’t understand...”


      “Lord Allen, Cecil, perhaps we should explain what this divinity is first,” Sophie advised, hoping to quell the merfolk’s confusion.


      “Good call,” Allen said. “Kasagoma, this is called a divinity. This item allows you to use Activate Divinity, which boosts your stats considerably.”


      “I’m still quite lost... Stats?” Kasagoma asked.


      “Simply put, it’s a tool that Lady Isiris bestowed upon us so that we can get stronger,” Cecil explained. “I used one as well.”


      “You did? And it’s from Lady Isiris, you say? So this ring was brought to me to use. I see...” It seemed Kasagoma was quick to catch on. “Then I suppose your true goal, Commander in Chief Allen, is for me to create magic gear unlike anything I’ve created before. You’ve brought me this ring so that I might achieve that by borrowing the power of the goddess.”


      “Yep,” Allen said. “I’m giving that to you free of charge.”


      “Really?! Are you sure?”


      Kasagoma fell silent for a few moments. Allen assumed that he had to pass through the Judgment Gate and enter the Heavenly Realm in preparation for a fight against the Demon Lord Army. To do that, he needed Krena and Haku to complete the Gates of Trials, and he wanted Kasagoma to help with that by having him use the divinity to forge powerful items for them.


      Kasagoma was the only four-star Magic Meister in Prostia, and Allen had negotiated with Empress Rapsonil to bring him to the island so that the merfolk could forge powerful gear with Macris’s Holy Orbs. However, Allen had been turning any he obtained into points, so very few had ever made it into Kasagoma’s hands. Left with no other choice, Allen had asked the merfolk to create rings and necklaces from materials obtained in the Gates of Trials.


      Even so, the Magic Meister could only forge rings that boosted stats by +5,000 or necklaces that increased stats by +3,000 out of the rare items. Unfortunately, such accessories could be readily obtained from the final floor of the Rank S dungeon, so Allen was admittedly disappointed by the outcome.


      “Please use this divinity to become stronger and create magic gear for us that has never been on the market before,” Allen urged.


      “I see... I understand,” Kasagoma said. “I’d love to create the best accessories that I can.”


      The merfolk’s face was filled with a sort of desperation and earnestness that the Summoner had not seen before.


      “Thank you. And of course, any necessary items and fees will be paid for by the Allen Army.”


      “I’m grateful for that. If you don’t mind, I have a request as well.”


      “And what might that be?”


      “Please don’t ever try to give items out for free to make others work for you.”


      “I understand.”


      Maybe that was kind of rude of me. Allen had done this for Krena and Haku’s sake, but merchants took pride in what they did. Allen nodded, regretting his callous behavior, and Kasagoma obediently took the divinity into his hands.


      “What do I do from here?” he asked.


      “Try bringing your face close to it,” Cecil replied. “That’s what I did—”


      As Kasagoma did so, a pillar of light flashed throughout the room. It enveloped the merchant, and he floated into the air. It was the exact same chain of events that Cecil had experienced.


      “This is what happened to me too,” she said.


      “To be fair, the same deity’s involved in this process,” Allen pointed out.


      They watched on, and when the pillar of light subsided, Kasagoma finally descended to the ground.


      “I... I...” he murmured.


      “You heard someone talking to you, didn’t you?” Cecil asked. “If you repeat those words, it should activate the divinity.”


      “I see... Um, Ultimate Magic Crafter.”


      The moment those words left his lips, geometric symbols popped out from around his feet and a magic circle passed over his body.


      “Am I all set?” Kasagoma asked.


      With the activation process complete, Allen explained how the divinity was used, then detailed the pieces of magic gear he wanted crafted.


      “I’m counting on you,” he said.


      The party left the forge, ready for their next task.


      “Lord Allen, don’t you need to return to Ratash?” Sophie asked. She acted as Allen’s secretary of sorts and kept tabs on his schedule.


      “Ah, right!” Cecil cried. “Father sent you a message, didn’t he? I believe Princess Leilana has some business with you.”


      “Oh yeah...” Allen said. “But we’ve got a few things left to do here.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes indeed.”


      The Summoner flashed a wicked smirk, making Cecil grimace. Once he finished his errands on the island, he sent some allies to help Krena and Haku level up in the Rank S dungeon before teleporting to Ratash with Cecil and Keel. Count Granvelle mentioned that he wanted me back in Ratash for a reason. Princess Leilana apparently wants to speak with me, but that’s all he told me. I wish he would’ve elaborated.


      Allen was not sure what would be asked of him, but he figured it would be best if he was accompanied by Keel, one of Ratash’s barons, and Cecil, the daughter of the count. When they arrived at the castle, they were immediately ushered inside and into the meeting room. Count Granvelle and Captain Zenof entered soon after.


      “Thank you for coming, Allen,” the count said.


      “My lord, is the princess on spring break?” the Summoner asked. “I believe it’s almost time for her to return to the Academy.”


      “Ah, yes. I believe she said she was going to go back with your younger brother, Mash. She’s waiting for him right now.”


      Right. Mash will be in his second year starting in April. Allen recalled that Mash was currently visiting their home, Rodin Village. He believed that his brother was learning and maturing a great deal through his education. Since Mash would be returning to the Academy to start a new school year, he planned to head back to Academy City with Princess Leilana.


      The princess’s lady-in-waiting soon arrived and brought Allen into Her Highness’s room. The window to the balcony was wide open, and the gentle afternoon breeze blew through, causing the lace curtains to flutter. At a nearby table sat the princess, resting her chin on her hand.


      “I know you’re busy,” she said. “Thank you for coming all this way. You must be Allen, Mash’s brother. I’ve been meaning to meet you.”


      She stood up and approached Allen, who stood in the middle of the room with Count Granvelle.


      “It’s no trouble at all,” Allen replied. “I hear that you’ve graciously formed a party with Mash. I hope he hasn’t been rude to you.”


      I still can’t believe my younger brother’s in a party with Ratash’s princess, of all people. Allen tried to push the conversation along. He had heard from his father, Rodin, and Count Granvelle that Mash and Leilana were in the same class, and they had thus decided to form a party. Their party’s name was Floral Kaleidoscope, and they had gathered other students from the Academy to clear dungeons.


      “He’s a stalwart guy,” Leilana answered. “I can see how the two of you are related. He’s completely undaunted by my presence, and I want Thomas to learn a thing or two from him.”


      “I see... That’s absolutely delightful to hear. I’m certain your high praise will make my family ecstatic as well, Your Highness. Did you call me here today to discuss Mash?”


      The Summoner lied through his teeth as he prattled away with his empty compliments.


      “Of course not,” the princess said. She stared at Allen for a while as though she were trying to judge him somehow, then opened her mouth again. “You’ve got an army, don’t you?”


      “Indeed,” Allen replied politely.


      I’m Rohzenheim’s grand strategist, a Rank S adventurer, and the leader of my very own army, but there’s no reason for me to be rude to a princess. Especially since she’s my brother’s party member.


      “Could you let my Reinbach and his subordinates join?” the princess requested.


      “Sir Reinbach, Your Highness?” Count Granvelle inquired.


      “That’s right.”


      “May I ask who this person is?” Allen inquired.


      “He’s the former captain of the Royal Guard,” the count explained. “He now serves the princess and acts as her personal guard.”


      “The former captain?”


      “That’s right,” Leilana answered. “Before he joined the Royal Guard, he fought the Demon Lord Army. He fought for the people, then fought to protect the royal family, and now, he’s my guard and my swordsmanship teacher.”


      The captain of the Royal Guard is protecting a tomboy princess, huh? Sounds familiar to a certain Country of Beastkin, but that’s neither here nor there. Was the captain demoted when the new king arrived and the nation turned from the Academy faction to the kingdom faction? Wait, no, I’m missing the point here. Those in the Allen Army had to be at least moderately strong. How powerful was this Reinbach person?


      “May I ask what the former captain’s Talent is?” Allen said. “If he hails from the Royal Guard, I suspect that he’s adept with either the blade or the spear.”


      “Allen, surely that’s a bit of an insolent question...” Cecil started.


      Just then, through the closed door in the back, the lady-in-waiting announced the arrival of another guest.


      “I’ve brought Sir Reinbach with me.”


      “Come in,” Leilana ordered.


      The doors behind Allen opened, and a tall, armored man entered the room, accompanied by several knights. In his right arm was a massive, elliptical shield that stretched from his face down to the tips of his toes.


      “Just...a shield?” Allen murmured. I thought he was a guard. Why doesn’t he have any weapons on him?


      The Summoner sized Reinbach up.


      “As you can see, he’s a shield user,” the princess explained. “He’s already received his class promotion. His Talent is Shield Lord. That’s what you wish to know, I believe.”


      Shield, huh... I forgot that that class existed. Allen thought back to his life as Kenichi. Most of his memories were of when he was gaming, but he did recall that many games had had a “shield user” role. Those who played it used only a shield—no sword, axe, or spear—to fight and protect allies. The class had surfaced and grown popular when he became an adult.


      “You must be Sir Allen. My name is Reinbach. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


      The man looked to be around forty years old. His blond hair was shaved short, and he seemed rather straitlaced.


      “You and your subordinates wish to join my army, correct?” Allen asked.


      “Indeed. I have offered my shield to this nation for many years. This time, I would like to eradicate the source of the royal family’s distress.”


      “Before Her Highness heads off to war, I presume.”


      Leilana was going into her second year at the Academy. Soon enough, she would be sent to fight in a war zone.


      “Precisely,” Reinbach said.


      He effectively got demoted, but he’s still so loyal.


      “What do you think?” Leilana asked. “Can I trust you to take him?”


      “I...suppose, Your Highness. We don’t have any shield users in our group. How many subordinates would you like to bring with you?”


      “Five hundred shield users,” Reinbach answered. “And a mixed group of five hundred swordsmen and spearmen.”


      “Very well. You may join the Allen Army. The fight against the Demon Lord Army will be a difficult one. If you are prepared to die in combat, I would be more than happy to have you.”


      “I’ve steeled my resolve.”


      “One more thing. My army is composed of various species, races, and the like. You must promise to not discriminate or show prejudice.”


      “Of course.”


      No longer did Allen have any reason to refuse Leilana’s request. The more classes that joined his army, the more flexibility he had with his plans. This was a huge boon.


      “Thank you, Allen,” the princess said before turning to her guard. “Are you sure about this, Reinbach? You have done more than enough fighting for us.”


      “All the more reason to continue, Your Highness,” Reinbach replied. “I would like to show you just how useful my shield is against the heinous monsters of the Demon Lord Army.”


      “We will happily offer our lives to you, Your Highness,” one of Reinbach’s subordinates added.


      The rest of the knights all stood at attention and bowed respectfully.


      “Thank you,” Leilana said to them. “Allen, can I leave them in your hands?”


      Allen nodded.


      “Sir Allen, how should we address you henceforth?” Reinbach asked.


      “I’m the commander in chief of the Allen Army,” the Summoner replied.


      “Then we shall call you by your title. Knights! From today onward, we are under the authority of the commander in chief! Ready yourselves to head into battle!”


      “Sir!” the knights shouted in unison. They gave one last respectful bow to the princess before leaving for their rooms.


      As everyone watched them leave, one knight decided to break his silence.


      “My lord,” Zenof murmured.


      “What is it?” the count asked, keeping his back to his loyal knight.


      “May I take a leave of absence?”


      “Oh? This is quite sudden.”


      The count whirled around to spot Captain Zenof bowing deeply.


      “I would like to return to the battlefield as well, my lord.”


      “You too? But what further reason do you have to fight?”


      “I would like to avenge and honor my comrades who died in battle ten years ago. Please, I beg that you accept.”


      Count Granvelle gazed down at the bowing knight and fell silent for a few moments in pensive thought. Then, he turned to Allen.


      “Allen, I apologize, but can you take care of Zenof as well?”


      “Certainly. I would love for him to join the Allen Army.”


      “Thank you, Sir Allen,” Zenof said, bowing to the boy as well.


      “Um, Sir Reinbach, will it take long for your subordinates to get ready?” Allen asked.


      “I don’t believe so,” Reinbach answered. “It’s a soldier’s duty to be constantly prepared for battle.”


      “Have your subordinates undergone class promotions?”


      “Yes.”


      “Thank you for letting me know. We’d like to destroy the Demon Lord Army’s base in the future, so it’d be great if you could focus on leveling your skills and strengthening your teamwork. There are quite a few young soldiers as well, so your experience and wisdom from fighting the Demon Lord Army for so many years will surely come in handy. Please help them out.”


      “Understood!”


      Reinbach had frowned with confusion for a moment, but he agreed and said nothing more.


      “Our battle will commence soon,” Allen said. “Sir Zenof, Sir Reinbach, I welcome you into my army.”


      And so, the Allen Army grew slightly larger.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      A week had passed since Reinbach, his knights, and Knight Captain Zenof joined the Allen Army. April rolled around, and just as Elmea’s oracle at the Five Continent Alliance had promised, a new class promotion dungeon was about to open.


      Allen, always the dungeon fanatic, had been eagerly awaiting this day, and he could hardly sleep the night before. He constantly spoke with his party members about how the dungeon could and should be cleared, shared other theories he had, and even pushed a dead-eyed Merus to create more healing items.


      The following morning, when it was still dark out, he teleported in front of the class promotion dungeon and waited at the front gates. Cecil, who had been forced to stay up to listen to Allen’s incessant theories about dungeons, had only managed to catch a few winks before she was forced out of her bed to line up in front of the new dungeon. The angry noblewoman could not take the lack of beauty rest and had clobbered Allen, but once everything had settled, Allen was the first to enter. By evening, they reached the final floor and beat the boss.




      <You have defeated 1 chimera omega. You have earned 400,000,000 XP.>




      The colossal monster fell to the ground, making the room shudder. It was over a hundred meters long and looked to be an amalgamation of several monsters, a novel aberration unlike anything Allen had ever seen. Still, it had not stood a chance against the No-life Gamers.


      “Damn, you beat it in a flash,” Dygragni said from the cube above Meruru’s head. He sounded a bit disappointed.


      “We can even beat Demonic Deities,” Allen replied.


      “Hey, don’t say that... Was this not enough of a challenge for you?”


      “I mean, the difficulty level is above a Rank A dungeon but below a Rank S, right?”


      “Yeah. It’s a trial and a place to prove that one has enough power to receive a promotion. I can’t make it too difficult or complicated.”


      I can’t deny that this was pretty boring...


      “Oi, what’s going on?” Habarak called. “Why the long face and all the mumbling?”


      The goal was not just to clear the class promotion dungeon, it was to also help the smith and Luke receive class promotions. Luke was more or less used to combat, but Habarak was not a fighter at all. Since he absolutely could not die here, someone had been constantly protecting him, and even on the final floor, he had stayed a safe distance away with Meruru.


      “Let’s go over our mistakes, Habarak,” Allen called.


      “What?”


      While the dwarf was thoroughly perplexed, he knew that Allen had been rather excited about this dungeon ever since the boy had appeared at the forge looking antsy. It was not difficult to deduce that the Summoner had a few complaints of his own.


      “See, Dygragni, I think you focused too much on making this dungeon easy and simple,” Allen said. “As a result, it’s too straightforward.”


      “That can’t be,” Dygragni insisted. “I even did the ‘trap that makes the challengers switch floors’ thing. The one you told me about.”


      Upon learning that Dygragni was making a new dungeon, Allen had used all his knowledge as a gamer to provide ideas and advice about dungeon making. One suggestion had been a trap that would send whoever stepped on it to the previous floor.


      “That’s not what I mean. When I say that it’s straightforward, I mean that I know I can always head to the next floor if I keep moving forward. And that’s just so simple.”


      “I don’t understand.”


      “Everything goes exactly how you’d expect it to go. For example, if I just dodge all the pitfalls, I can make it to the next floor, right? That’s how that floor is designed.”


      “And how is that an issue?”


      Man, I really wish Isiris had taught Dygragni the philosophy behind dungeon building. If she won’t, I guess it’s my job.


      “What if I had to fall into a pitfall to get to the next floor?”


      “Uh...”


      “To move to the next floor, one would have to get caught in a pitfall. If I were to take it one step further, there could be a route for those who fall in, and a route for those who don’t. Now there’s a fork in the road. This prompts the player to make a decision, a choice, to find the right path. That confusion is important to the thrill of clearing a dungeon.”


      “Go on...”


      “They’ll be in a constant state of doubt. Should they move forward? Or did they take the wrong route? I think it’s important to keep challengers on their toes.”


      “Keep them on their toes... Okay, so it’s not just about strong monsters or penalizing someone with traps if they let their guard down. Their self-doubt and psyche would be the trap that petrifies them. That’s interesting. I guess that’s a novel way to do it.”


      “That will inevitably make it more complex. The challenger doesn’t have to just dodge traps to make it to the goal. If they have to think about which path is correct, it’ll make for a truly thrilling and complicated dungeon experience.”


      “Got it! This dungeon’s already made, but I’ll use your idea as reference for the next one!”


      Oh? A next dungeon, huh? I don’t doubt that another one can be made... The first class promotion dungeon had opened only a year before the second. The first iteration allowed a person to class promote up to a four-star Talent, while the upgraded one could boost them up to five stars, assuming the necessary points were gathered. We’ve still got a ways to go. I’m looking forward to this.


      “Looks like you’re in a better mood,” Keel, who astutely realized that Allen was now thinking about the future, cut in. “Let’s finish this class promotion and head out.”


      “Good call,” Allen replied.


      I guess my senses as a dungeon pro tingled a bit too much here. The Summoner and his friends approached the cube inside the dungeon.




      “Congratulations. You have cleared the updated class promotion dungeon. You may use your Promotion Points to conduct a class promotion. Would you like to use your points?”




      “Yes,” Allen replied. “Please class promote Luketod first.”




      “Allen will use 1 Promotion Point to promote Luketod from Dark Wizard to Hex User. Would you like to promote Luketod?”




      Hex User, huh? Sounds cool.


      “Yes, please. Let’s go with that.”


      At once, the geometric pattern on all six sides of the cube vanished, and a ray of light shone from under Luke’s feet.


      “Nice, I’m a Hex User now,” Luke said.


      Allen checked Luke’s Status in his grimoire.




      Luke’s Class Promotion Record


      • Dark Mage (one star)


      • Dark Wizard (two stars)


      • Hex User (three stars)




      “Yay!” Luke crowed. “I can form contracts with juvenile spirits now!”


      “I’m happy for you!” Sophie said, overjoyed that a fellow spirit user was growing stronger.


      “Thanks, Sophie. Allen, when we get out of here, can you send me to Fabraaze? I’ll form contracts with juvenile spirits there.”


      Luke could only form contracts with spirits that manifested in this world, but such spirits only appeared at the World Tree, in areas near active volcanoes, and near clear rivers away from human contact. These select locations were few and far between. Whenever Sophie manifested spirits, it required her to constantly use MP, so it was possible that juvenile spirits only appeared in places that were filled with mana or some other similar power.


      “Since I gave you a bracelet with a Holy Orb, I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Allen said. “Once you form your contracts and get used to your spirits, I’ll have you get promoted again.”


      “Okay,” Luke replied.




      “Would you like to promote anyone else?”




      “Yes. Habarak, please,” Allen answered.




      “Allen will use 10 Promotion Points to promote Habarak from World-Renowned Blacksmith to Legendary Blacksmith. Would you like to promote Habarak?”




      “Yes.”


      A bright light appeared beneath the dwarf’s feet.


      “Whoa!” Habarak yelled. “What’s going on here?!”


      When the light died down, Allen checked his grimoire.


      “Have I been promoted?” Habarak asked. “It feels odd, really. It’s like my strength has left me.”


      “Yes, you have,” Allen replied. “You should be able to raise your skill levels and use Embed on orichalcum now.”




      Smithing Talent Progression


      • Village-Renowned Blacksmith (one star)


      • City-Renowned Blacksmith (two stars)


      • Country-Renowned Blacksmith (three stars)


      • World-Renowned Blacksmith (four stars)


      • Legendary Blacksmith (five stars)




      “Finally...” Habarak murmured. “Seems like I won’t be able to be as good as I was before all this, but that’s nothing! I just need to train again! This is exciting!”


      Now he can use Embed on orichalcum gear to strengthen it. Finally, we’ll be able to fight and beat Megades. I used quite a few Promotion Points on these two, though.


      “Krena and Haku are slowly but surely getting ready for battle,” Allen said. He smiled as he encouraged the rest of his party.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: Fighting Megades, Envoy of the God of Space-Time


      It had been a month since the No-life Gamers cleared the upgraded class promotion dungeon. Krena, Shia, and Haku had raised their levels to 90. With Krena and Haku now strong enough, the group quickly headed for the Gate of Scale’s third floor.


      “Been about a month, huh? Are you guys ready?” Megades asked, flashing a smirk that showed how completely undaunted he was.


      “We’re ready!” Krena said firmly. “Please let us fight you!”


      Haku, who had taken on a new form, stood beside its rider proudly.


      “Weapons and armor on the dragon?” Megades muttered. “I see. This must be what you meant when you said you wanted to make preparations.”


      “Yeah!” Krena replied. “Habarak made these for us!”


      Haku was equipped with orichalcum claws on each of its front legs, and an orichalcum breastplate on its chest. There were reins and straps that would stabilize Krena when she rode it, allowing it to perform a myriad of acrobatic aerial maneuvers without her falling off.


      Habarak had risen to the challenge of forging new gear when Allen had mentioned that since goblins and orcs had weapons, logically, Haku should be able to wear something as well. The smith had then gone over to Krena and asked how the two fought before fashioning the items. Haku was fifteen meters long, around ten times the size of an average human, which implied that its gear would require ten times as many materials. To forge, however, it had required twenty smiths instead of just one. Ten dwarves with four-star Talents that could forge orichalcum had gathered for the massive project, with Habarak at the helm.


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: Ancient Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: A


      Level: 90


      HP: 10,813 + 12,000 (Dragon Claw)


      MP: 10,788 + 12,000


      Attack: 14,755 + 12,000


      Endurance: 10,813 + 12,000


      Agility: 14,755 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 7,343


      Luck: 7,365


      Skills: Glittering Breath, Hellfire Breath, Crunch, Swipe, Stomp, Dragon Scale {4}, Fire Resistance {4}, Ice Resistance {4}, Lightning Resistance {4}, Poison Resistance {4}, Physical Damage Resistance {2}, Space-Time Resistance {4}




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Claws: +30,000 Attack, +15,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Breastplate: +30,000 Endurance, +15,000 Endurance


      


      Name: Krena


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Goddess of Arbitration (None)


      Class: Dragon General


      Level: 90


      HP: 8,192 + 7,200 (Super Dragon Fang) + 12,000 (Super Valor)


      MP: 4,947 + 3,600 + 12,000


      Attack: 11,257 + 7,200 + 12,000


      Endurance: 7,218 + 7,200 + 12,000


      Agility: 7,682 + 7,200 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 4,696 + 3,600 + 6,000


      Luck: 5,175 + 3,600 + 12,000


      Skills: Dragon General {6}, Super Rider {6}, Super Fierce Charge {6}, Super Dragon Rising Slash {6}, Super Dragon General Fang {6}, Super Draconic Scale {2}, Super Slash {7}, Super Phoenix Smash {7}, Super Healing Blade {7}, Super Supreme Ruling Blade {7}, Super Valor {2}, Limit Break {6}, Deep Impact (Limited) {6}, Sword Mastery {7}




      Equipment


      Orichalcum Greatsword: +12,000 Attack, +6,000 Attack


      Orichalcum Armor: +10,000 Endurance, +5,000 Endurance


      Ring 1: +5,000 Attack, +5,000 Attack


      Ring 2: +5,000 Attack, +5,000 Attack


      Bracelet 1: +5000 HP, +5000 Endurance, +10% Physical Damage, Halves Cooldown


      Bracelet 2: +5000 Attack, +5000 Endurance, +10% Physical Damage


      Necklace: +3,000 Attack, +3,000 Attack


      Earring 1: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      Earring 2: +2,000 HP, +2,000 Attack, +10% Physical Damage


      Belt: +10,000 HP, Light Defense Resistance


      Anklet 1: +5,000 Agility, Teleport, +20% Evasion Rate


      Anklet 2: +5,000 Agility, Teleport, +20% Evasion Rate


      


      Habarak had even Embedded Haku’s gear with dragon’s eye, strengthening each piece by half of its base stats. The same had been done for Krena’s gear, but on top of that, she was wearing rings, earrings, and a belt made by Kasagoma, who was blessed with Magic Gear’s Divinity. Both the challenger and the rider were as strong as Allen could currently make them.


      “Haku’s wearing orichalcum, I see,” Megades observed with a touch of surprise. “Three millennia ago, there wasn’t anyone who could provide anything like that for a dragon.”


      Then maybe we can do this, Allen thought. “What are their chances of clearing this trial?”


      “This is probably the most you can do to boost a baby dragon. The challenger before you could only use mithril gear at best.”


      “There was gear for dragons three thousand years ago? I didn’t see any chests containing items for dragons in these gates.”


      “Who in the world could make a chest big enough to hold something like that? And compared to humans, dragons grow much more quickly, maturing by the second. Every dragon needs to be fitted with custom items, meaning they can’t just pick up armor from a dungeon and wear it. Besides, if gear was all you needed to go through the Judgment Gate, having the Gates of Trials would be pointless.”


      Allen was surprised to learn that the dragons of three thousand years ago had worn equipment. Despite that, Megades remained as nonchalant as ever as he headed to the combat field of the Gate of Scale.


      “Haku, Krena, come with me,” he said.


      “Let’s go, Haku!” Krena said.


      “Grawr!” the dragon roared.


      The two headed into the gate, and the moment they passed through, the portal vanished. Needless to say, no one could see her now, just like with the other two. Krena, however, could see through the gate. She knew that her friends were always with her, watching her battle while anxiously awaiting the results.


      “Everyone’s watching over us, Haku,” Krena said gently. “We’ll be fine.”


      “Yeah! And...” Haku started.


      “And?”


      “I’ve got you, momma! We’ll be okay!”


      When she whirled around, she saw that the dragon had lowered its head, putting itself at eye level with her. Its large eyes glimmered with pride, and Krena could see herself reflected in their dazzling gaze. When she saw herself looking shocked, she quickly smiled and huffed with confidence.


      “You’re right! Let’s do this!”


      “Yeah!”


      Turning to face forward again, she noticed that Megades’s form was starting to shift. His rainbow, butterfly-like wings tore apart, and from the nubs grew a pair of reptilian wings covered by a thin membrane. His fuzzy, white body that emitted a pale glow began to bulge and elongate, enlarging and slowly turning a blue so dark that it was almost black. When his transformation was finished, the dimension dragon was over a hundred meters long and had dark, glittering scales. Even so, neither Haku nor Krena was daunted.
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      “We won’t lose, will we, Haku?” Krena asked.


      “Nope!” Haku replied.


      The two fell silent. Krena focused her MP, enhanced by her rings and necklace, and activated Limit Break. The skill was at the highest level it had ever been, which meant she could keep it active for a long period of time. She then used Super Rider to boost Haku’s Agility, and the baby dragon rushed toward Megades on all fours.


      The towering dragon made no attempt to take Haku’s bait, however, and simply floated in the air. In response, the baby changed its trajectory. Its keen senses allowed it to stop just out of reach of Megades’s tail, and it continued to gauge its distance from the enemy, jumping in and out of range. And still, Megades refused to entertain this tactic.


      “If it’s a battle of attrition you want, you’re at a disadvantage,” Megades said languidly. “You guys have to beat me, but I don’t need to beat you. I just need to defend.”


      Did those words make Haku impatient? Or perhaps it thought that Megades talking was the opening it needed. Now behind its opponent, it dug its orichalcum claws into the ground and pounced. But contrary to Megades’s expectations, it leaped backward, so when he swung his tail upward, the attack merely grazed it. That was when the hovering baby dragon, undeterred, went on the offensive. Using the claws on its hind legs, it grabbed the dimension dragon’s tail.


      The moment Haku attacked, Krena braced herself, ensuring that she would not get thrown off its back. As she did so, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye, and she instinctively tapped the breastplate at her feet with her toes.


      Megades twisted his body in the air. His tail shifted to follow a more diagonal path, swerving in a figure eight as it was brought down. His aim was true, and he got Haku across the body. Boom!


      “Grawr?!” Haku cried out in pain. Luckily, its breastplate managed to absorb most of the attack.


      The baby dragon had noticed Krena’s cue, and though it had not understood the meaning behind it, it had stopped its attack and twisted its body so that its belly was facing up. Thanks to that, it had avoided Megades’s attack connecting with its unprotected wings and neck, as well as its back, where Krena was. And though Haku was blown backward, Krena leveraged her restraints to keep herself on its back. She put all her weight onto her toes as she gripped her greatsword and fired a counterattack.


      “Hyah!”


      A glowing light stretched out from her weapon, her intention less to cut the enemy down and more to parry any oncoming attacks. Nevertheless, it cut off the tip of Megades’s tail.


      “Gh?!”


      Megades grunted with pain. He reflexively twitched his tail from the searing pain, freeing Haku from under it and thus keeping the baby from getting slammed into the ground. Haku twirled sideways and landed on all fours, then kicked off the ground to gain some distance. As it raced away, Megades’s blood rained down, forming a pool where it had just been.


      When Haku turned back around, it glared at Megades once more. Still on its back, Krena dug through her magic bag and took out a Blessing of Heaven, restoring Haku’s HP. These items were Allen’s doing; he had made sure that Krena could carry as much as she could in preparation for a lengthy battle. When Megades saw his opponents healing, he cracked a smile.


      “I see...” he said. “You guys aren’t bad at all. All right, then I’ll go on the offensive. Fang Mode!”


      He opened his maw wide, revealing a set of glimmering fangs. His lips tore, unable to withstand the sharp teeth, and the wound began to grow, stretching past his throat before settling in the area between his shoulders. An enormous mouth covered much of his body. Blood dripped from his lower jaw, which then also ripped in two, creating a pair of small jaws that moved of its own accord. Megades had turned into a massive upper jaw and a set of mandibles with a floppy tongue tasting the air.


      Krena gently rapped her dragon’s backplate with her foot, and Haku took to the air. Seeing that, Megades narrowed his eyes and smirked.


      “You can’t run,” he said.


      A moment later, an invisible force made the air sway at the center of the triangle formed by his upper jaw and lower mandibles. His body began to waver, and he expelled a powerful breath that swallowed Krena and Haku whole. The baby dragon reflexively flapped its wings to change directions and get away. Fortunately, Megades’s attack traveled in a straight line, and he made no attempt to turn his head to have it chase after the pair. Just as Krena and Haku assessed the damage they had taken, the rider spoke up.


      “Hey, Haku... Aren’t you getting slower?”


      Krena had meant to shout her words to give them a sense of urgency, but she felt like even her voice was sluggish and drawn out.


      “Slow!” Haku replied, but its voice also sounded unnatural and warped.


      “Huh, you can still move,” Megades observed, still able to communicate and move at normal speed. He headed straight for the pair, and by the time Krena was able to turn around, he was already dangerously close. “Three thousand years ago, that stopped their movements completely.”


      While his voice echoed from his transformed form, Krena shoved her hand into her bag. Whenever she decided on an action, she did not think about anything else; her body moved on its own. Because she put little thought into her movements, she did not feel as restricted and impatient as Allen and the others, who generally tried to formulate plans as they moved. Even as Megades’s maw approached her, she maintained her composure and took out a Potherb. She crushed it, breathing in the refreshing aroma, and Haku, who also caught a whiff, managed to regain control of its body just a little and flapped its wings.


      Right when Megades’s upper jaw tried to clamp down, his lower mandibles attempting to shovel his victims into his mouth, Haku flew away. Though its back was to the dimension dragon, Krena was riding it backward, allowing her to keep an eye on their enemy at all times. Trusting Haku with their escape, she instead focused on attacking, starting by placing her greatsword by her waist. In her right hand she held the hilt, and in her left, she gripped the sword guard.


      “Raaah!”


      With a powerful battle cry, she swung her greatsword, slicing Megades’s upper jaw. It split cleanly in two, and blood spurted from the wound. She had just used Phoenix Smash, a skill that allowed her to attack from a distance.


      “Gah?!” Megades yelped.


      He jolted from the intense pain, forgetting to attack. That gave Haku the time it needed to fly to safety. But though the pair had gotten a safe distance away, Krena could not help but feel strange.


      “Something’s not right,” she muttered.


      She did not think it, she felt it. Her greatsword was meant to slice or thrust through prey, the former dealing heavier damage while the latter prioritized speed. Super Phoenix Smash was a thrust, and she had chosen it because its swiftness had been necessary in order to stop Megades’s attack; she had not expected it to deal so much damage that her enemy would falter and writhe in pain. Sure, it could be chalked up to the mouth being defenseless while the rest of his body was protected with scales, but Krena felt like there was another reason at play.


      “You sure did a number on me!” Megades boomed. He flapped his wings and cut through the air, an indication that Haku and Krena were too far away.


      “Graaaawr!”


      Haku let out a low groan and brought out the fire deep within its chest, opening its jaw wide and letting out a belch of flames. Simultaneously, it made a quick ascent, allowing Megades to soar right under it so that it could singe the massive dragon’s back. The skill it was using, Hellfire Breath, expelled a fluid in addition to its fire. Anything the fluid touched would burn for a prolonged period of time, effectively chipping away at its HP.


      While flying below the pair, Megades turned around and lashed out with his tail to attack and change his trajectory. Haku dodged as best it could, and Krena used her Super Phoenix Smash to swat away any blows that slipped past her steed. It was then that Haku realized that it was no longer slowed.


      “I’m faster!” it cried.


      However, though it could again maintain its distance from their enemy, they were not far enough away to be safe. The massive Megades could still easily reach his prey and was capable of making sharp turns, uncharacteristic of his large physique. He could switch directions faster than any of the other Gatekeepers. Luckily, Krena was able to protect them with Phoenix Smash whenever he got close, and he soon stopped his attacks.


      “This’ll never end...” Megades muttered.


      He folded his wings and curled up in the air. Haku, noticing the change, immediately switched directions, worried about the breath attack from earlier. It adopted a stance that prioritized evasion over speed. No one, however, could have predicted Megades’s next action. Loud creaks and cracks rang out as the ball-shaped Megades elongated and transformed into a sphere.


      “Scale Mode!”


      He gave a mighty howl, and the dark-blue scales on his body stood up. At the same time, he flew straight toward Haku at breakneck speed. The baby dragon had already prepared to dodge oncoming attacks, but Megades’s new, ball-shaped form was faster than before, as well as being able to more easily switch directions than when he had had wings. From below Haku, he launched upward, toward his enemy.


      “Below us!” Krena warned.


      Haku reflexively twisted its body around to dodge, but it did not make it in time, and the dark-blue ball rammed into it. Megades’s scales were sharp like saws, shredding its armor while tearing its cheek.


      “Grawr?!” Haku cried in pain. Its blood splattered about, and Krena immediately used a Blessing of Heaven to recover its HP.


      “Looks like you can also heal faster than the challengers of three millennia ago,” Megades observed. “But all you’re doing is prolonging your suffering.”


      He stopped his whirling, and Krena noticed that his wounds had healed.


      “He healed!” Haku shouted. There was dismay in its voice, but Krena noticed that it was still full of energy.


      “We have to start all over again,” she said.


      “Yeah!”


      Haku flew forward once more. This time, rather than running away, it lunged straight at Megades. Krena gripped her greatsword with one hand, realizing Haku’s plan. In her other was a Blessing of Heaven that she could use at a moment’s notice.


      “Graaah!” Haku bellowed.


      Before Megades could start spinning again, the baby dragon used Hellfire Breath and flew past. Krena also used Super Phoenix Smash to launch a preemptive strike, but she frowned when she felt how tough the dark-blue dragon’s scales were.


      “Can you tell?” Megades asked. “Your attacks don’t work anymore.”


      He spun around once more, his scales standing on end to shred his foes as he zoomed through the air.


      “Haku, can you hear me?” Krena asked.


      “Yeah!” Haku replied.


      All the while, the whirring sound changed. Krena assumed that Megades had increased his speed and was spinning horizontally instead of vertically like before.


      “Up, Haku!” Krena ordered.


      Her dragon followed orders and made its ascent just as Megades got near them. It managed to dodge the attack, and Megades, due to his horizontal spin, could not follow quickly behind.


      “Haku, do you get it now?” Krena asked.


      “Yeah!” the dragon replied.


      The two had noticed the pattern at the same time. By listening for minute changes in the sound of Megades’s spins, they could choose which direction to evade in.


      “Oh, not bad,” Megades remarked, the injuries on his body healing.


      Haku was in charge of dodging, and Krena attacked as much as she could, but it was all in vain, as Megades immediately healed up. The deadlock continued for several more minutes, after which Megades concluded that the battle would never end.


      “I guess it’s time,” he muttered. His body began to shift and stretch once more, until he had reverted to his original form. From there, his front legs grew longer, and his claws became larger and sharper. “Claw Mode. I’m surprised you made it this far.”


      He outstretched his limbs, so large and long that they seemed like an extra set of wings. Krena and Haku remained vigilant.


      “We can’t get near him or we’ll get caught,” Krena said. “Let’s keep our distance.”


      “Okay,” Haku replied.


      The moment the baby dragon began moving again, Megades attacked.


      “And this is the end.”


      He swiped at Haku, his massive claws closing in from either side. There was a grotesque squelch.


      “Grawr!” Haku cried.


      Unable to dodge or defend, the claws mercilessly slashed at it. Blood spurted from its left wing and right flank. It could no longer keep itself in the air, so it began to slowly fall. Megades used the opportunity to swing at it again.


      “Whoa!” Krena shouted.


      A claw came at her from the right, which she managed to parry with her greatsword, but she was unable to block the one that came in from the left, and it gouged out a part of the back of Haku’s neck. More blood gushed into the air, and Krena quickly used several Blessings of Heaven to heal the wounds, but she did not make it in time. The two slammed into the ground.


      “Grah!” Haku cried.


      “Ugh!” Krena grunted.


      The dragon bounced on the ground, throwing Krena off its back. The girl had released her grip from the belt out of fear that she would ultimately end up sandwiched between Haku and the floor. Her prediction rang true, and she managed to evade the worst. Since she was the type to let her intuition lead her, the moment she rammed against the ground, she rolled over to break the rest of her fall and immediately leaped back to her feet, ready to fight. She had managed to keep a grip on her blade, and she rushed to the battered Haku’s side, unable to think about anything else.


      “Haku! Please get up!” she begged.


      All the while, she blocked the claws that came down at her with her greatsword and used more Blessings of Heaven to heal herself and her dragon. Megades slowly made his descent, revealing that his front legs had been cut off at the ankles. He had launched his hands forward like projectiles to knock down his enemies.


      “You’re a good rider,” Megades remarked. “A dragon carries their rider, and the rider protects their beast. That’s an ideal relationship you’ve got there, but this is the end.”


      Despite his praising remarks, he did not stop attacking. His right front leg flew at Haku, and his left bore down on Krena, who only barely managed to defend herself. A moment later, however, the situation shifted.


      “Momma!” Haku shouted.


      It dodged the right claw and charged at the left, knocking back the vicious attack that was meant to assault Krena. The dragon put itself squarely in front of its rider.


      “Get on!” it yelled.


      Krena swiftly climbed on, and just as Megades’s right claw was about to strike Haku, it used its breath to set it ablaze. While the right front leg rolled around to put out the fire, the baby dragon began to race on all fours, putting some distance between them. At the same time, Krena readied herself to fight from atop its back. One after another, Megades continued his flurry of attacks, but Haku dodged them all.


      “You’re amazing!” Krena cheered.


      “Looks like it learned Presence Sensing. I can’t help but feel happy that you’re growing so quickly,” Megades muttered. His front legs flew through the air and back toward him. “But you see, there were dragons like that three millennia ago too.”


      At once, his front legs vanished. They reappeared at Haku’s sides, and the baby dragon, unable to dodge, was shredded by the attack. Krena used her Blessings of Heaven to heal her friend while Haku dodged as best it could, but the claws would return to Megades’s side and seemingly teleport right next to Haku to attack it. The baby dragon could not sense them in time, and it failed to dodge.


      “Gyah!” it cried.


      Though Haku managed to dodge one of the claws, the other dug into its scales. The one that had managed to land a hit flew back to Megades before teleporting into the baby dragon’s blind spot to strike again. That distracted it enough for the other claw to sneak in. The sharp talon then faked a teleport and struck again, successfully piercing through Haku’s defenses. Krena used Blessings of Heaven to heal her dragon, but that did little to quell its impatience. It had finally managed to dodge attacks, only to realize that it could not do so anymore, putting it back at square one.


      “Don’t worry, Haku! You’re doing great!” Krena exclaimed in an attempt to calm her friend down.


      But the beast had gotten into its own head and could not regain its composure. Slowly but surely, its movements became hastier and less precise, and its errors were quickly punished by the claws that zoomed through the air.


      “You and your rider worked really hard, I’ll give you that,” Megades said. “But you’re still only a baby. To overcome these gates, you can’t just improve your skills. You have to grow and mature psychologically as well.” There was a hint of melancholy in his tone. Haku turned to face him, but he had already called his front legs back to him.


      “You can surrender, you know,” he reminded the baby.


      “No!” it insisted.


      “I thought you’d say that,” Megades said with a sigh. “Lord Desperad also said that you wouldn’t ever resign yourself to your fate. But perseverance alone won’t be enough to overcome these gates, and I realize now that perseverance is all you have. You lack power.”


      “Perseverance?” Krena asked.


      “Yes, you and Haku both have that quality. Hence, I had high hopes for you, but it seems even Lord Desperad’s predictions are off at times.”


      There was a hint of pity and snark in his voice.


      “Desperad’s predictions, huh? Sounds interesting,” a voice echoed.


      The moment he heard it, Megades whirled around, his eyes wide with incredulity.


      “What?!” he gasped. “Wh-Why are you here?!”


      He gazed down at the horselike figure that slowly approached him. Its body was covered in scales, and a horn grew from its forehead.


      “I apologize for my late arrival. The barrier was different from before, so it took me some time to get in.”


      Falnemes, the Goddess of Arbitration, had arrived.


      “Fal! You came!” Krena cried. “Thank you!”


      “Fal!” Haku shouted.


      Their faces lit up. Conversely, Megades scowled with dismay.


      “Why are you here, Goddess of Arbitration?” he asked.


      “This place was once under my rule,” Falnemes replied, her voice calm as usual.


      “Even so...”


      “Should this not be allowed per Space-Time God Desperad’s logic, I shall take my leave. However...” the goddess paused and stared at the dragon. Her firm, unwavering eyes were quiet like a lake and as clear as the sky, possessing a captivating quality that drew people in like the depths of a cave. Megades fell silent as she continued, “Has Desperad checked his logic with Lord Elmea? Has he made this space correctly and controlled it justly?”


      “Well...”


      Megades tried to refute her, but he immediately snapped his mouth shut, unable to find the answer.


      “You cannot respond because Desperad hasn’t told you. I shan’t continue this line of questioning. Even if I did and could do so, I currently do not hold the power to reach a conclusion to judge either of you.”


      “What? What do you mean?” Megades asked carefully.


      “No longer am I a Greater Deity. Naturally, I hardly have any power left to judge the other deities.”


      “I... I had no idea. If you came here to save these two... No, wait...”


      “Is something the matter?”


      “If you came here to save them, I assume that means you formed a contract with someone. May I ask if that deduction is correct, Goddess of Arbitration?”


      “It is.”


      “Who did you form a contract with?”


      “Allen.”


      “Allen...” Megades squinted with bemusement. “Ah, that curious little guy. Surely someone of your power, might, and caliber, even if you’ve fallen, didn’t need to form a contract with a child like him...”


      “Those with power are brought here. That is the duty of the one who forms the contract, and I do not believe that has changed since I relinquished control of this space.”


      “That’s true. However, if that were the case, why is Allen not here?”


      “Because he is not necessary.”


      “What?”


      “Did you not hear me? If I lend my power to Krena and Haku in this battle, we do not need his aid.”


      “I’ve never heard of such a contract before. You may no longer be a Greater Deity, but a god can’t enter a Gate of Trials... Can I please have a moment?”


      Megades froze in place.


      “Huh? What’s he doing?” Krena wondered.


      “I presume he’s asking Desperad about me,” Falnemes answered. “But I’m rather certain that my presence won’t be rejected. After all, I once permitted the Sovereign of Spirits and the God of Beasts to enter.”


      Moments later, the dragon moved again. “Thank you for your patience. The God of Space-Time has permitted your entry, Goddess of Arbitration. But I was asked to confirm the contract you formed with Allen.”


      “Very well.”


      It was then that she revealed the events that had occurred a month earlier, when a smirking Allen had suddenly visited the stable on Hardcore User Island.




      Contract with Allen


      • Allen will provide the Goddess of Arbitration with three times more grass feed per day


      • Allen will also provide ten molmos per day


      • These meals will be provided for as long as the Allen Army uses Hardcore User Island as its base


      • If these promises are kept, in exchange, the Goddess of Arbitration will help Krena and Haku fight a single Gatekeeper in a Gate of Trials


      • If the Goddess of Arbitration is to fight someone who is not a Gatekeeper, a new contract must be made




      “That weird brat made such an outlandishly silly contract with the Goddess of Arbitration?” Megades muttered wearily. He froze once again, presumably to speak with Desperad, before he moved once more. “Permission has been granted. Now then, I hope you’ve readied yourself.”


      “Thank you,” Falnemes replied. She turned her back to him and approached Krena. “Please get on.”


      The girl stepped off Haku’s back and climbed atop the kirin, who sat on the floor with her legs folded. The moment she did so, the two were surrounded in an invisible, wavering aura. The blessing that Krena had received from the goddess in Prostia had activated.




      Effects of Goddess of Arbitration Falnemes’s Blessing


      • +10,000 All Stats


      • +30% Critical Hit Rate


      • +30% Evasion




      “Yeah, we can do this!” Krena exclaimed. “Thank you, Fal!”


      “Thank you!” Haku added.


      “You’re very welcome,” the goddess replied nonchalantly. She turned around to face Megades, and Krena readied her greatsword at her waist.


      “Here we go!” Krena said.


      “Bring it on!” Megades replied.


      At once, Falnemes shot forth. She approached the dragon at lightning speed, and Krena crouched low, reducing their air resistance as much as she could. Haku was right behind the pair, flying low to the ground. Megades, still in the air, slowly outstretched his front legs. In a flash, they vanished, and then they reappeared, one limb in front of the goddess and one behind her. Yet the pincer attack did not daunt her; she continued to race forward without slowing down.


      “Deep Impact!” Krena shouted, and thrust her greatsword forward.


      “Gwah?!” Megades yelped.


      Her blade, further accelerated by Falnemes’s charge, sliced the right limb, which had blocked her path. At the same time, the left limb was pinned to the ground by Haku’s hind legs as it made its descent.


      “Graaaaah!”


      The baby dragon reared its head back and unleashed a powerful Hellfire Breath, enveloping Megades’s writhing left limb in crimson flames. It once again flew in the air as Falnemes whirled right behind her and charged ahead.


      “Gwah! You are certainly a formidable foe, Goddess of Arbitration.” Megades curled up in the air while letting out cries of agony. After forming a ball, he jutted his scales out and began to spin around. “Now, it’s my turn.”


      Having switched back to Scale Mode, he flew low to the ground, just barely grazing it. He rushed straight toward Krena, but then he immediately switched directions to catch his foe off guard, bouncing into the air to try to squash his victims. But for as impressive as his ability to immediately change directions was, Falnemes could do the same. She deftly dodged the dragon that came her way. Even so, he remained hot on her heels while nullifying Haku’s breath attacks.


      So long as Megades was near the goddess, Haku’s breath would inevitably hit Krena as well. And the goddess and her rider were so much smaller than Megades that it was difficult to run around and dodge his attacks while searching for an opening to strike. Still, even he could not catch the goddess and was always one step behind. The battle had once again reached a stalemate.


      Many more minutes ticked by, and when Megades bounced up high, Krena and Falnemes, along with Haku, jumped back. The large dragon whirled in the air and reverted back to his normal form before quickly entering Fang Mode, his jaws splitting open to devour his enemies.


      “Huh? Wait...” Krena muttered.


      “Is something wrong?” Falnemes asked.


      “I feel like Megades always changes forms after a certain amount of time passes.”


      “Does he?”


      “Yeah. When he’s in that round, scaly shape, his wounds heal. Or rather, he reverts back to not having them.”


      “He reverts... I get it now.”


      “And before he transforms, he always pauses for a second.”


      “That’s our opportunity to strike.”


      Falnemes shot out like a bullet. As Krena expected, whenever Megades changed from Claw Mode to Fang Mode, he expelled a breath that stopped time, but several minutes later, when he took on Scale Mode once more, he did not use it.


      It seemed he was not sure which to prioritize: Falnemes, who rushed around and always managed to dodge his attacks by a hair’s breadth, or Haku, who stayed at a distance and used Hellfire Breath when it could. If he targeted Falnemes, it left him open to an attack from Haku, but if he instead went after the baby dragon, it made it easy for the Goddess of Arbitration to charge him. Knowing that he could not completely stop their movements even if he used his breath attack, he had no choice but to switch back to Claw Mode.


      “I knew it,” Krena murmured as the Goddess of Arbitration turned back to face their opponent. She looked up at the dragon flying above her. “Haku! Go for the one after the next!”


      Then, she bent down and whispered something into Falnemes’s ear.


      “I see...” the goddess said. “Very well. I shall trust you.”


      When Megades again entered Scale Mode, she ran around, trying to bait out his spin attack. Several minutes went by as Falnemes, Haku, and Megades all ran around the space, but none was able to land a single blow on their foe.


      “It doesn’t matter how much time you spend,” Megades said. “Why don’t you give up already?”


      He switched to Claw Mode when Falnemes stopped directly in front of him. Krena, who was on the goddess’s back, raised her glowing greatsword high into the air. Megades recognized the skill—Super Supreme Ruling Blade, the move that Krena had used to defeat the previous two Gatekeepers. Moreover, when he saw Haku hovering above him, he flashed a fearless smile.


      “What trick do you have up your sleeve now?” he asked. “I guess I’ll have to find out.”


      Falnemes and Haku rushed at him. Once both had entered his range, he teleported his front limbs toward them. Just like before, one appeared in front of Falnemes and the other behind her in a pincer attack, showing that he did not care if his arm was sliced up again.


      It was then that the unpredictable occurred. His claw slashed through the goddess’s scales. Blood flowed from the wound, and she fell to the ground.


      “Hrgh...” she grunted.


      “What?!” Megades yelped. He had not expected to injure a former Greater Deity.


      Taking advantage of the distraction, Haku made its descent, sinking its orichalcum claw into Megades’s right limb. When he turned around, Haku used its other orichalcum claw to pin down his left front leg.


      “Momma!” Haku shouted.


      Krena used her Blessing of Heaven and climbed back on the healed goddess’s back.


      “Teleport!” the girl yelled.


      A moment later, her anklet glowed, and she and Falnemes vanished.


      “Huh?” Megades gasped.


      “Deep Impact!” Krena shouted, now behind the dragon.


      At once, he whirled around and tried to dodge, but his body would not move. He instead said the words that he would later regret as his greatest mistake.


      “Fang Mode!”


      The goddess approached her enemy, her horn emitting a blinding light. On her back sat Krena, who swung down her brilliantly shining blade. Megades needed to momentarily freeze to switch modes, and that left him wide open to a full frontal assault from Deep Impact and Super Supreme Ruling Blade.


      Falnemes tore a hole through his stomach, and Krena sliced his body in two. Though Fang Mode healed Megades, he could not withstand both attacks at once. BOOOOM!




      <You have defeated Megades. Krena has reached Lvl. 99. Haku has reached Lvl. 99.>




      The grimoire’s log served as proof of Krena and Haku’s victory.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: The Contract Formed in the Past


      The two halves of Megades’s body fell to the ground with a deafening rumble. A door appeared a short distance away from Krena, which allowed her friends to reunite with her.


      “Krena, Haku, well done!” Sophie exclaimed.


      “Thanks!” Krena replied.


      “Grawr!” Haku cried triumphantly.


      The rider puffed out her chest with pride, and Haku looked up and copied her pose.

    

  

  
    [image: insert7]
  

  
    
      “You two were very cool!” Cecil said with a bright smile.


      “You did great,” Allen praised them. “Good job noticing Megades’s form shift timing and feigning ignorance so you could use it to your advantage. That was amazing.”


      “Thanks, Allen,” Krena replied.


      “After the goddess joined in, you even switched tactics several times to shift your aim. That was really good too.”


      The Summoner spoke as though he had been a part of the battle. In truth, he had parked himself at the gate and, though blocked by an invisible barrier, kept careful watch over the battle. He had been able to neither help nor offer any sort of advice, so the impatient Summoner had been overjoyed when the Goddess of Arbitration had appeared to fulfill her promise. But when she had stopped in front of the invisible wall, falling silent as her horn knocked against it, he had worried that she would not make it in time. Now that relief had washed over him, he could not stop talking about the fight.


      “Looks like Megades was a bit too hasty. He has too little experience in combat. Since he’s the Gatekeeper of the final gate, he probably only fights once every few centuries, maybe millennia. I’m guessing that he usually only fought Dragon Knights and dragons, and his scaly form allowed him to get back to full health while waiting for his enemies to make mistakes or run out of buffs. In other words, he can’t handle unexpected situations, and when the goddess joined the fray, he was blinded by his own greed, which dulled his actions.”


      Only Cecil watched Allen prattle on. The rest huddled around Krena and congratulated her and Haku on their big victory.


      “Your aim was clear to me, but you went out of your way to test out different forms of combat against all of Megades’s transformations,” the Summoner continued. “That last bit, when Haku grabbed both legs and you and the goddess teleported, it was pretty obvious that Megades wasn’t sure whether to turn back to his original form. He’s the Gatekeeper of a dungeon that drops these anklets—he clearly fails to predict this stuff.”


      “Enough, Allen,” Cecil said, cutting off his long-winded speech.


      Huh? the Summoner wondered.


      “During times like these, you just need to offer praise. That’s all,” Cecil said.


      He looked around and saw that Krena, Haku, and the rest of his party were nodding along. His sole supporter, Sophie, stood there quietly with a strained smile.


      “You’re right,” Allen said. “You did well, Krena! We can go to the Heavenly Realm now!”


      And you gained nine levels! Damn, I would kill for that kind of boost!


      “Thanks, Allen!” Krena replied. “Haku worked hard too!”


      “Grawr!” the dragon shouted, gazing down at the Summoner while bowing its head.


      “Now then, I shall head back,” Falnemes said. “Please do not forget our contract.”


      She quietly left the gate. And she’s gone. Maybe she just isn’t as interested in the Heavenly Realm.


      “Jeez,” a familiar voice grunted from behind the Summoner. “I lost. But if this is just as the God of Space-Time predicted, I guess it’s not too frustrating.”


      Megades had returned in his small dragon form.


      “The God of Space-Time did what?” Allen asked.


      “In any case, I have to fulfill my promise,” Megades said.


      The Summoner, his question ignored, stared at the dragon. Can the God of Space-Time predict the future? But Megades doesn’t seem to have much faith in it... Maybe he can’t see it too clearly, or maybe he isn’t telling Megades everything. Allen was still more interested in the reward, which he assumed was essential to clearing the dungeon. The mysterious ability of a god who might always remain elusive could be put on the back burner for now.


      “Then we’d like our rewards,” Allen said. “It’s a class promotion and Proof of Scale, right?”


      “Sure is,” Megades replied. “First up, Krena and Haku. And presto.”


      Just like before, rainbow light melted into Krena and Haku.


      “Nice, it changed!” Allen cheered.


      “Rawr?” Haku asked.


      The Summoner took out his grimoire and showed that Krena had become a four-star Dragon King, while Haku had been promoted to a Rank S dimension dragon. They’re both getting stronger. Good. Krena’s still missing a star from her original class, though.


      Allen was also slightly bothered that he had spent three months in this dungeon, putting the fight against the Demon Lord Army to the side. But those three months had not been for naught. Haku had joined the party, they had gotten their hands on numerous pieces of orichalcum gear, belts, and anklets, and Cecil had even gotten a new weapon and a divinity. Allen was happy about all of that.


      “And here is the Proof of Scale,” Megades said. “Good work, everyone.”


      He handed over a glittering scale, and Allen could not suppress his excitement.


      “Sweet!” he said. “Now we can go to the Heavenly Realm.”


      “So you’d think,” Megades said, eerily calm as he rained on everyone’s parade.


      Ugh, now what?


      “Is something the matter?” Allen asked politely.


      “There’s still a long way to go until you can head to the Heavenly Realm,” Megades said.


      “Wh-What?!” Cecil cried.


      Allen could not believe what he had just heard. Dude, what? The clergyman at the temple told us to collect the three proofs from the three gates and bring them to the Dragon Lord to enter the Heavenly Realm. Why do you think we went through all this hard work? And now, just because you lost, you’re trying to make the process more difficult for us? This is pissing me off.


      “Oh? Are you mad?” Megades asked, peering into the Summoner’s face.


      “No,” Allen replied. “So, what else do we need?”


      “Hey, I don’t blame you for getting angry. But you should voice your complaints to the God of Space-Time in the Heavenly Realm. Faable, who brought you here, and Matildora formed a contract under the condition that this was told to no one.”


      “Could you please elaborate? I don’t understand.”


      Though Allen tried to maintain his cool, internally, he was furious. The hell does that mean, bastard? Stop tacking on new stuff every time.


      “Sorry. I honestly wasn’t allowed to talk about it until you guys reached this point. Three millennia ago, Faable and Matildora formed a contract with the God of Space-Time.”


      “And what contract is that?”


      Allen glared at Faable. The Sovereign of Spirits, in Luke’s arms, merely hung her head glumly.


      “Matildora, Champion Astel, their ten thousand soldiers from the Village of the Dragon God, Faable, and her two thousand elite dark elves were all defeated by me,” Megades explained. “Matildora and Faable, the only survivors, pleaded with the God of Space-Time, saying that they couldn’t die here. They vowed to do as he said in exchange for their lives.”


      “Are you saying that they begged to be kept alive?” Allen asked.


      Faable jolted at those words, and her body trembled.


      “Cut it out, Allen!” Luke shouted with a glare. “You don’t have to say it like that! You know that Faable had no other choice.”


      “You’re right,” Allen replied simply. “And, Lord Megades? What happened?”


      “I’m sure you can figure out the rest,” Megades answered. “The God of Space-Time is a very benevolent man.”


      “What were the conditions of the contract, if you don’t mind me asking?”


      “The Sovereign of Spirits was ordered to bring more challengers to the Gates of Trials. The Dragon Lord was told to fight anyone who overcomes the Gates of Trials and reaches the Judgment Gate to test their power. Those were the terms, weren’t they, Faable?”


      The weasel quietly nodded.


      “Why were they forced to stay silent about it?” Allen asked. It doesn’t make sense. Faable was given the task of bringing us here, but she never once mentioned anything about the gates. If she’s not allowed to discuss them, she can’t bring us here or manipulate us into going. In fact, we first heard of Judgment Gate from the Goddess of Arbitration, who told Krena about it.


      But his question went unanswered.


      “Who knows? I’m not the God of Space-Time, so I couldn’t tell you. But like I said before, if you’ve got complaints, take it up with the God of Space-Time.”


      “Wait, you mean...” Cecil muttered.


      “What’s wrong?” Allen asked.


      “Um, I think I get it,” she replied, staring at the Summoner.


      “Get what?”


      “Hey, don’t take it out on me. But what he’s saying is that if you knew about them earlier, you would’ve tried to clear them earlier too. Krena wouldn’t have received a blessing from the Goddess of Arbitration, and Haku would have been forced to fight when he was a lot younger.”


      “Bingo,” Megades replied. “Looks to me like Allen’s just obsessed with gaining more power, be it for himself or for his friends. And he clearly likes dungeons. I wouldn’t be surprised if he came here with no prior preparation.”


      Huh. I see. Sure, there could’ve been a timeline where I learned about the Gates of Trials before going to Patlanta. But if that were the case, I would’ve been unprepared and we wouldn’t have won.


      “Does that mean the God of Space-Time knew we would eventually challenge the Dragon Lord?” Sophie asked.


      “Seems like,” Megades replied.


      “So he says,” Cecil commented. “What do we do? Should we fight the Dragon Lord?”


      “Hmm... Is there a route where we don’t need to fight him?” Allen asked. A profitless battle is of no use to me.


      “I mean, sure, you can just, like, not fight him,” Megades said wearily. “But then you can’t enter the Judgment Gate either. The God of Space-Time’s the one who made all these rules, and he’s the one who controls that portal.”


      “So the actual final Gatekeeper is the Dragon Lord,” Allen concluded. “The God of Space-Time still has another trial for Krena and Haku.”


      “I’d appreciate it if you were more careful with your phrasing, but in a nutshell, yes.”


      “Then we’ll humbly accept the offer. The God of Space-Time is truly generous.”


      “Why the sudden switch?”


      Megades narrowed his eyes.


      “We need power to fight the Demon Lord. And the deity prepared another Gatekeeper for us.”


      “Huh?”


      “Well, whenever Krena and Haku defeat a Gatekeeper, they receive a reward. Does that go for this battle as well?”


      Allen pretended to shed tears of joy, and he wiped them away with elation as Megades flashed an exasperated frown.


      “Oh, so that’s what you want, huh?” the dragon muttered. “You really are shameless.”


      “Have I said something offensive?”


      In response to the Summoner’s innocent act, Megades rolled his eyes and let out a deep sigh.


      “I’ll check with him. Give me a sec,” he muttered before freezing in place.


      “Wait, what? Are we getting something again?” Krena asked.


      “Yep,” Allen replied. “Since we’ve got the opportunity, let’s get stronger. You too, Haku.”


      “Grawr!” the baby roared.


      These consistent added quests piss me off, but if we can get stronger, it’s not all bad. Sword Emperor is five stars, so if we can get Krena one more star, she’ll be back to her original power.


      “Good grief,” Megades said as he moved once more.


      “Is something the matter?” Allen asked.


      “He said he doesn’t mind giving a reward. Lucky you.”


      Allen gave a deep bow. “Truly, I have no words to describe the God of Space-Time’s benevolence. He has my utmost gratitude. Oh, I do have one more question...”


      “Seriously?”


      We’re fighting the Dragon Lord, right? The one who lost to Megades? Since Krena and Haku won, I feel like the odds are in our favor. But it pays to be careful. I need to hear more about their battle.


      And so, the Summoner prepared for the final battle, and to head to the Heavenly Realm.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      A few days after Krena and Haku’s glorious victory, the pair was back at it in the Rank S dungeon, working to gain more levels. They farmed iron golems for twelve days, at which point they both reached Lvl. 90. Allen checked out a brief overview of their Statuses.


      


      Name: Krena


      Age: 16


      Blessing: Goddess of Arbitration (None)


      Class: Dragon Lord


      Level: 90


      HP: 9,656 + 9,600 (Super Dragon Fang) + 12,000 (Super Valor)


      MP: 5,531 + 4,800 + 12,000


      Attack: 11,188 + 9,600 + 12,000


      Endurance: 7,362 + 9,600 + 12,000


      Agility: 9,401 + 9,600 + 12,000


      Intelligence: 4,850 + 4,800 + 6,000


      Luck: 6,619 + 9,600 + 12,000


      Skills: Dragon Lord {6}, Super Rider {6}, Super Ferocity {6}, Super Dragon Star Blade {6}, Super Dragon King Fang {6}, Super Dragon Heart {2}, Super Slash {7}, Super Phoenix Smash {7}, Super Healing Blade {7}, Super Supreme Ruling Blade {7}, Super Valor {2}, Limit Break {6}, Deep Impact (Limited) {6}, Sword Mastery {7}


      


      Name: Haku


      Species: Dimension Dragon


      Form: Baby


      Rank: S


      Level: 90


      HP: 18,206 + 20,000 (Dragon Eye)


      MP: 18,194 + 20,000


      Attack: 23,278 + 20,000


      Endurance: 18,206 + 20,000


      Agility: 23,278 + 20,000


      Intelligence: 13,371


      Luck: 13,383 + 20,000


      Skills: Dimension Breath, Glittering Breath, Hellfire Breath, Crunch, Swipe, Stomp, Presence Sensing {6}, Dragon Eye {4}, Breath Resistance {6}, Magic Resistance {6}, Physical Damage Resistance {6}


      Awakened: Dragon Soul


      


      Krena had become much stronger, and had raised her class skill to Lvl. 6, but reaching Rank S had caused Haku to improve by leaps and bounds. On top of having resistances to breaths and magic, its stats put it on par with a Demonic Deity. It had even obtained an awakened skill, and when the dragon had tested it out in the Rank S dungeon, it had lost control and caused a bit of a scene.


      Thirteen days after Krena and Haku’s victory, Allen visited the Temple of the Dragon God. If all went well, he hoped to make it to the Heavenly Realm by the end of the day. To that end, he assembled his entire party, Dogora and Shia included.


      “Thank you for coming,” the clergyman that Allen had met before said. “The Dragon Lord awaits.”


      “Thank you!” Krena said.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      The two followed directly behind the clergyman as he guided the group deeper into the temple. Unlike their prior visit, armed dragonkin were lined up as if marking the way. When they finally reached the heart of the temple, the clergyman stood in front of Allen and the others, blocking the path. Only Krena and Haku were allowed to pass through.


      “I ask the cooperators to wait here,” the dragonkin said.


      “Wait, what?” Allen asked.


      “His Majesty wishes to meet with only the challenger and the rider.”


      “Huh? But...”


      Allen had known that this would happen, but he acted troubled and confused by the announcement.


      “Please think of this as being the same as the other Gates of Trials.”


      “I see... All right. Krena, Haku, good luck.”


      “Thanks!” Krena replied.


      “Grawr!” Haku shouted.


      As Allen watched them go, he noticed that the dragonkin temple soldiers looked visibly relieved. Twelve days ago, after learning that they would have to fight the Dragon Lord, the Summoner had dispatched a Bird E to infiltrate the temple. The temple was not at all heavily guarded, and various birds and other nondragons flew in and out as they pleased, making it rather easy for it to join the mix.


      Just as Allen had suspected, Megades had approached the Dragon Lord and told him about Krena and Haku. The Dragon Lord, upon hearing the story, had ordered that the clergymen and soldiers were to leave the room when Krena and Haku arrived, wishing for a bit of privacy. The Summoner had watched it all.


      The high-ranking clergyman had stated that he would have some temple soldiers lurking in the shadows to offer aid when needed, but the Dragon Lord had simply huffed proudly before casting a glance at Bird E. He had clearly known that Allen had infiltrated.


      Krena and Haku walked straight forward, through the wide corridor that led to the Dragon Lord’s room. Thick pillars lined either side, and between them slept dragons of various sizes and colors. A thirty-meter-tall shadow was lying on the ground barring the two’s path, and behind the slumbering beast was an enormous gate—the Judgment Gate. When Krena entered the room, the shadow slowly raised its head, and a low groan filled the room.


      “Ah, I’ve been waiting for you, Haku, Krena.”


      “Right,” Krena replied. Never had she seen a dragon so massive before, and she gazed up at Matildora.


      “What bothers you?” Matildora asked with concern. “Your expression... Are you terrified of fighting me? Do you wish to leave?”


      “No, no. Nothing like that,” Krena replied. “I’ll fight. It’s just...”


      “Then why do you look so filled with sorrow?”


      “I... I’m not sure if I should fight you.”


      Her genuine concern was met with the Dragon Lord closing his eyes.


      “Then why have you come here?”


      “Because we have to get stronger. To do that, we have to go where all the gods are.”


      “Why must you get stronger?”


      “I want to end all this awful fighting. If it continues, a lot of people will suffer and be sad.”


      A tear rolled down her cheek.


      “Are your tears for those who you believe are sad and suffering?”


      “Momma? Are you crying?” Haku asked, peeking out from behind the girl to nuzzle her. “Don’t cry. I’m here. It will be okay.”


      Krena placed her forehead on her dragon’s jaw. She faced the ground as another drop, then another, fell from her eyes and onto the ground.


      “Cecil’s older brother was killed by the Demon Lord Army,” she said quietly. “In Rohzenheim, I saw a lot of children without families—their parents and siblings were killed by the Demon Lord Army. I watched a lot of people turn into monsters, tricked by the Demon Lord Army. Shia’s older brother was killed by Kyubel. And the Demon Lord ate someone important to Fal.” The girl sniffled and eked her words out little by little, trying to stifle her sobs. The Dragon Lord listened quietly. “So, I decided that I want to get stronger. I have to. I’ll defeat that Demon Lord once and for all. I’ll fight with Fal and avenge the death of the person important to her. And that’s why...I’m so confused.”


      “About whether to fight me or not?” Matildora asked.


      “You must have someone important to you too! And there’s someone who finds you important. I... I don’t think it’s right to fight you like this.”
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      “If that is your reason...” Matildora paused and trailed off. Krena raised her head and stared straight into his eyes. “If that is your reason, fight. I have been alive to this day to reunite with my important person. For their sake, I, too, must fight you and enter the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Really?” Krena asked.


      “I’ve no reason to lie. Will it be us? Or you and your friends? The victor shall head to the Heavenly Realm. Lord Megades, are you there?”


      The Dragon Lord gazed up at the temple’s tall ceiling, and a small, rainbow dragon descended toward the group.


      “You ready, Matildora?” Megades asked.


      “I have upheld my end of the contract with the God of Space-Time. I will challenge one with power. If so, it is now his turn to keep his promise. Please summon my rider here.”


      “You’ve got a rider?” Krena asked.


      The Dragon Lord nodded. “Indeed. Dragons carry their rider, and the rider, in turn, protects their dragon. If you wish to protect that baby dragon and fight together, then I shall choose my rider as well.”


      “Three millennia ago, the Dragon Lord did have a rider—Champion Astel,” Megades said.


      The fairy dragon silently soared in front of Matildora, emitting particles of light. The glowing orbs formed a magic circle on the temple floor. Krena watched with fascination as a pillar of pale, rainbow light gushed from the magic circle, and in the center, the shadow of a warrior carrying a spear slowly emerged. As the light slowly melted away, a dragonkin warrior stood there in utter confusion.


      “Huh? What the?”


      “Astel...” the Dragon Lord murmured.


      The dragonkin warrior whirled around. “Hey, Matil! Wait, is it really you?”


      “It is, my rider.”


      The Dragon Lord’s voice quivered with elation.


      “Dragon Lord...” Krena said quietly.


      “I knew it was you!” Astel cried. “But...why do you look so old?”


      “That’s because you died three thousand years ago,” Megades explained.


      “Lord Megades!” Astel gasped. “It’s coming back to me now! We fought you, and then—”


      “We lost,” Matildora finished. “But after three millennia, the time has come for our reunion. Or rather, a rematch.”


      “A rematch?” Astel asked. “I was resurrected from the dead to fight Lord Megades again, huh? Matil, did you do this for me?”


      “You’re not resurrected, to be exact,” Megades said. “You’re just a reconstruction of the you that died.”


      Astel blinked at him blankly.


      “Matildora here formed a contract with the God of Space-Time,” Megades said. “If there came a time when a powerful foe overcame the Gates of Trials and reached the Judgment Gate, he would fight that challenger to test their skills. And for that battle, you would be brought back.”


      “A powerful foe?” Astel parroted. “I won’t be fighting you, then?”


      “No, we’ll be fighting the two over there—Haku and Krena,” Matildora answered.


      For the first time, the Champion turned to face the pair that had overcome the Gates of Trials.


      “Hey there,” Astel called.


      “Hello,” Krena replied.


      The Champion smiled. “Krena, it looks like you’re a great rider. And you’ve met a fantastic dragon.”


      “You can tell?”


      “Of course. I can easily see how much you and Haku trust each other.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      Both she and her dragon bowed politely.


      “Do we really have to fight such nice kids, Matil?”


      “We do. These kids have a goal. They wish to head to the Heavenly Realm and gain more power in order to defeat the Demon Lord.”


      “I see... The Demon Lord appeared after my death, huh? But if so, why don’t we just stand aside and let them through the Judgment Gate?”


      The Dragon Lord cracked a strained smile. “I thought you’d say that. But we can’t give in so easily. You know it best. One must carve their own path with their own hands.”


      “Just like we did?”


      “Just like we did. Much blood was shed for our dream. We endured the trials and made it this far. The same can be said for Haku and Krena. Both have paved their own way, and if we were to simply stand back and let them enter the Judgment Gate, it would be akin to making all their efforts and suffering for naught.”


      “You’ve got a point. Off topic, but man, Matil, age really did a number on you, huh? Looks like you faced your fair share of hardships while I was gone.”


      “Hmph. Hush. Now then, what will you do?”


      Astel turned to Krena and Haku.


      “Wanna fight?” the Champion asked.


      “We do!” Krena answered.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      Astel smiled and turned back to Megades. “Would you please tell me what the condition for victory is, Lord Megades?”


      “Render your opponent unable to fight or have them surrender,” the fairy dragon replied.


      “Duly noted.” Astel nodded.


      “Could I ask something as well?” Krena piped up.


      “Go right ahead,” the dragon replied.


      “If we win, will it end the contracts that the Dragon Lord and Faa made?”


      “Yeah. More precisely, the moment Faable brought you and Haku here, her end of the deal was considered upheld. Matildora and Astel’s contract will be fulfilled once their battle with you is over. In other words, it doesn’t really matter who wins.”


      “Got it. Then let’s fight!”


      Smiling, she readied her greatsword and faced Astel and the Dragon Lord behind him.


      “Good energy,” Astel remarked. “But just to let you know, we’re strong.”


      The Dragon Lord lowered his head and drew his snout in front of his rider. The Champion gently stroked it before placing a foot on the beast and dashing up his forehead. Astel stood on top of Matildora’s head, gripping the reins that had been placed there.


      “Matil!” Astel said with joy. “Did you get a new set of reins for me?”


      “I doubt the ones you had three millennia ago would survive this battle.”


      The Dragon Lord raised his head, stood up on his hind legs, and flapped his wings with gusto. Little Haku, though only a tenth of its opponent’s size, remained undaunted and eager to fight.


      “Momma! Hop on!” it shouted.


      “Okay!” Krena replied. “Let’s fight and head to the Heavenly Realm! Limit Break!”


      “Grawr!”


      The baby dimension dragon let out a fiery breath and flapped its wings to take to the skies. It quickly began to circle the massive Dragon Lord, and Matildora, in response, used his long tail to try to knock his enemies to the ground. But it did not work. His tail sped through the air like a whip, but Haku, now Rank S, evaded it by the narrowest of margins. Then, taking advantage of a slight opening, it rushed in, aiming for Matildora’s nape.


      “Hyaaah!” Krena shouted as she swung her blade down behind Astel.


      The dragonkin gripped his reins with one hand and his spear with the other. He easily parried Krena’s attack, but Haku took the chance to land a kick on the back of the Dragon Lord’s head.


      “Grah?!” Matildora grunted.


      The powerful blow rocked his body, causing him to lurch forward. He managed to stick out his front legs to break his fall and protect his soft belly, but the impact still shook the temple, and a large crack ran through the floor.


      “They’re good,” Astel remarked. “No wonder they overcame the Gates of Trials.”


      “And that is why we must show them,” Matildora replied.


      “Yeah. Let’s show them our power.”


      Power surged through their bodies. Krena and Haku stood back, observing their next move, while both Megades and Bird E watched from above, noticing the air around Astel and Matildora wavering. As a bright glow filled the room, the Dragon Lord stood up on his hind legs, outstretched his wings, and let out a mighty roar.


      “Ultimate Dragon Lord!”


      “Ultimate Dragon Rider!” Astel bellowed from atop Matildora’s head.


      The light grew brighter still, swallowing the Dragon Lord and his rider.


      “They found divinities too...” Krena murmured, recalling the items that her party had found while clearing the gates.


      When the light faded, the Dragon Lord and the Champion emerged once more, looking exactly the same. But Krena, of course, suspected that their stats had risen exponentially, just like Cecil’s did when she used her divinity. The Dragon Lord kicked the ground and took to the skies once more, flapping his wings once to rise as high as he could.


      “I won’t let you!” Krena yelled.


      Haku, sensing its rider’s plan, rushed toward the enemy. Krena knew that she was at a disadvantage fighting against someone larger than her, and if they had the high ground, her disadvantages only increased. Astel also knew that all too well.


      “Hmph!” he grunted. “Super Lightning Spear!”


      He swung his orichalcum spear, and Haku, though a good several meters away, felt something jab at its stomach.


      “Grawr?!” it shrieked.


      For a split second, it lost its balance, but it immediately used its wings to stop its descent, trying desperately to gain more distance from the Dragon Lord. Matildora took his chance to aim for his enemy’s back and spewed out a powerful flame breath. The move was similar to Haku’s Hellfire Breath, capable of incinerating anything in its path. He flew parallel to the ground and chased after the fleeing Haku.


      The dimension dragon, perhaps sensing the heat, changed its trajectory. It flew in a zigzag pattern in an attempt to throw Matildora off and managed to take cover behind a pillar of the temple. A moment later, however, the Dragon Lord let out another fiery breath and melted the pillar.


      “Momma!” Haku cried, shocked by their foe’s power.


      “We’ll be okay,” Krena said in a gentle, soothing tone while gently stroking her dragon’s neck. “Let’s focus on stopping their movements first.”


      Haku regained its composure. It steadied its breathing, kicked the melting pillar, and took to the air. Both it and Krena intuitively realized that even the Dragon Lord was vulnerable to the effects of gravity; the fact that his breath did actual damage was proof that he was not a mere illusion. And so, Haku flew as high as it could, trying to extend how long the breath would take to reach it. Then, once it felt safe enough, it popped out from behind the pillar to attack with a breath of its own.


      “Grawr! Graaaaah!”


      It opened its jaw and emitted an invisible beam that caused the air to waver. Both the Champion and the Dragon Lord’s head were engulfed by it, and when they were, Astel’s earring gave off a purple twinkle.


      “This is Lord Megades’s breath...” he muttered. “Matil, you okay?”


      “Just like three thousand years ago, this slows my movements,” the Dragon Lord replied.


      Matildora’s wings slowed. Unable to maintain his altitude, he slowly started to descend.


      “It’s working!” Krena shouted. “Aim for the Dragon Lord’s back! And be careful of Astel!”


      “Grawr! Okay!” Haku replied.


      The baby dragon flew past the slowed Dragon Lord’s head before folding its wings and swooping down toward Matildora’s back. It cut through the wind like an arrow, and just before it plunged into the Dragon Lord, it outstretched its wings and glided toward his tail. Krena took that chance. She jumped onto Matildora’s neck and, using his sharp scales as ledges and footing, climbed with incredible speed up to his head. Then, she swung her greatsword. At the same time, Astel whirled toward his foe.


      “Raaah!” Krena shouted.


      CLANG! The sharp sound of metal rang through the air. The dragonkin had used the handle of his spear to guard the strike that came diagonally down at him, his weapon angled horizontally.


      “Ugh... You’re really good,” he grunted as he fell to one knee atop his dragon’s head.


      Krena was fully decked out. Not only had she undergone several class promotions, but her weapons were buffed with Embed, and Kasagoma had used his divinity to craft the finest magic gear the world had ever seen as well. A single blow had overwhelmed the Champion. But that one clash was the best she could do. Matildora, realizing that a battle was taking place on him, decided to relieve the girl of her footing.


      “Astel!”


      At once, the dragonkin grabbed the reins, and the Dragon Lord lowered his head, dropping Krena from his back.


      “Whoa!” Krena shouted.


      With nothing beneath her, she could no longer brace her body. Moreover, because she had lost her balance, she leaned forward, allowing Astel to land a mighty kick to her stomach.


      “Ugh!”


      Blown back, she fell toward Matildora’s left wing.


      “Momma?!” Haku cried. It had watched the battle unfold and now hastily rushed back to rescue its rider.


      “She’s strong...” Astel muttered.


      “Then we can’t go easy on them!” Matildora roared.


      The Dragon Lord outstretched its hundred-meter-long wings, causing Krena’s body to roll and bounce along, steering her away from Haku’s flight path. When she once again bounced up high, Astel readied his orichalcum spear. His weapon took on a golden glow, and a geometric pattern appeared on its surface.


      “Dragoon Spear!” he and Matildora bellowed in unison.


      The golden spear sliced through in the air, hurtling toward Krena with incredible speed.


      “Momma!” Haku screamed.


      Krena curled herself into a ball to defend herself. She placed her orichalcum greatsword in front of her in a last-ditch attempt to block the attack, but she could not brace herself against the earth-shattering impact that rocked her body.


      CLIIING! An ominous metallic sound rang out. Immediately after, pieces of her shattered blade could be seen scattering as she plummeted like a shooting star, her body bent in a U shape. Just before she hit the ground, however, she arched backward, propped up by the spear penetrating her stomach.


      “Gah...”


      Pinned down by the orichalcum spear, she coughed up blood. A white figure made its swift descent, practically whistling through the air before tumbling onto the ground.


      “Mommaaa!”


      Haku quickly got up and rushed over to its rider, tears in its eyes. It used its body to shield Krena. Matildora watched the tragic scene as he slowly lowered himself to the ground.


      “She’s still alive,” he remarked.


      “Incredible,” Astel said. “It really is a waste to kill her off.”


      “But if we don’t, we’d only prolong its suffering.”


      “Are you referring to the white child?” Astel asked, looking sorrowful. He glanced over at Haku, who was bawling its eyes out, practically mourning its rider.


      “It may be for the best if it never knows the pain of losing its rider.”


      Matildora drew his head back and expelled a fiery breath.


      “Grawr!”


      Haku’s back was charred, and it cried it out in agony, but it refused to move. It remained by Krena’s side and did not budge, shielding her with its body. Underneath it, Krena was taking shallow, haggard breaths, her body quivering and convulsing because of her wounds.


      Even through the pain of having its wings seared, its scales melted away, and its charred flesh falling off in clumps, exposing the bone, Haku stayed put. It gritted its teeth against the pain and gazed down at its rider. Krena’s Limit Break was still in effect, and slowly but surely, she was regenerating her HP despite the blood gushing from her. The baby dragon could see that she was gradually healing, and large tears dripped from its eyes.


      “Momma!” it cried, still fighting the excruciating pain.


      Just then, the Dragon Lord stopped his breath, freeing Haku from its torture.


      “Does it hurt, young dragon?” he asked, his tone filled with pity and sympathy. “At times, death is salvation. A kinder end.”


      A moment later, Haku felt a heavy weight on its back.


      “Graaah!” it yelped.


      Its back, so badly burned that its bones were exposed, was met with the rough, hard foot of the Dragon Lord. Matildora stomped on the baby, and the sheer impact broke the elbows in its front legs, causing it to outstretch its hind legs. Still, Haku did not give up. It used its broken front legs to hug Krena, and it raised its bottom high into the air to resist Matildora’s weight.


      The Dragon Lord quietly put more of his weight onto his leg, pushing Haku’s jaw onto the ground. Its horns broke, and its body was slowly giving out, but it refused to give up on protecting Krena. Matildora gradually put more and more weight onto his leg, forcing Haku deeper into the ground. But suddenly, something protruded from Haku’s right elbow and pierced the bottom of Matildora’s foot. The Dragon Lord reflexively drew his foot back from the pain.


      “H-Haku?” Krena asked, slowly regaining consciousness.


      Matildora had lowered his foot so much that he had stabbed himself with the orichalcum spear gluing Krena to the ground. The weapon shook under the weight of the Dragon Lord, opening Krena’s wound. She woke up due to the pain, slowly taking in her situation, but when she smelled the stench of blood and burned flesh, she frowned.


      “Haku? What’s going on?” she asked. “We haven’t lost yet, have we?”


      “Momma!” Haku smiled warmly down at its rider. A moment later, it opened its eyes wide and raised its head high in the air. “Dragon Soul!”


      The whites of its eyes slowly turned bloodred. Once even its irises had been dyed crimson, its wounds healed. Strength returned to its broken limbs, and when it outstretched its torn wings, flesh bubbled from its seared back. The wound exposing the bone closed, tough scales regrowing to cover it as well.


      Its melted orichalcum breastplate fell off its body; the fastening bits that were on its shoulders and waist snapped off, and the armor split in two, falling diagonally in front of Krena to protect her. When Haku slowly rose to its feet, it had doubled in size. The dragon shook its front leg, flinging away the orichalcum claws that no longer fit. They sank deep into the floor a good distance away.


      “Huh?” the Dragon Lord muttered.


      “What’s wrong, Matil?” Astel asked. “Wh-What the?!”


      Even the champion could not hide his surprise. Krena quickly shoved the heavy orichalcum armor off her and sat up.


      “Haku... No...” she murmured.


      She gripped the orichalcum spear piercing her body and tried to walk, but her knees crumpled beneath her, and she fell to the ground. In front of her was Haku, still growing at an astonishing rate.


      “It’s...” Matildora started.


      “Jump back, Matil!” Astel warned.


      At once, the Dragon Lord kicked the ground and flapped its wings to retreat.


      “Haku! No!”


      Despite her attempt to shout over the loud gusts of wind, Krena’s words never reached Haku’s ears. The baby gazed up at the Dragon Lord as it crouched low and used all four legs to pounce. Now about the same size as the Dragon Lord, it used its massive maw to chomp at Matildora’s stomach.


      “Graaaaah!” Matildora roared with pain.


      He twisted his body and plummeted to the floor. The massive impact blew Krena away, and her blood spurted as she rolled across the floor. Meanwhile, Astel released the reins from his grip during Matildora’s descent, but he could not avoid the impact and bounced along the tiles. He managed to get back up with some of his HP, but he could only watch the Dragon Lord and Haku grapple. A flash of light filled the air.


      “Graaaah!” Matildora again bellowed.


      Haku, on all fours, ignored the pain from the Dragon Lord’s scales and continued to tear away at his belly.


      “Graaawr!” Haku howled, letting out a fiery breath.


      The flames seared Matildora’s unprotected body, and he writhed around, trying to escape the painful attack. His body was a massive hundred meters long, so the ground quaked beneath him, but Haku refused to let up, mercilessly continuing its breath attack. When the Dragon Lord finally rammed against a thick pillar, Haku snapped its mouth shut, reared onto its hind legs, and let out a mighty roar.


      “Raaaaar!”
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      “Is that the power slumbering within you, young dragon?” the Dragon Lord asked as he slowly got to his feet. Blood dripped from his wound on his belly, and patches of melted scales dotted his body. His left wing hung limply from his back, implying that it had been broken during the scuffle. Still, he was determined to continue the battle as he observed the baby dragon. “But you’re still far too young to control it... If the alternative is that you are reduced to an ugly beast, then it is far better that I kill you off!”


      He slammed his front legs onto the ground and crouched low, and Haku raced toward him to attack. The Dragon Lord’s fangs crushed Haku’s scales, toppling it. But it would not go down without a fight. It tore the Dragon Lord’s left wing from the joint, then used its right leg to deepen the wound while using its left to push down on his neck.


      Matildora’s jagged scales were pointed out, but Haku ignored the pain they were causing and continued to claw at his neck. The two dragons grappled, their blood spraying everywhere, and Krena could only watch, scowling because she knew there was nothing she could do. Yet she refused to do nothing either. The girl took a step, then another, slowly making her way toward her dragon, the orichalcum spear still penetrating her stomach.


      “Don’t move,” a voice called from behind her. When she slowly turned around, Champion Astel was there. “This is gonna hurt, but bear with me.”


      He grabbed his spear with one hand and drew his weapon back, freeing it from Krena’s body.


      “Ugh... Gh!”


      Krena fell to her knees from the sharp pain. Astel crouched down and quietly pulled her into a gentle embrace.


      “We surrender,” he said.


      “What?”


      “You guys win. So please, can you stop that child?”


      Those words were heard loud and clear by the Dragon Lord.


      “Astel, what are you saying?!” he bellowed. “This child won’t stop! It cannot control this power yet!”


      “It’ll be okay!” Krena said, freeing herself from the Champion’s arms. “Haku will be fine! We’ve used this power before! It can regain its senses if I call out to it!”


      She staggered forward once more, but her legs clumsily fumbled over themselves. Nearly tripping, she pitched forward, but Astel rushed in from behind and caught her.


      “Listen here, Haku!” he shouted. “Your rider is alive! Please quell your rage!”


      At once, Haku froze.


      “We accept defeat. Just as you don’t want to lose her, I don’t want to lose Matil.”


      “Grrrr...”


      Haku let out a low growl and removed its front leg from Matildora’s throat. Standing there on its hind legs, it pointed its crimson eyes at Astel, then turned its gaze to Krena.


      “Haku, I’m okay. See?” Krena said.


      She flashed a smile, and the red slowly faded from Haku’s eyes, reverting the dragon to its normal form.


      “I don’t believe it,” Matildora muttered when he saw Haku turn small again. “It suppressed its power. I stand no chance against them.”


      “Exactly,” Astel said brightly. “As you can plainly see, they have the power to carve out their own fate.”


      The Dragon Lord gazed at his rider glumly. “But this means that I must part ways with you.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “You are simply a reconstruction of who you once were. When this battle ends, you shall vanish. And if we accept defeat here, I will not be able to go to the Heavenly Realm to resurrect you.”


      A tear fell from the Dragon Lord’s eye.


      “I see... I’m getting the whole picture now,” Astel said with a sigh.


      Just then, Krena rushed over to him.


      “What the? Why do you look so well?” he asked.


      “Use this,” Krena said, pulling a Blessing of Heaven from her bag and handing it to him.


      “What is it?”


      “Please treat the Dragon Lord’s wounds.”


      “A healing potion! I see! Thank you!” Astel took the Blessing of Heaven and used it, healing the Dragon Lord’s wounds. “This is a fantastic item!”


      Allen and the rest of the party approached them the moment Astel had declared his defeat. He used his already placed nest and Bird A’s Ability to teleport everyone there.


      “Krena, you did it!” Allen cheered. “Total victory!”


      The girl stroked Haku’s snout and shook her head.


      “You’re wrong,” she rebuked him. “We didn’t win. Astel and the Dragon Lord gave us our victory.”


      “I see... But a win’s a win, no matter what. We can go to the Heavenly Realm now.”


      He had watched the entire battle via his Bird E. When he saw Krena and Haku on the verge of death, he had considered teleporting in to save them. But they did a good job enduring it. That said, we need to get stronger in the Heavenly Realm. Astel’s attack had not only shattered Krena’s orichalcum sword, it had also penetrated her sturdy armor. That was a clear indication that the party needed better gear, and Allen hoped to find it in the realm of the gods. It seems worth it to search for items that are tailored specially to their Talents, sort of like how Dogora’s Kagutsuchi seems like a perfect fit.


      “Yeah,” Krena said.


      Allen patted her head as he recalled the battle. Its awakened skill is basically a trump card. I’m so glad we waited until the cooldown refreshed before having them take on the Dragon Lord.


      When Haku first learned Dragon Soul, Allen had, of course, been eager to test it out. He had asked the dragon to use it during the fight against Goldino in the Rank S dungeon. But the baby had taken on a monstrous form and clobbered the golem, and his attempts to get it to stop had been fruitless. Haku had refused to listen.


      In an attempt to stop the dragon’s rampage, Krena had been brought in to speak to it. Only then had Haku snapped back to its senses. She had warned it never to use that skill again, and it had agreed. Despite that, however, Allen had considered the possibility that the skill might lead to victory against the Demon Lord. Willing to pay the price of Haku going berserk once more, he had timed the battle for after the cooldown had ended.


      Allen had discerned the skill’s cooldown time through testing. Following the Goldino battle, Allen had asked Haku to use it again every single day at the same exact time. At first, the Summoner had assumed that the cooldown was just one day, but upon that proving to not be the case, Haku had grown annoyed with the boy. It had repeatedly claimed that the skill still could not be used and was aggravated by the Summoner’s persistence, but finally, on the tenth day, it claimed that it could use it again. Macris’s Awakened Ability, Holy Orb Creation, also has a cooldown of ten days... The longer the cooldown, the more powerful the effect is.


      The fact that Astel and Matildora were stronger than Krena and Haku until the baby used its awakened skill was proof that they had entered Extra Mode or gained power on that level. Their divinity skills had only enhanced their strength. In fact, theirs were more powerful than Cecil’s, and she was the only member of the Gamers who had a divinity. Thus, the Summoner deduced that there were certain levels to divinities, much like Dogora’s Heart and Soul and Krena’s Limit Break. Perhaps the skills grew stronger alongside the user, and there were conditions of some kind that needed to be fulfilled for the skills to gain more power.


      Cecil and Kasagoma can’t get stronger because they haven’t entered Extra Mode. But if they did, they’d become stronger than ever. That would be awesome! Armed with that hypothesis, Allen was ready to find ways to increase his party’s power, but in an unexpected turn, dragonkin clergymen entered the temple.


      “Your Majesty!” one cried. “I’m so glad you’re okay!”


      The clergyman was of a high rank, and the only one to step up. The others shivered at the sight of the horrendous scars disfiguring the temple—indicators of the terrifying battle that must have unfolded.


      “Yes, it is done,” the Dragon Lord said with a benevolent nod.


      “And?” the clergyman gingerly asked.


      “I lost. I cannot go to the Heavenly Realm.”


      “I see...”


      The clergyman hung his head, and the others also looked disappointed at this result. Yet Astel watched over them with a satisfied smile.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: A New World


      “Good battle, Haku, Krena,” Megades said.


      Everyone gazed up and saw the fairy dragon descend upon them with his glittering scales.


      “It was a tough battle, no doubt,” Allen said. “I hope we get a suitable reward.”


      Megades must have expected that response. He flew over to Krena and Haku and circled over their heads, sprinkling his sparkling powder.


      “Presto,” he said.


      A bright glow enveloped the two.


      “Another class promotion!” Krena cried.


      “Grawr!” Haku roared.


      Allen immediately cracked open his grimoire to check their Statuses. Krena was now a five-star Dragon Emperor, and Haku was a Minor Deity Dragon. Wait... Allen thought. Haku’s now a step closer to being a god. It apparently does have a divine vessel, so I guess it can turn into a god one day. Allen was unable to hide his excitement—nor was another member of the group.


      “Finally! We can head to the Heavenly Realm!” Mouton shouted.


      “Hey! That hurts!” Luke wailed. “Don’t tug on my hair!”


      The spirit excitedly grew and shrank in size, dragging the dark elf’s hair into their antics. All the while, Megades descended in front of Krena.


      “Now then, allow me to open the Judgment Gate,” he said.


      “Please!” Krena replied.


      “Can you show me the three proofs?”


      “Right here!”


      She dug around her magic bag and brought out her Proof of Claw, Proof of Fang, and Proof of Scale. Megades circled around and sprinkled more particles of light. They melted into the items, which then flew out of Krena’s hand, toward the large gate that towered above the Dragon Lord’s head.


      The three proofs went into their respective places on the dragon engraved in the Judgment Gate. Everyone fell silent and watched with bated breath. A soft, low rumble filled the air, gradually growing louder and louder, and the floor shook as the massive double doors of the Judgment Gate slowly yawned open. The rumbling slowly died down, and the room was filled with silence once more. Everyone turned to the entrance that had opened to a space shrouded with white mist.


      The mist went up to just below Allen’s knees, and the sunlight shining from above caused it to glimmer. In the depths of the azure sky were buildings, hills, and mountains that freely floated about.


      “It’s like we’re on top of clouds...” Sophie murmured.


      “It probably is,” Allen said. “It’s said that the Heavenly Realm is made up of islands and continents of various sizes that rest above the clouds.”


      The elf placed her hands in front of her chest with astonishment.


      “If that’s true, that must be the sun,” Keel said, pointing to the large light source in the sky.


      “Ah... This must be the world of the deities that we longed to reach,” Astel said, greatly moved by the view.


      “Precisely,” Matildora replied. “I wanted to see this place with you.”


      The Dragon Lord gazed down at his rider and struggled to speak.


      “What’s wrong, Matil?” The Champion was confused, but when he looked down, he realized that his limbs were slowly turning into bubbles and fading away into the ether. He gave a firm nod. “Ah, I see now.”


      “Astel...” Matildora muttered.


      “C’mon, don’t make that face. You’ve suffered more than enough for my sake. Back then, three thousand years ago, I died without ever knowing the pain I caused you. But I’m different now. Because you’ve fought hard for so many years, we were finally able to see each other again and fight.”


      “I see... But...is that good enough?”


      “What other choice did you have? This is more than good enough, old friend.”


      Astel smiled one last time, then his face turned into little bubbles that disappeared into the light. The Dragon Lord stared at the spot where his rider had stood. After three thousand years of waiting, their reunion had ended, and Matildora refused to move. Everyone quietly watched with sympathy.


      “All right, shall we go?” Allen asked.


      “Just shut up! How callous can you be?!” Cecil shouted, landing a punch to his right cheek. “You ruined everything!”


      Allen twirled in the air and fell onto the temple’s floor. Merus, are you ready? The Angel A was watching via Sharing.


      “Yes, but I need more space,” Merus replied.


      The Summoner stood up and spoke to the dragonkin clergymen who stood in front of the Judgment Gate.


      “Excuse me, my friends who wish to head to the Heavenly Realm need some space to get here. Would you please stand aside?”


      “What? Your friends? How will they get here?” a clergyman asked.


      The dragonkin was getting emotional whiplash from Allen’s rather dry and cold words after the tragic scene where Matildora parted ways with his rider. The confused clergymen all stepped aside as the Summoner wished.


      “No, I need you guys farther back. Could the clergymen and the guards all gather over there? I’m really sorry about this.”


      When he gestured to a location, everyone followed orders and stood near the Dragon Lord’s feet.


      “Yeah, that should be good,” the Summoner said with a smile. “Since this is the perfect opportunity, my friends all want to go to the Heavenly Realm too.”


      Just when he had managed to get the space he needed, Megades approached him.


      “Did you say ‘friends’?” the dragon asked. “Will your friends be coming here?”


      “That’s right,” Allen replied. “It’d be a shame to hoard this amazing experience for ourselves. I would love to head in with the rest of my friends.”


      “I see... Are you perhaps—”


      But the dragon did not get to finish his sentence. Allen was already speaking to Merus. All right, it’s ready. Can you come over here?


      “Very well.”


      A moment later, the angel appeared in front of the Judgment Gate, along with a massive army. At once, people began to mutter with surprise. Some were delighted, while others were confused. The night prior, the Hero and Golem Armies had been brought to Hardcore User Island by Merus. The commanders had been told of the schedule, and the soldiers had been teleported across the world according to plan, hence the commanders were not at all surprised about having suddenly been brought in front of a massive gate. Instead, they were cheering. They realized that this was the Judgment Gate, which led to the world of the gods. This was their ultimate goal.


      In contrast, the members of the Allen Army had not received any explanation whatsoever. They had been gathered and immediately forced to teleport at the whims of their superiors. And though they were used to their commander in chief’s impulsive antics, when the former First Angel had started to methodically teleport them away without ever mentioning where they were going, many had been caught off guard. Little had they expected that they would soon stand in front of the legendary Judgment Gate. The three armies consisted of a total of around ten thousand soldiers, and the dragonkin clergymen were stunned.


      “Good grief... You brought so many people, and all in one go...” Megades said wearily.


      Helmios and Admiral Garara approached the Summoner and the dragon.


      “Pleased to make your acquaintance. My name is Helmios, and I’m from Giamut.”


      “’N’ I’m Garara, an admiral from Baukis.”
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      Megades politely bowed in reply. “My, thank you for your introductions. I’m Megades, the guide of the Gates of Trials and the envoy of Lord Desperad, God of Space-Time. I also keep tabs on the Judgment Gate.”


      “Allen’s abilities have allowed me to gain some insight about the Gates of Trials,” Helmios said.


      “Miss Krena ’n’ that dragon have gotten a lot stronger too,” Garara added.


      Allen, happy to have successfully transferred the entirety of his large army, turned to the Hero.


      “Mr. Helmios, I apologize for opening the Judgment Gate before you got here,” he remarked.


      “Oh, I don’t mind,” Helmios replied with a nod and strained smile.


      Garara gazed up at the Summoner. “Beyond this gate is the realm o’ the deities, ’n’ if we go there, we can get stronger, yeah?”


      “Yes, that’s true,” Allen replied. “You can say that these are preparations for the fight against the Demon Lord Army.”


      “The Five Continent Alliance Army’s also starting ta kick around the idea of goin’ on the offensive against the Demon Lord Army.”


      “I see...”


      “But that decision is up to the Alliance,” Helmios pointed out. “Since there are more people receiving class promotions, I think they’re steadily getting ready for battle.”


      Garara nodded.


      “Agreed,” Allen replied. “If we can’t get much stronger, we can start entertaining the idea of another method.”


      “Just because we’ll be in the Heavenly Realm, it doesn’t guarantee that we’ll get stronger...” Helmios replied calmly.


      It was as though the Hero knew that Allen had been aiming to reach the Heavenly Realm based on a hypothesis alone.


      “We won’t know until we’re there, though,” Allen said.


      “Aye,” Garara said. “Ah, looks like they’ve calmed down.”


      The admiral glanced at the soldiers, who had finally pieced together what was going on and were now awaiting further instruction from their commander in chief.


      “I’ll leave this place to you, Allen,” Helmios said, heading back to his own army.


      Similarly, the admiral stood in front of the Golem Army, taking charge. Allen, left by himself, realized that the soldiers had separated themselves into three separate armies. All of them stood tall and proud. He stepped forward, the Judgment Gate behind him, and recited the speech he had prepared the night before.


      “Listen well, everyone. From here on out, a new world awaits us. And we must get stronger.” His voice was the only sound in the room. “We’ll get our hands on new power and save this world from the terror of the Demon Lord!”


      When he adopted a victorious pose, the Hero and Golem Armies cheered at the top of their lungs. A few moments later, the Allen Army joined in. In the face of the seemingly unending fight against the Demon Lord Army, the thunderous voices of the more than ten thousand soldiers shook the temple.


      These soldiers, bestowed by the gods with Talents and taught to use them solely for the sake of the war, had all but lost hope. They had watched as their families were slaughtered and their comrades fell in battle. And yet, thanks to Allen, the lone ray of light within the darkness of despair, they could envision a world without the threat of the Demon Lord for the first time in their lives.


      Allen was delighted by the response to his speech. His goal had been to boost the soldiers’ morale, and it was a resounding success. He was glad that he had asked Helmios and Garara to combine their armies with his own.


      When Allen was still Kenichi, he had loved grindy games. And ever since coming to this world, he had been able to grind in real life in the pursuit of greater power. He was acutely aware that he was not in a video game. He could easily get hurt or be killed in battle. But when he defeated enemies, he would gain levels, and he found new friends and allies while strengthening their gear. The more grinding he did, the stronger his Summons became, and so far, his life was going just as he had planned.


      Now, he was the head of a massive army and could finally venture into the world of gods. It was impossible to not be excited at the prospect of this new adventure. All right, we’ve unlocked a new area of the map! Don’t rush in all at once and overload the servers. The Heavenly Realm... Thank god we get to see the gods! Heh, that was pretty punny. As Allen beamed at his roaring soldiers, a voice cut through the noise.


      “Wait right there.”


      Huh? What gives? And I knew he’d say something... Upset that someone had ruined his moment of glory, he glared up at the fairy dragon flapping its glimmering wings.


      “Yes? Is something the matter?” Allen asked politely. “Will you perhaps guide us into the Heavenly Realm as well? That would be a huge help.”


      “Of course not,” Megades replied quietly and angrily. “I’m asking why you think these people can all enter the Heavenly Realm. They didn’t clear the Gates of Trials, and they weren’t Haku and Krena’s cooperators either.”


      The Summoner already had an answer prepared. “They cleared the gates.”


      “What?”


      Megades fluttered about with astonishment.


      “Everyone here has entered the realms of the three Gatekeepers in the Gates of Trials.”


      Just now, actually. Allen had expected the dragon to refuse entry for the rest, and so, just this morning, Merus had brought the three armies to each gate. It was no wonder that they had been forced to hastily teleport around. They had even caught glimpses of Elgear and Lordmerck. The Summoner felt bad for confusing his soldiers, but if that was what was needed for them to be allowed into the Heavenly Realm with him, it was worth the trouble.


      “And you claim that they cleared the gates? Sounds like a technicality to me.”


      “But you never really asked me about it. So I had them clear the dungeons within the restrictions that you set.”


      “Because I didn’t ask you?”


      The dragon let out a huge sigh and flew around the Hero, Golem, and Allen Armies as though trying to check something. After a quick circle, he returned to Allen’s side.


      “Well? What do you think?” the Summoner asked. “It was quite tough to have everyone clear the gates.”


      “Got it...” Megades muttered. “They have all entered the realms of the Gatekeepers...”


      “Thank goodness. Meruru, Keel, and some others were right there with us, but it’s nice to know that the ones who were a little late can still get in.”


      According to Mouton, the dark elves three millennia ago joined the dragonkin partway through. But I’m sure if they’d cleared it all, they would’ve been allowed in. What’s the issue here? Judging from past attempts and Mouton’s story, Allen deduced that cooperators could be added at any point during the mission, and that they had to enter the realm of at least one Gatekeeper. Whether only one or two sufficed, or if they had to enter all three realms was anyone’s guess, and he was too afraid to ask Megades, lest the dragon catch on to his cunning ploy. And so, he had had all his soldiers visit all three locations.


      “Huh, so you at least made preparations to get away on a technicality,” Megades muttered. “But...”


      “But what?” Allen asked. “You made over ten thousand troops undertake this challenge, and now you’re going to limit the number of people who can enter the gate? I find it hard to believe that someone like you, an envoy of the benevolent God of Space-Time, would do something so heartless.”


      Had Allen been stressed about the entire ordeal? Or was he running on adrenaline from having opened the Judgment Gate? No matter the case, he continued to back Megades into a corner and urge him to give in.


      “Enough, Megades,” a voice echoed before the dragon could speak again. “And you give it a rest as well, Allen.”


      The Summoner whirled around and spotted a man standing in front of the Judgment Gate. He was draped in a white robe, and his dark-blue hair went down to his waist.


      “Lord Desperad...” Megades murmured.


      At once, Allen changed his tune. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, God of Space-Time. I do apologize for all the fuss.”


      The Summoner knelt on the spot, hiding his malicious smirk, and the rest of his soldiers followed suit. The Hero and Golem Armies also knelt as a show of respect, guessing that the newcomer was a deity.


      “You must be Allen,” Desperad said. “Lord Elmea has told me much about you. I didn’t expect you to use such an underhanded—pardon me, such an innovative strategy.”


      He tried to cause an argument but stopped himself. I guess he wants to settle this peacefully.


      “I didn’t mean to do anything like that,” Allen replied. “I simply want us all to head to the Heavenly Realm so that we can fight the Demon Lord Army in the future...”


      “Either way, I cannot allow so many to pass,” Desperad replied, his tone gentle but firm.


      Allen changed tactics and acted pitiful. “B-But...”


      “Are you aware of why we closed this gate and stipulated that trials be cleared in order to open it once more?” Desperad inquired. “If we were going to allow just anyone through, we wouldn’t have gone to such lengths. And certainly, you cannot expect the one who regulated the logic here to turn a blind eye to a logical loophole.”


      “But we all worked hard to make it this far...”


      Allen began to weep and fell to the floor, his head facing down. He did not see the God of Space-Time gazing down wearily, unamused by his theatrics. The deity cleared his throat and regained his composure.


      “However, I admit that I am rather impressed by your shamelessness—or rather, your courage,” Desperad went on. “Very well. Not everyone may enter, but I will allow a hundred to head in.”


      “Thank you so much! Also...”


      “Do you have yet another request to make?”


      “Oh heavens no! I just want some sort of reward for clearing all these trials...”


      The Summoner snuck a glance up at the deity and saw that while he remained calm, the corners of his mouth twitched angrily. Crap, did I piss him off? The Summoner wondered if he had crossed the line and was worried about the repercussions.


      “Then what would you like?” the deity asked, surprising Allen.


      “Hmm, I would like you to give Krena and Haku the same divinity skills that Astel and the Dragon Lord used earlier,” the Summoner requested eagerly. He had known for some time what he wanted as a reward.


      The God of Space-Time fell silent for a few moments before letting out a huge sigh.


      “Very well. They are the first dragon and rider in three thousand years, and they’ve overcome these trials fair and square. Haku, Krena, you have shown me how deeply you care for each other, and that you have the courage to protect one another. Truly, it was a splendid sight to behold.”


      The deity raised his arms, pointing his right hand at Haku and his left at Krena.


      “Huh?!” Krena gasped.


      “Grawr?!” Haku yelped.


      Allen immediately checked his grimoire.




      <Krena has obtained Dragon Knight’s Divinity. Krena has obtained Activate Divinity. Krena has obtained Dragoon Spear.>


      <Haku has obtained Dragon Knight’s Divinity. Haku has obtained Activate Divinity. Haku has obtained Dragoon Spear.>




      Ooh! So they both get it, huh? I guess those gates were so huge and gave such amazing drops and items for a reason. The divinities make sense too. If you rush through, you’ll lose to the Gatekeeper for being too weak.


      “My party member, Cecil, is also doing her best to master the path of wizardry,” the Summoner added.


      “Huh? Wait, don’t bring me into this,” Cecil said. But Allen was too busy eagerly making another request to care about her confusion.


      “That girl over there?” Desperad asked.


      “Please, could you allow her to take a peek into the profound world of sorcery?” Allen begged. “I ask that she be allowed to set foot within Lady Isiris’s temple.”


      “Why do you think I’m allowed to provide entry into my wife’s temple in her stead? I may be her husband, but I have no such right.”


      “Please. I’m begging you.”


      “Easier said than done...”


      The god went silent. Then, he slowly placed his hands together and parted them to reveal two glowing keys floating between them. Ooh! This world has keys too! I knew we’d need to go through doors to widen our scope of the world, and these keys will be essential to that! Allen’s gamer brain had been activated, and he trembled with delight.


      “Does that key lead to Lady Isiris’s temple?” he asked.


      “Precisely,” Desperad replied. “But before you go in, you must first ask for permission. Isiris is currently in a rather bad mood...”


      A deity in a bad mood? Sounds like a quest to me.


      “May I ask what the second key is for?”


      “It opens the Judgment Gate. Normally, this is given to the challenger and its rider, but I suppose you should have it since you are the party leader.”


      The two keys flew out, one to Allen and the other to Cecil. The noblewoman grabbed hers, then turned to her leader.


      “Allen...” she murmured, delighted but confused.


      Allen glanced at Cecil before turning back to the God of Space-Time.


      “You mentioned that only a hundred can enter the Judgment Gate,” he said.


      “I did,” Desperad replied. “Is that an issue?”


      “Can those who join the party later enter the Heavenly Realm as well?”


      If only a hundred are allowed in, I want at least the Hero’s party, Admiral Garara’s party, and my party to enter. That takes up forty of our slots. Helmios’s Sacred had ten members, and Admiral Garara’s Stinger had fifteen. Combined with the thirteen humans and two nonhumans in Allen’s No-life Gamers, that was a total of forty people.


      “They may,” Desperad replied with a nod.


      Allen gave a deep bow as he remained kneeling. “I am truly grateful for your kindness and generosity.”


      “Farewell,” Desperad said as he whirled around and walked away.


      Megades flapped his glowing wings and followed his master. Even after they vanished, everyone in their room kept their heads bowed as a sign of utmost respect. Only Allen was standing, having gotten to his feet as soon as the deity had turned his back on him.


      “Now then,” he began. “We can’t all go, but there’s nothing I can do about that.”


      Cecil, a short distance away, tightened her grip on the key to Isiris’s temple and approached the Summoner.


      “I feel like you went a bit too far with this one,” she said.


      “Nah, I’m good,” Allen replied. “I negotiated, and he agreed. That’s all it was.”


      “You call that negotiating?”


      She sighed with a grimace, but he did not seem to care one bit.


      “Now that we know where to go from here, let’s head to the Heavenly Realm,” he said.


      Just then, a bright orange magic circle shone in front of the Judgment Gate. A large, round bird emerged from it. The beast ruffled its golden feathers, red comb, and rainbow tail feathers while pointing all four of its eyes at the Summoner. Holy Bird Quatro, the beast that the party had met in the dungeon, had appeared in all its glory.


      “Hello, Quatro,” Allen said. “Would you like to go to the Heavenly Realm as well? If so, I would love it if you could guide us to the Primal Beast Garden.”


      “You have shown me your worth, Allen,” Quatro said.


      “Huh?”


      Oh yeah, we did have a deal like that. I totally forgot, to be honest.


      “Indeed,” Quatro went on. “You are a curious existence, one that hasn’t ever existed in this world. I truly cannot deem your value, as your possibilities are endless. Perhaps you are the sort of person I have been seeking. As promised, I shall lend you my power.”


      Allen was not entirely sure what the bird was implying, but if he could get a new Summon, he did not mind. He took out a Holy Beast Stone from his Storage.


      “Do I just give this to you?” he asked, pointing the stone at the Holy Bird with both hands.


      “Yes, that’s just fine. If you need my assistance, please feel free to call for me.”


      Its body was then absorbed into the Holy Beast Stone. Allen took out his grimoire and checked the silver words that were scribbled into his log.




      <Holy Bird Quatro has entered the Holy Beast Stone. Analyzing soul composition... Analysis complete. Confirming Summon’s consent... Consent received.>




      Things are just happening... Recalling the flurry of logs he had read when Macris had become a Summon, he simply waited for the words that he was hoping to see.




      <You have unsealed Bird S. You can now Summon Bird S.>




      “Nice! I can Summon Bird S now!” he cheered.


      New field, new Summons. Man, this is awesome! I love this rush of adrenaline! His gamer’s spirit had been ignited, and he ran over to the Judgment Gate, prompting the rest of his party to follow. Only one stayed in place.


      “Faable? What’s wrong?” Luke asked.


      He whirled around when he felt that the Sovereign of Spirits was no longer resting on his head. Faable was now on all fours, standing on the tiles of the temple, and she made no attempt to look up at the dark elf boy.


      “Luke, this is where we say goodbye,” she said.


      “Why?”


      Luke took a step toward the weasel, but she raised her head and glared at him. When he saw that, he was unable to say a single word.


      “I have no right to enter the gate,” she explained. “Even if I wanted to, the dark elves who passed three millennia ago would never allow me to do so. Mouton.”


      “Hmm?” the grand spirit asked with surprise.


      “I’m sure that the God of Grand Spirits will make you into the next Sovereign of Spirits. I want you to protect Luke from here on out. Do you understand me?”


      She whirled around and tried to leave the temple, but a pair of young, slender hands scooped her up.


      “Huh?! Hey! Luke!”


      She tried to wriggle her way out, but Luke refused to let her go. He placed her on his head as he always did.


      “Enough talking,” he said. “Let’s go, Faable.”


      He walked forward, rubbing his eyes with his sleeves as he sniffled and walked ahead. Even Faable could not help but shed a tear.


      “In terms of caliber and worthiness, Luke might be a better fit,” Allen muttered.


      The dark elf prince swung his arms around and walked past the Summoner, putting himself at the head of the group.


      “Yes. I’ve got high hopes for him,” Sophie said with a smile.


      Huh? Just then, while following Luke, the Summoner’s eyes were drawn to the sunlight shining from the depths of the Judgment Gate.


      “What’s up, Allen?” Keel said from behind him.


      “Nothing.”


      It can’t be, right? There’s no way the sun could have been staring at me...


      “Let’s go, Haku!” Krena shouted, soaring above the group. “This will be a new adventure for us!”


      Allen watched the two of them fly into the gate.


      “All right, the Judgment Gate is open! Let’s head into the Heavenly Realm!”


      He caught up with Luke and chased after Haku, the rest of the party members following their leader. Rohzen sat atop Sophie’s head.


      “Ha ha. Thanks for guiding us here, Faable. I guess it’s my turn to lead the way,” he muttered.


      “Did you say something, Lord Rohzen?” Sophie asked.


      “Nope. Anyway, the real challenge begins now. Be careful.”


      “Of course!”


      The God of Spirits watched the sea of clouds, glittering under the sunshine within the Judgment Gate. Unlike Allen and the others, who were excited to take on a new quest in the Heavenly Realm, the deity could not even crack a smile. It was as though he alone knew that a set of tougher, harsher trials awaited the No-life Gamers.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      “Ha ha ha!” a guffaw echoed. “What a face Desperad made! Ah, how humorous!”


      Beneath the dimly lit sky was a massive castle. It stood atop a crimson hill surrounded by a purple forest. A tall, middle-aged woman sat in the throne room and burst into sinister laughter, making no attempt to stifle herself. Her meaty body expelled dark fumes whenever she moved.


      “Unable to talk back to an impertinent brat, I see!” she cackled. “Ha ha, those of the Heavenly Realm are blockheads, the lot of them! Age truly doesn’t grant wisdom!”


      Many demons surrounded her throne, kneeling in silence. One managed to speak up, however.


      “Who is the impertinent brat?”


      The lady turned to see a massive head about as tall as the kneeling demons. Though it had no body below the neck, the entity made do as merely a talking head.


      “I don’t know,” she answered. “But this is quite entertaining. He used silly methods to pry open the gate to the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Indeed? I didn’t expect those straitlaced dragonkin to do something like that. They are foolishly honest, usually.”


      “No, the one who opened the gate is a human brat with black hair and eyes. He’s brought an elf, a dwarf, a dark elf, a beastkin, and even a dragon with him. The power he uses is quite...unique.”


      “Ah, that reminds me. My beloved steed is apparently going about the world. Is she...”


      “Yes. Falnemes, was it? She’s lending her aid as well, that nag!”


      Just then, a demon entered the throne room.


      “Dark Knight Ilze, at your service.”


      Dressed in armor from head to toe, they walked past the kneeling demons. Only when they were right in front of the throne, where the tall woman sat, did they kneel and bow their head.


      “Thank you, Ilze,” the woman said in a low voice. One could hardly believe that she had been laughing her head off mere moments before.


      “Good day, Lady Amante,” the knight replied.


      “Well? What news do you bring of the distortions?”


      “Cases have only been rising by the day. They’ve started to appear near the cities as well.”


      “Have you found the hole?”


      “Not yet, no. But there are reports that demons have gone missing near the distortions. I can only assume that there is a hole somewhere. Or perhaps...”


      “I expected as much. It seems that brat isn’t the only one known for his cunning and impertinence.”


      The woman thrust out one of her thick arms, and a round orb of darkness formed at the tips of her fingers. She remained as calm and composed as ever as she stuck her hand into that darkness. It was a sight that made the armored demon tremble.


      “Hmph. As frustrating as it is to admit, Desperad’s barrier is well-made,” the woman grumbled. “I cannot reach the Mortal Realm.”


      “Ah, so the barrier isn’t broken, then,” the talking head said.


      The tall woman removed her hand from the darkness and stood up.


      “Go forth, my precious knight,” she commanded. “Should you notice any more abnormalities, you are to report back to me posthaste.”


      “I shall, Goddess of Darkness Amante!”


      Ilze stood up, gave a deep bow, and proudly walked out of the throne room along the path they had walked in on. The tall woman—Amante—gazed at her knight, but her mind and sight were elsewhere. She was focused on the figure of a certain young man. A young man with dark hair who was not present at the throne room.


      The young man narrowed his eyes with suspicion and whirled around as though locking eyes with the goddess. At that very moment, Amante burst out laughing once more, throwing her head back with glee.


      “Ah, so the time has come!” she shouted. “Yes, the era of frenzy is upon us! This is merely the start of a horrifically thrilling ball!”


      Amante’s laughter echoed throughout the Dark Realm, her face riddled with insanity.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: The Battle Against the Daemon Dragon of Darkness Part 1


      A shrill cry echoed within the pale palace.


      “Aaahhh! S-Stop! Please!” the two Demonic Deities who stood in the reception room shrieked.


      One tried to whirl around and flee as the other cowered and froze in fear. A moment later, they froze like statues. Their faces, now permanently etched with the look of abject horror, their eyes bulging, could only watch as their leader stepped off the throne and approached them, a cape fluttering behind him.


      “Please! No!” one of the Demonic Deities screamed. “Nooo!”


      The one closest to the throne, who was cowering with terror, was met with the gentle embrace of the Demon Lord. His mouth, dripping with saliva, sank into the Demonic Deity’s neck, and he pressed his stomach against theirs. A grotesque squelch filled the air.


      “Gyaaah!” they screamed.


      It was as though the Demon Lord had simply crushed a piece of fruit. The Demonic Deity shrieked with pain as blood dripped from its neck, stomach, arms, and back, creating a pool of crimson that sullied the white tile floor. When the screams faded, the Demonic Deity was dead, slumped over limply, and the Demon Lord slowly dragged their corpse into the mouth on his stomach. The other Demonic Deity had watched the tragedy unfold right before their eyes, petrified and aghast. The bloody Demon Lord then approached them as well and ultimately devoured his screaming victim with the maw on his stomach.


      Yet the Demon Lord did not seem satisfied by his meal. Rather, he looked more annoyed than anything else. He scratched his head with annoyance, causing a clump of his scarlet hair, riddled with specks of gray ever since he had devoured the Daemon God’s tail in Prostia, to fall to the ground. He stared at the strands tangled around his fingers, and his body quivered with fury.


      “What is the meaning of this?!” he roared. “I’ve done exactly as you advised, but the situation hasn’t improved one bit! In fact, it’s become worse!”


      Greater Demonic Deity Kyubel, on the receiving end of the scolding, looked utterly unfazed as he floated about near the throne and did a peculiar dance. On the other side of the throne was a hulking, blue-skinned Greater Demonic Deity—Ardoe, the Supreme Commander of the Demon Lord Army. He stood tall and motionless, quietly watching the Demon Lord, but he narrowed his eyes with grief.


      The Demon Lord removed his cape. It was only in his way. He threw it onto the ground and began to viciously scratch all over his body, revealing something horrifying.


      “Gyaaah!”


      Screams filled the air. They came from none other than the Demon Lord’s body. His skin had morphed into countless human faces that were dotted across it. The faces protruded from the inside as though they were begging for their lives. Their expressions were twisted with terror and sorrow, writhing under his skin. The faces would pop up before vanishing and appearing elsewhere on his body, and the Demon Lord, in all his frustration and anger, would viciously scratch where they were.


      “I guess the Demonic Deities aren’t enough...” Kyubel mused casually. “I’m sorry. Perhaps we should test it on the angels. I think we’ve still got a few of the ones we captured when we invaded the Heavenly Realm.”


      “Wait,” Ardoe hastily replied. “Director Shinorom has stated that those angels are necessary for the incarnation plan.”


      “But look how the Demon Lord is suffering. We can’t just prolong his torture.”


      Ardoe gritted his teeth with annoyance, but he could not refute that.


      “If you’ve got time to chat, do something!” the Demon Lord roared furiously. “Bring in the angels or whatever can remedy this!”


      “O-Of course,” Ardoe replied, dropping onto one knee.


      Kyubel began dancing again. “Speaking of, I received a report from Director Shinorom. He sensed a large amount of spiritual energy coming from the Village of the Dragon God. Someone must’ve opened the Judgment Gate.”


      “What?!” the Demon Lord gasped. “The only one who could have done that is...”


      “Yes. As I’m sure you guessed, it’s Allen.”


      Kyubel’s nonchalant attitude was met with the Demon Lord gritting his teeth out of vexation.


      “Kyubel, do you have time to just laze around here? Why do you let that Allen do as he pleases? Why not just crush him while you can?”


      He was more furious than anyone had ever seen him. Ardoe bent down lower, trying to shrink his massive body.


      “We shall invade the Heavenly Realm immediately and destroy Allen and his friends!” the Supreme Commander shouted.


      “No, that’s not a good idea,” Kyubel replied, still dancing.


      The Demon Lord shot him a glare. “You bastard... After everything that’s happened, you still refuse?! Even a boy like him could hinder my plans should he gain more power!”


      “I don’t think he’ll get that strong just yet. He’s just taking a trip to the Heavenly Realm, and it’s not easy to get stronger. What I see is an opportunity. Since Allen’s no longer in the Mortal Realm, let’s expand our base on the Central Continent. Oh, and let’s call him. I’m sure he’s still quite angry about the Judgment Gate...”


      Kyubel chuckled maliciously as the Demon Lord staggered past and sank into his throne, scratching his entire body. He glared at both Kyubel and Ardoe before closing his eyes with exhaustion and leaning back in his seat.


      “I leave the rest to you,” he muttered. “Do not forget to bring the angels.”


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Kyubel and Ardoe teleported to the land of rocks and ice that was the Forgotten Continent. At the foot of the mountain that towered in front of them was a hundred-meter-tall opening. Kyubel continued his curious little dance while Ardoe took large, confident strides inside, and two Greater Demonic Deities that were on guard gave a look of surprise.


      “Supreme Commander Ardoe! Welcome!” one said.


      “Strategist Kyubel?! Is something the matter?” the other asked.


      “Oh, we just need to speak with Dryzen,” Kyubel replied casually. “Can you two leave us be for a short while?”


      “What he means is that you both are to leave. Immediately,” Ardoe growled, anger apparent in his tone.


      “R-Right away!” the two deities yelped.


      They quickly left, but neither Kyubel nor Ardoe checked to confirm that they were gone, simply proceeding deeper into the cave. Suddenly, Kyubel stopped and stared up at the pitch-black ceiling.
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      “Hey, thanks for the warm welcome,” he remarked.


      Two red lights flashed in response.


      “Supreme Commander Ardoe, Strategist Kyubel, what business do you have here?” a voice inquired from high above.


      Kyubel danced about. “I’ve just brought some news. I think you’ll be happy to hear it.”


      “Oh? Is it about the Judgment Gate?”


      “Aw, you knew about that already?”


      “Yes. I’ve felt its presence very clearly these days. But that elderly Matildora cannot undertake such a role. The natural conclusion is that a new challenger has appeared and successfully cleared the Gates of Trials. Ah, I see... You two want me to pursue this challenger, I presume.”


      Dryzen let out a low growl, slowly growing excited by the prospect of battle.


      “Sorry, but wrong,” Kyubel said, ruining the excitement. “I want you to stay here and invade the humans.”


      “If that is your request, please ask someone else.”


      “You call yourself one of the Six Great Demon Gods, but you refuse to heed our orders?!” Ardoe bellowed, his chest puffed out. “Who do you have to thank for receiving your power?!”


      The air in the cave turned tense.


      “Apologies. I’ve no intention of going against your orders, Supreme Commander Ardoe, leader of the Six Great Demon Gods. I shall spread my wings at once and throw the humans in never-ending darkness.”


      Kyubel stepped in front of Ardoe. “Thing is, Dryzen, I think you can be entrusted with the Village of the Dragon God one day. I just need you to listen to our orders first.”


      “I’m very grateful for the offer! Very well, I shall burn the world to cinders for the Demon Lord!”


      The beast’s voice echoed throughout the cave, which shuddered as a titanic figure emerged from the darkness. Kyubel and Ardoe had to look up to view the beast in all its glory—the dragon of darkness.


      “Graaaaah!”


      With outstretched wings, Dryzen opened its maw toward the heavens and let out a powerful roar.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello. This is the afterword of the twelfth volume of Hell Mode. Before I discuss this volume, I’d like to tell you that the anime for this series will start in January of 2026. A website has been created for it, and the voice actors have been announced. Please be sure to check out the site and the official social media account for the latest news!


      Official website: https://hellmode-anime.com/


      Official X account: https://x.com/hellmode_anime


      Here I am, getting all cocky and hoping for five to ten seasons plus movies. I would love it if I got everyone’s support!


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      On to discussing the story. The Prostia Empire arc starring Pelomas is over for now, and this volume was more focused on Krena and Haku in the Village of the Dragon God. Thanks to Allen’s cunning, the pair managed to pass their trials, and in the next volume, they’ll enter the Heavenly Realm! Haku and Tam-Tam have joined the party, and now it’s time for them to leave the Mortal Realm behind and face trials given to them by the gods, who wield supernatural powers. I also added some bonus stories to add more insight into the affairs of the Demon Lord Army. I hope you enjoyed reading those.


      Also, this has nothing to do with the actual story, but how did you like the ratio of main story to side stories? I think it’s been a while since something like ninety percent of the book was the actual plot. Lately, out of the four hundred pages in Japanese volumes of Hell Mode, a quarter of them have been dedicated to side stories. This time around, though, I organized the story and squeezed the Village of the Dragon God arc into a single volume. As a result, I dedicated fewer pages to side stories. Do you find that unsatisfying? Or do you prefer to read the main plot in one go? I’m sure that there are pros and cons no matter what path I take, but personally, if I end up writing over four hundred pages, I prefer to divide it up into two volumes. If that results in two short volumes, I’ll write as many short stories as it takes to create a more satisfying reading experience.


      I don’t drink much, but to make an analogy, think of the main story as the beer and the side stories as the foam. Obviously, both the beer and the foam are delicious, but I think that there’s a perfect or golden ratio to this. I can’t have too many short stories or too few. That’s what I think, anyway. Since this arc fit into one volume, there weren’t that many side stories. Whether you want more of these mini stories or not, I ask that you please keep a keen eye out and see what amount of foam satisfies you the most.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      Lastly, this is a personal update, but I quit my job at the end of March 2025 and have decided to go full-time as an author. This volume is actually my first work as one, so I was able to spend quite a bit more time on it than usual. How was it? Did it feel different? I quit my job to focus more on this series.


      I’d actually planned on making a living as an author for many years now, and I made all the preparations I needed before I quit. I’ve got several reasons for choosing this path. First, I had to oversee the creation of the anime. I got hundreds of applications from voice actors giving me some sample phrases so that I could hear their voice. It was such a huge task that I felt like I couldn’t work a normal job and tackle that too. I’ve now got a routine established that doesn’t quite mess with my lifestyle. I wake up at 7 every morning, eat breakfast, write, go on a walk or head to the gym for some exercise, work on publications, and then tackle the manga and anime reviews that I need to do. This is my life now.


      It’s been a few months since I quit my job, but a couple times a month, I still have nightmares about working at my old company. I hope I’m freed from this curse soon.


      Seeing as I’m running out of pages, I’ll keep this afterword short and sweet. Next time, I’ll tell you the story of when I told my parents that I’d quit my job. Be prepared for that.


      As I’m writing this, the manga is also on its twelfth volume. It’s on the precipice of surpassing the light novel’s volume count. I would love it if you supported the manga as well.


      All right, since I’m a full-time author now, I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure the light novel’s volume count stays ahead of the manga’s. I hope to see you all again!

    

  

  
    
      Bonus Short Story


      Hell Mode Spin-Off—Interlude (Part 5.5): Taxation and Rights


      Two months had passed since Helmios, who had received the Talent of Hero from God of Creation Elmea, was sent to a Talent School in Howlden, where children with Talents were sheltered.


      In this world, there were six days to a week, and the Talent School designated two of those days as weekends that students had off. During their weekends, Helmios and his friends went to Howlden City with their weapons in hand. Their goal was to hunt down monsters that appeared nearby, then take the meat and magic stones they collected from those monsters to the outskirts village.


      It had only been two months since Helmios had first arrived in Howlden, but he had learned a great deal about wealth disparities and the cruelness of the world—concepts that had been foreign to him during his time in Cortana Village. He had seen poverty and squalor with his own eyes, and the outskirts village located just outside the city was one such place that had caught his eye.


      The emergence of the Demon Lord had caused monsters to become stronger and more numerous, so when those with Talents gathered in a city, once-peaceful villages fell victim to frequent monster attacks as a result. Many were forced to leave their homes and search for someplace else, with the most popular destination being Howlden, protected by sturdy walls and stalwart defenses.


      Not every immigrant was allowed entry, however. With nothing more than the clothes on their backs, the refugees who managed to escape with just their lives had nowhere else to go. They turned into a lawless group. They had neither the money nor the means to purchase a pass that permitted them to work and stay in the city, and so, they were kicked out.


      The rules of the city required one to have money to live there, but the criteria for refugees had become even stricter when the battle against the Demon Lord Army began. Talent Schools had been erected to raise kids with Talents, and as the monsters grew stronger, it only made citizens more anxious. They decided to turn their anger toward outsiders, making life increasingly difficult for refugees.


      In any case, refugees had no place to go, but they certainly were not keen on wandering the open streets, where monsters lurked. Their only choice had been to build a lawless village of their own, just outside Howlden. It had neither walls nor arable land for the citizens, but as they were not allowed to work in or purchase items from Howlden, they were left to their own devices. When monsters attacked them, their cries for help were ignored by Howlden’s guards, and their situation only worsened.


      The village, if it could even be called that, had compelled Helmios to leap into action. He wanted to do something, but there was only so much that a six-year-old with a Talent could do. Still, he thought that even the tiniest bit of help was better than nothing. To that end, he had asked his friends Gatsun, Dorothy, and Ena to help him hunt monsters near the outskirts village on their days off.


      The four had agreed, and doing so had turned into a routine. Today, they had headed out of the city once again, away from the roads as they waded through grass that was as tall as them. The largest and strongest of the bunch, Gatsun, took the rear, dragging a cart with which to carry their quarry.


      “Cluck! Cluck!”


      “Pigyaaah!”


      Helmios was taking point, and his sharp ears heard the cries of a monster, followed by the dying scream of another beast. He gestured for his friends to stop for a while as he peered ahead, where he spotted a red crown moving within the grass. The red dipped behind the foliage, and loud, wet squelches filled the area before the red crown popped up once more. It seemed a bird monster about the size of an adult human was lurking about.


      That dying cry was from a horned rabbit, Helmios deduced. I remember it well because I hunted them back at Cortana. The bird monster must’ve taken one down. I learned about them in school... I think it was called a big bird. Helmios turned toward his friends.


      “I’ll go,” he whispered. “Gatsun, follow me. Dorothy, Ena, support us.”


      Everyone nodded back, and Helmios, still crouched, saw a large bird monster pecking at a chunk of meat, just as he had expected. Just then, a sharp, dry crack echoed from behind the group.


      “Crap!” Gatsun hissed.


      By the time the boy voiced his alarm, Helmios had already jumped to his feet and rushed forth.


      “Cluck?”


      The monster turned toward the noise, its large talons in view. If Helmios missed his attack, he and his friends would be toast. As he readied the blade at his waist, something whizzed past him from just above his head, and an arrow sank into the big bird’s left eye.


      “Craaawr?!”


      It outstretched its wings with shock, and Helmios capitalized on the opportunity. He raced past the monster’s legs and sliced off the talons of its right leg, causing it to lose its balance and fell. Helmios then whirled back around to face his foe, making sure to be extra vigilant of it.


      Perhaps due to the wound on its leg, or maybe because of the arrow in its head, the bird gradually lost its strength. Helmios approached it and sliced its head off. A silver window appeared out of nowhere with a vwum, blocking his vision.




      <You have defeated 1 big bird. You have earned 800 XP.>




      It was the same silver window he had seen in his dream—a virtual window according to Elmea and Merus. Unfortunately, he could not read or or did not know the meaning of many of the words on it, but he knew that it appeared whenever he killed an enemy. He was used to the feature.


      “Hey! I feel stronger again!” Gatsun remarked.


      “You must’ve overcome a Trial of the Gods,” Helmios replied.


      The display window of the virtual window changed to show Gatsun’s Status. In the “Level” section, Gatsun’s number had risen by one.




      Classes and Levels of Helmios and His Friends


      • Hero Helmios: Lvl. 24


      • Swordsman Gatsun: Lvl. 13


      • Mage Dorothy: Lvl. 12


      • Bow Master Ena: Lvl. 13




      Should I tell them about this? But no one else can see the virtual window... While Helmios puzzled over the window, his friends discussed how to transport the big bird.


      “It’s too big to fit on the cart,” Ena said. “Let’s head to the river and cut it up.”


      “Yeah,” Dorothy agreed. “Ena and I will pull the cart, so can you and Gatsun carry the bird, Helmios?”


      If they headed further east, they would find a river. Helmios nodded in agreement to the plan, and he and Gatsun worked together to carry the monster.


      “Hey, let’s eat the bird after we cut it up,” Gatsun suggested.


      “Sure,” Helmios replied. “Dorothy, Ena, are you guys okay with the cart?”


      “Easy peasy!” Dorothy replied. “I could pull this by myself.”


      Helmios was overcome with confusion. Why does someone get stronger when their level goes up? Now that I think about it, it’s weird that Dorothy, Gatsun, and I can pull this cart by ourselves. A regular adult would struggle.


      When the group reached the river, they worked together to cut up the monster. They plucked its feathers, skinned it, and used the flowing water to drain its blood. Once they had removed the organs, they spotted the magic stone, which was larger than any they had ever seen. Ena safely stored it away in a leather bag.


      With the sun high in the sky, the kids agreed to grill some of the butchered bird meat for lunch. Gatsun gathered some twigs to start a fire, but they refused to catch.


      “The wood shavings burn, but not the sticks,” Gatsun muttered. “They must be too damp.”


      “Then let me try,” Dorothy said, extending her hands toward the pile of sticks. “I learned fire magic last week, so I want to test it out. Um, let’s see... Envision the magic circle, and try to push your power out from your hands... Fireball!”


      A tiny magic circle appeared before her palms, and a small ball of fire shot out toward the sticks. Magical fire was hotter than normal fire, and the moment the attack made contact with the damp twigs, their moisture evaporated, and white smoke rose into the air. Soon enough, they had a little fire roaring away.


      “Yay! I did it!” Dorothy squealed while jumping around.


      “You’re amazing!” Ena said, her eyes shining as she stood beside Dorothy.


      Just then, another virtual window appeared in front of Helmios.




      <You have fulfilled the conditions of Natural Gift. Would you like to learn the Fire Magic skill? If yes, please select a learned skill to discard.>




      Um... No. No, thank you.


      The grilled big bird meat was succulent, and once everyone had regained their energy, they set out to hunt more monsters. They piled all of their game onto the cart, then headed back to the village. The sun was setting as they reached their destination, and the kids greeted the familiar gatekeeper as they stopped the cart at the square, where kids were playing. The children rushed straight over to their visitors.


      “What did you bring today?!” one chirped.


      “Wow! What a huge chunk of meat!” another squealed. “Mom will get better in no time!”


      Helmios smiled at the kids’ hopeful expressions. Then, he spotted Village Chief Gahato in the distance.


      “Wow, the meat of a big bird...” Gahato murmured. “I didn’t expect one to appear around these parts. They usually reside in mountains and forests. And thank you as always for helping us out.”


      The village chief grimaced at the monster, but he flashed a look of genuine relief when he received a bag of magic stones from Ena. They could be traded to the merchants who frequented the city, exchanged for money or medicine. These ones had to be sold at a cheaper price to be competitive with the ones sold in the city, but it was better than being chased out of the city, unable to make a sale.


      “Oh, it’s our pleasure,” Helmios replied. “Is something the matter with her?”


      The boy’s sharp eyes spotted a young lady fidgeting behind Gahato.


      “Her son has a fever,” Gahato explained.


      There was no need for further explanation. Helmios stepped forward as Dorothy, standing behind him, frowned. The boy, ignorant of his friend’s expression, focused on the tired infant cradled in the young lady’s arms. He placed a hand on the baby and used his magic to heal them.


      At once, the child’s breathing became calmer, and tears came to the young lady’s eyes. Helmios brought her a generous chunk of big bird meat.


      “Your child will be fine. I’m sure of it,” Helmios said. “Please be at ease. I think you should eat to gain strength. Your child will need you.”


      The woman bowed vigorously before taking the meat and leaving. Helmios was reminded of his own mother back at home, but he was snapped out of his thoughts by a vicious tug on his arm. He whirled around with surprise to see Dorothy standing there with a frown, and he knew what she was about to say. He allowed himself to be dragged into the corner of the square.


      “I’m sorry, Dorothy,” Helmios said.


      “If you’re apologizing, you know what you did, right?” she asked.


      “Yeah. If I’m going to heal someone, I have to receive a payment in return, as that is a trial they have to overcome. To not do so goes against the teachings of Lord Elmea.”


      “And yet, you went against those teachings again. And I bet you’ll continue to do so in the future.”


      “But I’m not a clergyman.”


      “What are you on about?! You received your Talent and the power to heal from Lord Elmea! That means you’re practically a clergyman!”


      Dorothy raised her voice angrily, scolding the boy. She was having none of his excuses.


      “If you would like to blame someone, please blame me,” Gahato said solemnly, approaching the two. “I’m the village chief, yet I’m so powerless and weak.”


      Dorothy snapped her mouth shut, the anger leaving her face. “No, I’m just...”


      “You kids do well and bring us magic stones, but even so, we can barely make ends meet. We can only buy medicine, weapons, and our daily necessities. It’s all my fault. If I were able to do more, I could allow the people here to work in the city and pay taxes. Naturally, we cannot seek help in the city’s church, no matter what happens. As an adult, I know how wrong it is to rely on children like you, but I’m afraid that I’m just so powerless. We’ve only managed to keep deaths to a minimum over these past two months thanks to Helmios.”


      “I-I don’t want anyone to die either,” Dorothy insisted, looking troubled. “But...”


      “We just need to defeat more and more monsters!” Helmios insisted. “We can protect the village that way, and since magic stones can be sold, I’ll have them pay me back once they make enough!”


      Dorothy looked partly happy and partly troubled, while Gahato had an inexplicable expression on his face. A villager approached the group, breaking the awkward silence.


      “Chief, we’ve got new refugees,” the villager reported. “Could you please come with me?”


      “Very well,” Gahato replied. “Helmios, Dorothy, please excuse me. I hope you two won’t fight anymore.”


      The kids watched the village chief go.


      “I wonder if I can come up with any other solutions...” Helmios muttered.


      While he had no clue just how he could save the village, he was overwhelmed with the urge to jump into action and protect as many people as he could.
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