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      Prologue


      April, 2045


      This scene occurred some time before Hugo boarded Eltram.


      “By the way, what brought you and my sister together?” As he was having one of his usual dinners with AR-I-CA, he became curious about how she and Francesca had become close, and posed that question.


      “What brought us together? How do you mean?”


      “Well, she’s...very defensive? She doesn’t usually let people get close, so I thought there had to be something.”


      Hugo...or rather, Yuri knew Francesca as someone who built walls in all of her relationships. At the very least, Yuri couldn’t think of a single real-life person who could be called her sister’s friend.


      That hadn’t changed in this world—though she masked it with her mad scientist role-play, behind all of that, Francesca truly kept everyone at a distance. “Franklin” didn’t even open up to his fellow Dryfean Superiors. If anything, even mere business partners like Benetnasch and G were closer to his heart than those. And while he treated his clan members as allies, the only one he was close enough to call a friend was the sub-leader, Hohlheim.


      But based on all Hugo heard so far, AR-I-CA was closer to Francesca than anyone else.


      This was proven by the fact that Francesca had told AR-I-CA about her relationship with Yuri—something she had never revealed to the rest of the clan.


      Thus, Hugo wondered what could have brought them so close.


      “Hrmm. I guess it all began because we had the same taste in music.” Contrary to Hugo’s expectations, though, the reason turned out to be very benign.


      “Huh? Music? Really?”


      “Fran and I really like Rachel Raymuse’s songs. I heard her humming one of them while working and was like, ‘Is that Rachel’s new single?’”


      Rachel Raymuse was a world-famous rock musician. She had plenty of fans everywhere on earth now, but back when the clan was just starting out, Franklin and AR-I-CA must’ve been the only ones who bonded over her.


      “We started talking a lot after that,” AR-I-CA continued. “We hung out even when we weren’t working on Marshall II, going on quests together and all that. We were later joined by Hohl, and we had some good times as a trio.”


      “I think I get the picture...” The revelation that her sister had experienced a time like that in her life made Yuri feel a bit warm and fuzzy inside.


      “They never agreed to join me in bed, though...”


      “Well, I’m glad. If you were in that kind of relationship, I probably wouldn’t know what face to make the next time I see them.” Hugo sighed, the warm-and-fuzzy feeling fading away as quickly as it had arrived.


      “Honestly, I’m a bit surprised. I expected something bigger...”


      “Cyco?!” Hugo panicked a little at hearing his Maiden’s scathing interjection, but AR-I-CA didn’t seem to mind one bit.


      “It’s real boring, to be frank,” AR-I-CA said, waving her hand. “But you don’t even need anything big. I mean, Fran’s a really lonely girl.”


      “Huh?” Despite being Francesca’s sister, Yuri found that statement quite surprising. “She is?”


      “Yeah. She’s both lonely and shy. She wants company, but doesn’t have the courage to make the first move herself. That’s why it doesn’t take much to become her friend.”


      Yuri didn’t know how to respond. While Francesca had issues with her parents, Yuti had always seen her as someone clever, proud, and solitary.


      Even here in Infinite Dendrogram—albeit through her mad scientist role-play—she was very attentive to the needs of those below her, and she rarely showed any weaknesses of her own.


      Yuri had trouble reconciling this impression of Francesca with AR-I-CA’s idea that she was “lonely.”


      Then again, it was possible that Francesca had actually gone out of her way to make sure her little sister never saw this side of her.


      “It is pretty hard to see. Fran’s RP is a really thick mask, and she often tries to handle things all by herself. You can see it in the Gideon terror thing. She was probably the only one who knew the full plan.”


      Hugo knew this all too well. Back then, Franklin had only told him two of the four plans he’d made. That was the behavior of someone who didn’t trust his allies and intended to shoulder everything by himself.


      “I love that side of her. It’s one of the reasons I seriously tried getting together with her,” AR-I-CA said with a hint of nostalgia.


      “Right. You did mention that...” said Hugo with a dry chuckle. He recalled that AR-I-CA had pursued a relationship with Franklin with marriage as the goal. Even if Francesca’s avatar was male, and they kept their relationship entirely confined to this world, it was still a rather complicated idea.


      Cyco had quite a different reaction, though. Sitting by Hugo, she just stared at AR-I-CA with no discernible expression.


      “What’s up, Cy? Why’re you looking at me like that? Didja finally fall for me?” AR-I-CA asked.


      “You’re delusional... I’m just a little curious.”


      “Oh? About what?”


      In response...


      “If you liked the sister that much, then why are you even here?”


      ...Cyco asked why AR-I-CA had left The Triangle of Wisdom—and Franklin with it.


      Hugo had been wondering about this too.


      The day Hugo had left Dryfe, Franklin told him that AR-I-CA had “turned away from him.” If the two were friends, close enough for AR-I-CA to even suggest marriage, what could have possibly separated them?


      Hugo had always refrained from asking, thinking that it must have been a difficult subject to talk about. However...


      “I found something else I wanted to do, so I grabbed some of our clan secrets and just ran out!”


      ...AR-I-CA revealed, with striking casualness, that it had all been her fault.


      “Hm? Wha—? HUH?!” The nonchalance with which his “Teach” had admitted her crime against her old home left Hugo so astonished that he couldn’t quite form words.


      “Friendship? Love? Obligation? Decency? I threw it all aside and just followed my dreams!”


      “Is that something you should say with pride...?” Even Cyco looked perplexed. Who could blame her? Even Hugo was still speechless.


      “Well, it was right before Dryfe’s civil war, though, so things were a real mess to begin with. What I did was actually like eighty percent for personal reasons and twenty percent ’cause of everything else.”


      “If even you think it’s eighty percent your fault, then it probably is, right...?” Hugo finally spoke up.


      “Oh yeah,” AR-I-CA said with a chuckle.


      She didn’t even try to hide it—she expressed no remorse whatsoever.


      “What about Blue Opera? Did you steal it?” Cyco asked.


      “Nngh... No, Fran gave that to me as a goodbye gift.”


      “What?!”


      “What do you mean, ‘what?’ You got White Rose when you left, right?”


      “She exiled me, and Rose was a birthday present!”


      “Deserting and farewell gifts, exile and birthday presents. There’s not much difference there.”


      “Yes, there is!” Hugo dropped all of his role-play, still barely able to keep up with what was being told to him.


      Why would Franklin give such a special mech to someone who had stolen the clan’s secrets?


      Hugo no longer had any idea what to make of the relationship between AR-I-CA and his sister.


      “But if that’s how it happened, why did you help Hugo out in the desert?”


      “Huh...? Oh.” Hugo instantly understood what Cyco meant. He didn’t know what kind of exchange they’d had, but AR-I-CA had ended up deserting the clan. And from the moment they met, AR-I-CA had known that Hugo’s White Rose was one of Franklin’s creations.


      “That’s a good point... Wouldn’t the obvious assumption be that I was probably a pursuer sent by the clan...?”


      “Hrm... I wouldn’t have minded it if you were.”


      “Huh?”


      “It would’ve made me think that Fran’s finally doing what she’d promised... Well, that didn’t turn out to be true anyway, and you were still weak, so I decided to help you grow a little.”


      “‘What she promised’...?” Hugo couldn’t help but notice that AR-I-CA had said that with an expression she didn’t usually make.


      “Yeah, never mind. It’s something faaar away from you.”


      It was as though, for this one moment, her future-seeing eye was instead looking at a distant past.


      Since then, the two had parted ways and gone toward different battles, where several Superiors would decide the fates of multiple countries.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1 (Front): Restaurant Malkuth


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      Infinite Dendrogram had a wide array of diverse cultures and cities, but Drac-Nomad—the capital of Caldina—was eccentric even by the standards of this world.


      It was built atop a being named “Roving Dragon King, Drac-Nomad.” From the front of its head to the tip of its tail, this gargantuan creature was several kilometels long, giving more than enough space for a thriving city to exist upon its back.


      I’d always felt that my sister’s Pandemonium—with its one-kilometel-long sides—was impossibly massive, but Drac-Nomad was a level beyond even that.


      “This is... Wow.”


      “It’s so...quiet.”


      Cyco and I had disembarked from the ship that brought us here at the harbor. We’d then gone to wait for someone at a lookout on Drac-Nomad’s back, where we were met by a view we couldn’t have possibly imagined.


      Even Cyco was a little stunned by the sight.


      It didn’t shake or make a sound, but Drac-Nomad was clearly on the move—a dragon larger than a city, roaming across a massive desert covering the entire heart of the continent.


      The city slowly moved through the wasteland, looking down upon the surface from a point of view far higher than any skyscraper.


      This was fantastical even by the standards of a fantasy game.


      Looking down, I saw sand ships entering the city’s port. Since the city was always on the move, there was a gentle slope in place to assist them in ascending to it.


      The fact that it even had a harbor said everything that needed to be said about Drac-Nomad’s size.


      Despite how massive it was, though, Drac-Nomad wasn’t actually the largest monster in the world. Even among its fellow landdragons, it was rivaled by the Landdragon King, Mother Drac-Land. And there was also Amnir—the gargantuan tree that functioned as the capital of Legendaria.


      But I’d been told that all of these were dwarfed by the single biggest creature of all—Seadragon King, Drac-Stream.


      I heard that sea monsters were larger on average, but Drac-Stream was so big that “average” didn’t mean anything. I’d once asked my sister about it out of curiosity, and what she told me instantly put it at the top of my list of “monsters I never want to encounter.”


      I probably didn’t have to worry about that, though. My ultimate destination was Tenchi, and Drac-Stream never came to the Parting Sea between there and the continent, and I didn’t have any plans to go to Granvaloa—especially since Caldina and Granvaloa had a terrible relationship right now.


      “Glad to see you made it.”


      “Oh. It’s the ex-fatty.”


      “Cyco! Don’t be rude!” As we gazed at the scenery from the lookout, Moneygold—the person we were waiting for—called out to us. He had business that brought him back here ahead of us, and now we’d finally met up again.


      Also, the reason Cyco called him “ex-fatty” was because his build was entirely different than it had been before. His portly form had been replaced by a slender, beautiful body.


      Apparently, this was because he’d gotten the death penalty after the events at Eltram, reverting his avatar to its original state.


      “We shouldn’t waste any time,” he said. “I said I’d take you to a workshop. Let’s get your White Rose fixed up.”


      “Right.” That was exactly the reason we’d come to the capital, after all.


      During the events at Eltram, my White Rose had suffered incredible damage. It was so bad that its self-repair function couldn’t do a thing about it. Because of this, we decided to show it to an engineer working for Sefirot—the same person who’d also worked on Teach’s Blue Opera.


      The core focus and materials were different, but both that and my White Rose were made by my sister. If this person knew how to handle Blue Opera, then it was possible that he could also repair White Rose. My mech was going to be as good as new again.


      With that hope in my heart, I followed Moneygold to the workshop.


      ◇


      “No way I can fix this.”


      I froze upon hearing those words. They were the first thing I heard upon arriving at the workshop near the harbor and taking my White Rose out of the Garage.


      M-My hope... I thought, as my heart shattered.


      “Are you sure?” asked Cyco. “The ex-fatty said he’d pay as much as you want.”


      “Still can’t do it.” The man before us—a High Engineer named “Kalute”—once again emphasized that he couldn’t fix it.


      “If I’m being honest, this is just a hunk of scrap now.”


      “...I guess I already knew that, deep down.” White Rose—my precious mech and a present from my sister—was in an absolutely awful state.


      All its limbs were gone, all of its armor had either fallen off or been shattered, its internal frame was bent and fractured, the engine that converted the pilot’s magic was dead, and none of the skills it implemented were working.


      It was supposed to have a maintenance function too, but it showed no signs of restoration.


      White Rose was disabled for good...


      “What kinda fight did this to it, anyway?” Kalute asked.


      “It was damaged in a Magingear battle.” I recalled my three-way fight against the dragon-headed Magingear and the crimson-white dragon Magingear—the ambush within the explosion, and the clash with the mech that had become a UBM. I’d used all of White Rose’s features and pulled out a few gambits that had somehow helped me win, but in exchange, my mech had been thoroughly destroyed.


      “You know the name of the mech?”


      “...Imperial Glory. I won, but this is what it did to us.”


      I’d fought two units, but most of the damage to White Rose had been done by the dragon-headed one. Imperial Glory greatly surpassed us in both piloting skill and mech quality, making it a challenging enemy that was almost on the level of a Superior.


      Even now, it felt like a miracle that I’d won.


      “Ohhh?” Kalute said as he raised an eyebrow, clearly excited. “I see. So that’s what beat it. Oho... Oh hoh hoh!” He picked up a loose part from White Rose, a grin spreading across his face. “I get it was a tian controlling it, but winning against a mech with a pre-ancient power core while using a standard pilot-based engine is a pretty big feat. I guess Franklin’s getting better at this too. Or maybe the pilot was just that good...”


      “Huh?” This man was talking as if he knew my sister. Also, I hadn’t even mentioned White Rose’s creator.


      Then again, he’d worked on Blue Opera too. Maybe he guessed it from the way it was built.


      “Hm? What? Didn’t AR-I-CA or Moneygold tell you?” As I considered his words, he turned from White Rose to me and gave me the answer. “I’m ex-ToW too. One of the founding members, at that. My team actually built Imperial Glory.”


      “HUH?!” He was one of the founders of The Triangle of Wisdom?! And the very person who’d built that mech?!


      “I was in charge of weaponry. Draconic Burn and Paint Napalm.”


      “Ohhh...” So this was him—the person who’d made it so the weapons wouldn’t work without voice activation...


      As though reading my mind, Kalute made a disgusted expression and corrected me. “...Hey. Just so you know, the voice thing wasn’t my idea. The idiot in charge of controls just went and added it without telling anyone else. It actually led to the fight that made me quit the clan. Why would you put a limit like that on such a masterpiece...?”


      “Oh. I see...” So the Imperial Glory design team wasn’t a monolith...


      Well, looking back, even when I’d been in the clan, clashes over tastes and quirks were a daily occurrence.


      “It wasn’t Franklin either. Back then, he was in a bad mood because of the big fight he’d had with AR-I-CA when she left. When we got orders from the country then, he’d just dump them on me.”


      “Huh?” Teach and my sister had a...big fight? She’d told me she’d stolen clan secrets and left, but she also said that my sister had given her Blue Opera, so I’d assumed that their conflict wasn’t something bad enough to leave a scar.


      What, exactly, had happened between them...?


      “Anyway, that’s why I left the clan—and right after I did, a Caldinan spy came to me with an offer. It was just what I needed, so I went and accepted it. Then, when Caldina attacked Dryfe during the war with Altar, I just had them pick me up. So now I’m here.”


      “I see...” I still had questions, but a few things made more sense now.


      I’d been told that many people had quit Triangle of Wisdom in the early days, back before Marshall II was completed. Many of them had just left because they’d gotten fed up with the project that seemed to be going nowhere.


      Once Marshall II was completed and the country acknowledged the clan, providing it with the perfect environment for further development, the number of deserters dropped massively.


      However, Kalute and Teach were among those who’d left despite this.


      Kalute had memorized the structure of a working Marshall II, and was in general a very capable engineer who had worked on special units like Imperial Glory. It was precisely because of these credentials that Caldina set their sights on him.


      And since he had been in ToW for a long time and was even a founding member, it made perfect sense that he’d know my sister had made White Rose.


      “You won’t find anyone in Caldina who knows more about Magingears than me... And as the expert here, I gotta say it again: This is unfixable. It’s dead. It would be better to just take its core design concept and build a new one.”


      Kalute repeated himself, and the cold reality truly started to sink in.


      White Rose might be in such terrible shape that not even my sister herself could resurrect it.


      “How did Mr. Franklin build this, anyway?” asked Moneygold, finally breaking his silence. “Weren’t you a better engineer than him? At least for purely mechanical stuff.”


      “Franklin can make specialized ‘tools’—monsters meant for specific tasks. That gives him an edge in manufacturing, alchemy, and enchanting.” Pandemonium—my sister’s Superior Embryo—gave her a great degree of freedom in monster creation. She must’ve used that for mech building too. “And Opera was made back when he was still in sixth form, while this White Rose here is a product from after he became a Superior. The production and enchantment process for White Rose must’ve been way more specialized. If you ignore the singing engine, which he only made by accident anyway, this scrap right here is way more advanced than Opera.”


      I guess that was exactly why he couldn’t fix it.


      “Not even Leprechaun can do it?” Moneygold asked.


      “Leprechaun?”


      “My Embryo,” Kalute said. “It’s a Type Legion. ‘Reverse Engineers, Leprechaun.’” Kalute held up his left hand, making a group of small people pop out of it.


      Each one of them had visible gears, making it obvious at just a glance that they were clockworks.


      “Their core trait is exactly what the name suggests—reverse engineering,” Kalute explained. “When they dismantle anything mechanical, they learn a bit about the technology used to make it. And the more they do it, the more they learn.”


      “That’s...”


      “That means they can be used even on pre-ancient stuff, letting us acquire some of their tech. They’re real useful.”


      An Embryo that understood pre-ancient tech! Maybe that could...


      “But they have a lot of limitations too. First, the more complex and advanced the tech, the less they can learn about it. There’s also stuff that can’t be dismantled at all. And when I use them to build something, the result depends on my DEX and skill level, and it’s never a hundred percent as good as the original. That’s why I never even tried dismantling any pre-ancient power cores. They’re rare and super advanced, so the odds of getting any useful tech are just way too low.”


      I fell silent as I listened, fascinated.


      “Also, repairing this thing is a different matter entirely. First, the only pre-ancient humanoid robots that I know of are mechanical golems. If there’s any left, most of them count as monsters now, and not even the kind that can be ridden by people. My Leprechauns can’t help much if there’s no tech to reverse engineer. The most they can do is assist me as I build.”


      “...I see.” Kalute’s explanation had destroyed what little shred of hope I had left.


      It made sense, though... If tech like that already existed, The Triangle of Wisdom wouldn’t have tried so hard to create it.


      “Pre-ancient humanoid robots...?” said Moneygold. “We found out that those do exist, actually. A whole lot of autonomous bots like that recently broke out of some ruins in Altar.”


      “Seriously? Have you got a sample?”


      “No.”


      “Then what’s the point?!” Based on what he’d said, it really did seem like nothing could be done without the original parts.


      Kalute sighed. “Anyway, you should give up on this one. Without any pre-ancient tech to use as reference, I’m just a pretty damn good engineer.”


      He seemed pretty confident in his ability, but he once again made it crystal clear that he couldn’t fix White Rose...


      “What if I told you that we have the leader’s permission to lend you some help?”


      ...but those words from Moneygold made the look in Kalute’s eyes completely change.


      “You serious?”


      “You do maintenance on Blue Opera, acquire pre-ancient tech, and help improve Rainbow. The people up top see the value in your workshop now. That’s why they’re thinking of lending you one. Could you fix it up then?”


      “...It does seem possible now,” said Kalute, and Moneygold nodded in satisfaction.


      “Nice. Hugo, we’ve gotta get something we’ll need for the repairs. Come with me.”


      “All right, but...where are we going?” I asked, wondering what exactly it was we needed.


      “Our Sefirot’s home base.”


      Though surprised by the answer, I followed after him.


      ◇


      Sefirot.


      Needless to say, it was the most famous clan in Infinite Dendrogram. What made it stand out was the fact that nine of its ten members were Superiors.


      The Earth, Fatoum.


      The Cannon, Eve Selene.


      The Fight, RAN.


      God Hunter, Carl Lourlou.


      God Hand, Yumeji Iryo.


      King of Toys, Grandmaster.


      King of Revelry, Moneygold.


      King of Termination, Albert Schwartzkaiser.


      The Ace, AR-I-CA.


      Nine Superiors of wildly different types. Between them, they possessed immense power and problem-solving abilities, allowing them to tackle the countless problems that had popped up during the nine months since the clan was established.


      Teach had dragged me into several incidents surrounding the Orbs, and those could easily be counted among the problems they’d solved.


      But while Sefirot as a whole was so famous, their leader was still shrouded in mystery.


      This had led to much speculation: “He’s not a Superior.” “That’s misinfo. He’s actually the strongest of them all.” “He’s actually a tian.” “No, they just placed a random Master in the leader’s position, while the actual leader is The Earth.” “No, it’s actually the president herself.”


      The leader of Sefirot, the most famous clan of all, was its least famous member.


      And Moneygold had just said that I would now get to meet this enigma.


      Teach had (forcefully) made me her apprentice, and I did do a job for Moneygold, but other than that I really was an outsider. I wasn’t even affiliated with Caldina. Was it really okay for me to meet him?


      “Looks like you got something on your mind,” Moneygold said. “Don’t worry about this too much. Our leader’s identity isn’t actually top secret or anything. It’s just more convenient for us to not make him too public.”


      “Convenient?”


      “You’ll understand what I mean soon enough,” he said.


      “Hm...?” I suddenly felt as though this wasn’t the first time I’d talked to someone about the leader of Sefirot. I couldn’t remember the last time at all, though.


      Eventually, we arrived at a large building. “We’re here,” Moneygold said.


      Above the building’s entrance was emblazoned the words “Drac-Nomad City Hall.”


      “I see.” I’d been told that Sefirot was working directly for Caldina’s congress, so it made sense for their base to be in a public building like this.


      “...What?”


      But as we stood at the gate, Moneygold suddenly muttered in surprise.


      Turning to him, I saw Telepathy Cuffs on his ears. Someone must’ve contacted him that way.


      “All right. I’ll head over right now,” Moneygold said before turning to me. “Sorry, Hugo. I’ve got some urgent business. I’ll be back in about an hour, so how about you go to that restaurant and have a meal?”


      Clearly in a rush, Moneygold gave me a bag of gold coins and a paper that said “Letter of Introduction” on it.


      What? I wondered.


      “Umm, this is...” I tried to ask Moneygold about it, but he had already run off.


      That business must’ve been really urgent.


      “He’s thin now, so he’s not nearly as much of an eyesore. What a shame.”


      “Again, don’t talk like that.” Scolding Cyco, I looked down at the letter. On it, I saw Moneygold’s name, as well as the name of a restaurant that stood conveniently right on the opposite side of the road from the city hall.


      There was a sign in front of the restaurant that said, “Today, we only accept customers with letters of introduction.”


      It seemed like a pretty exclusive place, but I probably couldn’t enter the city hall without Moneygold, so I thought it might be a good place to kill some time.


      “Welcome.”


      When I walked in, I was greeted by a smiling waitress. I couldn’t help but feel that her clothes—pure white and made of silk—didn’t seem like they belonged on a humble restaurant worker.


      And she didn’t even say “Welcome” out loud—she just held up a sketchbook, opened to a page where that was written.


      This was a pretty—no, very strange establishment.


      As I stepped inside, Cyco tugged at my sleeve. “Hm...”


      “What is it, Cyco?”


      “Kin.” My eyes widened. Her words made me realize that the lady in the white dress was actually just like Cyco—a Maiden Embryo.


      She didn’t have a Crest Disguise either, so there was nothing on her left hand.


      “Do you have a letter of introduction?” The Maiden flipped through the sketchbook and stopped on a page showing that question.


      “Yes. Right here,” I said, showing her Moneygold’s letter. She checked something, then led us inside.


      The restaurant wasn’t terribly big, but it wasn’t so small that it felt cramped either. It had five round tables, along with some seats at the counter.


      The only customers here right now were a lady with her face veiled seated at the counter, as well as a middle-aged man and woman—probably a couple—at one of the round tables.


      “Please take a seat here.” We did as we were told and sat down at one of the round tables. “The food that is served here is decided and made by the Chef, based on customer requests. Do you have any preferred ingredients or flavors?”


      “Oh, I would like something without meat or seafood. Eggs and dairy are fine, though.”


      “White stuff,” Cyco said.


      “Very well,” the waitress replied. Not at all shaken by my request for a lacto-ovo vegetarian menu or by Cyco’s strange focus on the food’s color, she just wrote everything down and walked away.


      A moment later, another waitress came to pour water into our glasses.


      But...there was something a bit strange about this.


      The lady who took our order and the one who poured water clearly weren’t the same person.


      However, they had the same face.


      Their hair and eye colors were different, and she was wearing a gray dress instead of a white one, but their facial features were otherwise exactly the same.


      Cyco had said that the first waitress was a Maiden, so this one had to be a Maiden too.


      “A Legion hybrid?”


      “Please enjoy yourself.” Showing no reaction to my words, the waitress finished pouring water and held up a sketchbook with those words written on a page.


      I considered what was happening here. Did this mean that the one in charge here was a Master who used a Maiden-Legion Embryo as employees? Did they assist with the cooking too?


      An Embryo... A Maiden that specialized in cooking...


      The food here was likely something truly amazing.


      About fifteen minutes later, the lady who’d let us in returned, pushing a cart with our meals on it. She laid it out before us, and at first glance, it looked pretty normal. The dish I got was a meatless Spanish omelet with lots of veggies, while Cyco was given a white carbonara.


      The presentation was great, but honestly, it didn’t seem all that special.


      Cyco and I looked at each other, but then decided to just taste it.


      After a brief prayer, I cut away a part of the omelet and brought it to my mouth.


      C R E A T I O N.


      I T S E L F.


      Vegetables and eggs. The blessings of earth and the miracle of life. Perfect harmony.


      All of nature birthed in my mouth, bursting and merging to become part of the universe, and—


      “...AH?!” It was like I’d just witnessed something forbidden! What is this?! I thought. Does it have some crazy drugs in it?!


      “C-Cyco! Are you okay...?!”


      I looked at Cyco, who also had a bite of her dish, but she had the same plain expression she always did.


      I guess it had no effect on... Wait.


      I noticed that the carbonara in her plate was already completely gone.


      She’d eaten it all in just a short moment, much like Ray’s Nemesis.


      Then, still with a plain face, she began extending her fork toward my omelet.


      “Wait! What about your quirk?! Your eating habits?! This stuff is yellow, green, and red!”


      “This glorious taste consigns all of that to oblivion!”


      “What?! You never talk like that!” This seemed like inappropriate behavior for a restaurant, but looking around, I noticed that the couple at the other table were gazing at us with pleased expressions.


      Those eyes seemed to say, “Yep, that’s how the first time usually goes.”


      I was somehow able to calm Cyco down, and then I went on to finish my omelet. I was prepared this time, so I didn’t see any visions, but the taste was still so good that I practically started bouncing off the walls.


      “How did they even make this...?” Was it the work of a cooking-focused Superior Job?


      “Actually, there’s nothing special about the process or the ingredients. It’s all quite ordinary.”


      A familiar voice replied to my confused mumbling—Moneygold had entered the restaurant.


      “Oh, Moneygold.”


      “Sorry about that,” he said. “There was some trouble brewing. I was the only Superior able to handle it right now.”


      He sat down and drank the water poured for him by a waitress.


      “Call Chef.”


      “Very well.” The lady nodded before going into the kitchen.


      Cyco then asked Moneygold about the food. “Hey, ex-fatty. What do you mean by ‘ordinary’?”




      “Exactly what I said. The process, the ingredients—there’s nothing special about any of it. And the cook’s only a high-rank job.”


      So it wasn’t cooked by some special Embryo powers? “But it’s so delicious...” I said, skeptical.


      “I’m getting to the reason. It’s also related to how we actually fix your White Rose.”


      “Huh?” How could cooking have anything to do with Rose’s repairs?


      “What’s important is the trickery that turns quite ordinary cooking into this incredible—”


      “Moneygold... I put a lot of effort into my work. I would prefer it if you didn’t call it ‘ordinary’ or ‘trickery.’”


      Moneygold’s words were cut short by a man with a conflicted expression on his face, who was currently being dragged out here by the lady who’d just gone into the kitchen. On the back of his left hand, there was a crest showing what looked like a lady standing in front of some kind of house.


      He was clearly a cook, and he must’ve been the Master of these Maidens.


      “Not to mention that we’re still working,” the man said with a displeased face.


      “It’s fine. It’s just our own people here—and our people’s people, of course,” Moneygold said, not bothered one bit.


      The middle-aged couple had already finished their meals and left, leaving only the veiled lady at the counter here besides us. Was she with them too?


      “Chef, let me introduce you. This is Hugo, a Master who’s currently holds a unique position as that slut’s apprentice, and this is his Maiden, Cyco.”


      “I’m Hugo Lesseps. An Armored Pilot.”


      “Cyco. Type Maiden with Advance.”


      “Oh. Well... A pleasure.” The cook gave us a bow as we introduced ourselves.


      “And this right here...is our leader.” Moneygold then pointed at the cook.


      As I reacted in surprise, the man—the leader of Sefirot, apparently—frowned deeply before giving us his name.


      “...Yes. I’m Chef Practice, the very unwilling leader of Sefirot. I hope we’ll get along.”


      “Huh? Oh. Right.” His clear opposition to being the leader of the strongest clan, combined with his name, made me completely unsure how to respond. But then I remembered...


      Teach and I had actually talked about him before.


      “Our leader’s got a restaurant, so that’s not a problem at all! It’s actually one of the most popular places in all of Drac-Nomad!”


      Those had been her words. “Leader of Sefirot” and “restaurant” seemed like such unrelated concepts that I’d just never thought about it much before now...


      “And these are all my Embryo, as well as employees,” Chef continued. “They’re a Type Maiden with Castle/Legion, and their name is Selkie. The one with both white hair and clothes is the Original. The other five are Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, and Blue.”


      As he introduced his Embryo, they all gave us a light, simultaneous bow.


      They had simple names that simply described their hair and eye colors, and with the exception of the Original white Selkie, they all wore gray dresses.
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      “Oh, there’s one other thing we haven’t told you yet,” said Moneygold.


      He spread his arms wide, gesturing to the establishment we were in before revealing...


      “Welcome to our base, Restaurant Malkuth.”


      ...that we were in Sefirot’s headquarters.


      Teach told me that the leader owned a restaurant, but I didn’t expect it to be their base, I thought.


      “That’s not the name it used to have, though,” said Chef. “My last restaurant was destroyed, and when we rebuilt it, I was kinda forced to use a name related to Sefirot.”


      “Destroyed?” That made it sound like things weren’t exactly peaceful around here.


      “Yeah,” said Moneygold. “We used Chef’s previous restaurant as a meeting place, but a lot of stuff happened, we fought like crazy, and...it fell apart.”


      All right, things definitely weren’t peaceful... Then again, disputes between combat-focused Superiors probably never were.


      “Don’t worry. Caldina and I covered the rebuilding costs.”


      “The rebuilding documents contained a Contract that said I’d become the leader of the clan, though. It was real fine print too. I didn’t even realize it said that.”


      “Hey, it was decided that you were the safest pick for the job. There’d be more fighting if it was anyone else.”


      “It also said that I’d go to the gaol if I moved to another country. Surely there were other picks?”


      “Well, Albert has the personality for it, but he doesn’t even talk. Plus, he didn’t volunteer, and neither did the elders.”


      “I didn’t volunteer either. I just got dragged into this.”


      “You’re still the best man for the job.”


      “If a clan leader’s job is to cook and do desk work, then I suppose I am.” It appeared like there were some complicated circumstances behind his current role. “Though getting the short end of the stick kind of seems like a part of my job too.”


      “Don’t say that. There are lots of good things about this, right?”


      “The only good thing about becoming leader is that the president provides me with many cooks to learn under... And I guess the fact that this restaurant is better quality than the one before.”


      “Yeah. This is the sturdiest restaurant in this world.”


      Sturdy? This place?


      “I didn’t want a sturdy restaurant. That’s just a bonus. I was thinking of the other effects.”


      “It would honestly be better if we built a fortress for you instead,” Moneygold mused.


      “But I don’t want to live in a fortress—and I can’t open a restaurant in one either.”


      “Suppose we can’t reasonably build a fortress on Drac-Nomad’s back anyway.”


      “Not on its back, no,” Practice said.


      I could tell that there was some history behind their conversation, but I was too much of an outsider to know exactly what it was.


      “Um, so what is the secret behind the food?” I asked. “And why is this restaurant—”


      “Well, basically, the secret ingredient here is the Selkies.”


      I could’ve guessed that much—all of the most outrageous phenomena were created not by jobs or items, but Embryos. This was especially true for Maidens.


      But Moneygold had said that the food was made using normal processes and ingredients.


      So...what was Selkie’s power, exactly?


      “I’ll just get to the point: Selkies can double the effects of any building they work in.” Moneygold casually gave me the answer...


      “And this multiplier doubles with every extra Selkie present.”


      ...and added that stunning revelation.


      Things in Infinite Dendrogram were subject to laws that were quite different from real-life physics—the Lifesaving Brooches that prevented fatal damage, for example. This world contained a great variety of things that caused various phenomena, and many of these could be made by the people who inhabited this world.


      This applied not just to wearable or wieldable items, but also buildings.


      The structures of this world weren’t all simply for shelter or to house a designated function. Infinite Dendrogram’s buildings could also be equipped with skills that had some sort of effect on those inside.


      The increase in scale made this more expensive than making items with the same effects, but it could affect multiple people within the structure.


      Building skills that affected the human body were particularly common choices—temples often increased the effects of healing magic, for instance, while workshops could increase the effects of crafting skills. Restaurants often increased the buffs gained from food consumed inside them, or enhanced the taste experienced while eating.


      Infinite Dendrogram had many such special buildings.


      And so...


      “Selkies enhance a building’s toughness and its effects. They’re basically buffers focused on structures. That’s why even normal food is so good here—they directly affect the taste itself,” Moneygold explained as he pointed at the Selkies by Chef’s side. “The base structure of this place was built by fixing the restaurant we destroyed, but the rest was made by Caldina’s top carpenters using money and materials provided by yours truly. There’s a strong baseline for the Selkies to multiply.”


      “Why would you go to all that trouble?” I asked.


      “To enjoy great food, of course. Isn’t that enough?” Moneygold said with a satisfied face.


      “Of course you’d say that, ex-fatty. Your obsession with food is something else...”


      “You’re not one to talk, Cyco. The food here practically made you throw all your eating habits out the window.”


      “That would’ve been a mistake.”


      Though, it did make sense now. An Embryo that multiplied buffs...


      What came to mind first was Hell General, Logan Goddhart. His Rumpelstiltskin put a 10x multiplier on 10 different numbers in his job skills. If Selkie was like the building version of that, it made sense that it would be powerful enough to create those insane bursts of flavors.


      “That’s amazing,” I said.


      “You’d think that, but Chef’s Selkie isn’t nearly as simple to use as Rumpelstiltskin,” Moneygold said. “Well, a better way to put it is that it just takes time.”


      “Time?” I asked. Moneygold knocked on the wall as he continued.


      “First of all, only six of them can be placed in a single building, including the Original. And there are limitations that kick in when any of them besides the Original move to a different building than the one they’re currently assigned to.” There must’ve been six of them, because Chef wasn’t a Superior, but a sixth form.


      But that was still a multiplier of 2 to the power of 6...64 times. That seemed like more than enough to me.


      “What do you mean, limitations?”


      “The 2x multiplier for each Selkie is actually just the maximum. With the exception of the Original, they don’t grant that multiplier until they spend some time working in that environment and gain ‘experience’ in the literal sense of the word. And even if you put several of them in one place, they each get experience separately.”


      So if they were moved elsewhere, the five Selkies who weren’t the Original needed some time before they exerted their full effect. Meanwhile, from what I knew, Rumpelstiltskin’s multipliers could be freely switched between job skill numbers with no penalty, making it far more adaptable for different uses.


      Moneygold had mentioned that the base structure of this place was the same as before. That must’ve had something to do with this.


      “Also, the larger the building, the longer it takes to get the full modifier.” That made sense—if you worked at a bigger place with more things to do, then you’d obviously need more time to optimize your tasks.


      “And Selkies can only be assigned to normal buildings.”


      “Normal? Meaning...?”


      “Basically, it doesn’t work on Embryos or buildings that count as monsters.”


      “Oh...” I instantly imagined my sister’s Pandemonium or the Imperstand at the heart of Vandelheim becoming 64 times more powerful.


      Yep, that would sure be broken, all right.


      “I think I said enough for you to get it, but...”


      “You’ll enhance Kalute’s workshop to increase the chances that the repairs on White Rose are successful.”


      “Exactly.” I finally understood what this place had to do with my mech. If Selkies could improve the workshop’s tech and effect on crafting skills, it would greatly increase the odds of a successful repair.


      “We’ll assign one to work there, then send the Original to help when needed,” Moneygold said. “That will take the multiplier to x4.”


      That wasn’t anywhere near the maximum of x64, but it was still very good.


      “The reason I had you come here and try the food is to get a feel for Selkie’s skill. It sure seems like it might work, huh?”


      “Yes.” After tasting that omelet, I once again had hope that White Rose could be repaired.


      “The Selkie will need some time before she’s accustomed to the workshop, so it might take a little while, but the outlook is good now. All that’s left is for you to talk to Kalute about how you’d like the repairs to go. He’s logged out now, though. He asked you to come to him the day after tomorrow, Dendro time.”


      “All right. I’ll do that.”


      “Anyway, that’s it for all our business. By the way, do you have a place to stay here in Drac-Nomad?”


      “I’m thinking of getting a room at an inn.”


      “Just use one of my houses, then.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ve got three houses in this city, and I’m not using this one. It’s close to the harbor and the workshop too.” Moneygold wrote down the address on a piece of paper and handed it to me along with a key.


      “Are you sure?” I asked.


      “I don’t mind it one bit.”


      “Why do you have three houses?” Cyco asked.


      “They have different uses. The one I’m lending you is right next to the lookout, so it’s good for enjoying the scenery. Next to the city hall, you’ll find the main one, which I use for business. And then there’s the one I built in the pleasure district. That one’s for the nightlife.”


      “Um...” I had no idea how to respond. Moneygold was a good person, but he could be a little...


      “Vulgar,” Cyco finished my thought.


      “I’ve never pretended otherwise. Anyway, I need to have a little talk with Chef. You two can go.”


      “All right. Thank you for all your kindness...”


      “Don’t mention it. You deserve it for your work back at Eltram.”


      I excused myself and parted ways with him for the day.


      The house Moneygold let us stay at was about as luxurious as the mansion I’d lived in when I was little, and it was fully maintained by a staff of servants.


      And I definitely noted that one of them said, “It’s been so long since we’ve had anyone here to serve.”


      ◇◆◇


      Restaurant Malkuth


      “You didn’t talk at all toward the end there.” After seeing off Hugo and Cyco, Moneygold turned to Chef.


      He hadn’t said a word even while Moneygold had been explaining Chef’s own Embryo’s powers. Though, perhaps it was more like he had purposely left the explanation entirely to King of Revelry.


      “I’m not good at bluffing,” said Chef.


      “Hey, I didn’t tell any lies,” said Moneygold. “But even if Hugo is trustworthy, he’s ultimately with Dryfe. I had to assume anything I said might make it back to them eventually, so I only talked about the cards we’ll show.”


      Moneygold’s explanation didn’t have any lies in it, but he’d purposely spoken in a way that gave a somewhat wrong impression.


      “By the way, you showed up later than planned,” said Chef.


      “I was dealing with some trouble. I think I only delayed it, though.”


      “Hm?”


      “It’s about the Orbs... A Legendarian Superior came to negotiate. Does that tell you enough?”


      “...It does. It sounds so annoying and unpleasant. Please don’t bring him to the restaurant. Just handle it at the city hall or your house.”


      “You’re our leader, though. Shouldn’t you take part in the negotiations?”


      “I’m not suited for that at all. I’m just someone who does desk work, cooking, and dispatches in exchange for a good environment to learn cooking.”


      “You are...not really bringing us together, but you are doing enough to keep us from falling apart. Honestly, bringing us together is probably impossible anyway. Not even I or Fatoum can do that.” Moneygold shrugged as he spoke. He really seemed to believe what he was saying.


      “I would never have had to become the de facto leader at all if the members didn’t constantly make a fuss about not wanting to be below this or that other member.”


      “We’re not a clan of people who get along. We’re just a collection of firepower, gathered through some deals with the Caldinan congress... Well, mostly just the president. We’re a bunch of egotistical, terribly individualistic, and probably straight-up insane idiots. As you’d expect, this means we’ve got people who just can’t see eye to eye. In fact, they wanna kill each other. I myself get chills if I just imagine Eve or that slut as our leader...and I can only assume the feeling is mutual.”


      Moneygold thought about AR-I-CA, and just the mental image of the Ace’s face made him scowl. This was quite ironic, considering the high opinion he had of her apprentice.


      “That’s why you’re best suited for this position—you don’t get involved in such conflicts at all. Keep up the good work, leader,” Moneygold said as he patted Chef’s shoulder.


      “Fine, fine...” Chef said with a tired face and a grin—a strained one, but a grin nonetheless.


      “So, when’s the next time?”


      “Tomorrow night. It’s once a month, after all.”


      “Perfect timing. Is it all good?”


      “Yes,” Chef said with an expression that was neither cheerful nor all that disgruntled. “The Prismatic Fortress... Rainbow is full now, so I’ll be sending it to the workshop and other important facilities. It makes sense, and I was compensated for it.”


      “So the development plan is going smoothly, huh?”


      “Yes. I suppose it is,” he said with a vague nod before turning to a different part of the restaurant. “Right, Madam President?”


      He addressed the lone, veiled woman who’d been listening to every conversation that had occurred.


      Responding with only a pleasant smile, this woman was the President of the Congress of Caldina, La Place Phantasma.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2 (Front): The Odd Visitor


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      Two days later in Dendro time, I logged back in to Moneygold’s house.


      It was lunchtime, so the cooks here made some food for me. Apparently, it was rare for Moneygold to actually eat here, so they were happy to finally get someone to serve.


      The meal was delicious, by the way, but compared to Chef’s absolutely broken cooking, it just wasn’t the same kind of punch to the taste buds. Maybe that wasn’t a fair comparison though.


      “...Phew. Hm?” I was enjoying a postmeal coffee as I looked over the newspaper that the servants had brought me. Meanwhile, Cyco was trying to make latte art. Apparently, as long as the coffee was white on top, it was good enough for her to drink.


      The newspaper said that negotiations between Caldina and Granvaloa would soon be held at Vennsayle the Laketop City—though, the article didn’t mention anything about the focus of the negotiations, and I couldn’t learn much more about it here in Drac-Nomad.


      “Maybe Teach would know something?” I was pretty sure that she’d gone to deal with Granvaloa. Knowing Cassandra’s power, she would probably be fine no matter what happened.


      Still, I hadn’t seen her since I boarded Eltram, so I wouldn’t help but worry a little bit. Particularly, I hoped that she didn’t break my sister’s mech, like I had.


      Besides that, what caught my eye in the newspaper was an article about orphaned children going missing all over Caldina.


      It reminded me of the Gouz-Maise Gang. As reading about it had soured my mood, I put the newspaper aside and headed to Kalute’s workshop.


      ◇


      When we arrived there, I saw someone I recognized.


      It was one of Chef’s Selkies, specifically the red-haired one who was simply called “Red.” She was now working in Kalute’s workshop.


      Hm...? Is it just me, or is her hair a different hue than yesterday?


      “There you are,” Kalute said as he noticed us.


      “Hello. Selkie’s already hard at work, I see.”


      “Yeah. She arrived this morning. Even if you ignore the skill stuff, she just works really hard, so there’s much to appreciate. Though, I was also told to keep something in mind about her...”


      “What’s that?”


      “It’s something that only matters when she works in places her Master doesn’t own. Apparently, her skill effectiveness falls if you make her angry, and if you go too far, she might just disappear.”


      “Oh...” That seemed to match the myth she was based on. If my memory was right, upset selkies could play pranks, cause harm, or even chase you out of your own home.


      “You can’t even cop a feel,” Kalute added.


      “I mean, I thought that went without saying.”


      “Well, I didn’t need to be discouraged from it anyway. She doesn’t even have cyborg limbs, let alone a mech body. No way I’d even lay a finger on her.”


      “Right... Hm?”


      I felt like he’d just come out of a very strange closet, but I decided to ignore it.


      Kalute stood before White Rose, which I’d left with him, and began explaining.


      “Anyway, with Selkie here, we do have a chance of fixing this up. I went ahead and made several repair plans.”


      “Several?”


      “If we just return it to the way it was, we’ll only get a scrappy, weaker version of the original. I mean, this thing was completely destroyed. Everything about it will be worse, including its skills.”


      “Oh...” Unfortunately, that made a lot of sense. Basically, White Rose was so badly broken that it couldn’t be perfectly repaired.


      “That means we gotta do something to reinforce it. You got any preferences or ideas?”


      “Something to reinforce it...” I spent a moment thinking if I had anything, and something quickly came to mind. “Now that you mention it, I did get this back at Eltram.”


      I took a certain item out of my Inventory and placed it on the workbench.


      It was the “Mechdragon Heart, Imperial Glory”—the power core MVP reward I’d gotten from the dragon-headed mech after it became a UBM.


      Kalute spent a good moment just staring at it in absolute silence before beckoning me over with his hand.


      “Hm?” I approached him, only to receive a mighty flick on my forehead.


      “Ngh...”


      As I put my hand on my forehead, his face twisted into an expression I couldn’t even describe and started to shout at me. “WHY. DIDN’T. YOU. MENTION. THIS?! D-D-D-Do you have any idea how much this changes things?! It’s like calling tanyao when you can call suuankou!”


      “I don’t understand that metaphor...”


      “It’s a total waste! And it’s idiotic!” He was so mad that if this had been a comic, steam would be coming off his head.


      “Um, but I told you back then that—”


      “NO, YOU DIDN’T!”


      Looking back, while I had told him that I’d fought Imperial Glory, I might’ve neglected to mention that it became a UBM.


      “As a core, it’s just as powerful as Imperial Glory! And though I can’t read it, I can tell it’s even got another skill! There aren’t many ways it can be used, I think, but for an Epic-tier, this is just insane! I gotta cook up a new plan from scratch! We can’t waste even a speck of this core’s energy!”


      “Um, what about my input?”


      “No point in asking anymore.”


      It was my mech, though.


      Then again, I couldn’t use the core to its fullest, so it was best to just leave it all to him.


      “I got a whole bunch of weapons I had to shelf because they eat too much power...” Kalute said. “This baby could handle them, though. It might even become a bit of a hedgehog...but no matter what, it’ll be way more powerful than before.”


      Kalute’s anger subsided, and a grin spread across his face. It only grew wider the longer he looked at the Mechdragon Heart.


      “We might get something even stronger than Imperial Glory.”


      “Stronger than that mech...?”


      “It was a prewar design. Magingear tech is advancing by the day, and since I came to Caldina, my Leprechaun’s tech has improved too.” Kalute poked White Rose’s armor. “And most importantly, the foundation will be on a different level. We built Imperial Glory without Franklin’s involvement, but this here is a masterpiece made with the help of his specialized monsters. And that’s after he became a Superior. It’s pretty damn obvious that once it’s reborn, White Rose will be nothing like it used to be... Nothing like other Magingears, even. It’ll pass Demi-Dragon, Dragon, and maybe even High-Dragon tiers to become...a Dragon King-tier Magingear.”


      “Dragon King-tier...” Kalute’s words made me gulp.


      “Though, there is something else we’ll need for that.”


      “That being...?”


      “Amnir.”


      That name was familiar.


      “Isn’t that Legendaria’s capital...?”


      “Yeah. It’s the name of the city, the tree that symbolizes the country...and the material you can get from it.”


      “But isn’t that...wood?” Why would we need wood to make a mech?


      “It is wood, but Amnir’s branches are damn strong, and they’re crazy good at conducting magic. There’s no better material for a Magingear’s nerves and veins... The lines that carry magic from the heart to the rest of the unit. That’s especially true when you want to get out the most of a power core as great as this.”


      This brought to mind Thomas Alva Edison’s filament experiments. It was said that the best material he’d found for that was actually Japanese bamboo, so maybe using a plant for this purpose wasn’t too far-fetched.


      “The original Imperial Glory also used Amnir. It was a request from Dryfe, so they gave us what they had stored away... Oh, right. That’s a problem.”


      “Kalute?” I prompted. His good mood had abruptly vanished, and his expression became a scowl.


      “It’s rare for Amnir to leave Legendaria. The most notable example of it actually traveling out of the country is from the Era of the Peerless Three, where they gave some of it to the invaders from Adrasta. The Amnir in Dryfe’s storage also dates back to that time. I guess the quality must’ve suffered a little, though.”


      It was surprising to hear that they were still holding on to material from over six hundred years ago, but I was more shocked to know that Imperial Glory’s power came from such ancient material. It really drove home just how amazing Amnir was.


      “It’s the best material for so many things. That’s why Legendaria treats it as a strategic resource and strictly controls its flow. Caldina is said to be a place where you can get anything as long as you have the money, but guess what? No one here’s got it.”


      “What if we make it without Amnir?”


      “White Rose will be only half as good as it could be—if that.”


      Amnir seriously that important, huh? I thought. I would’ve liked to get some, but I had no idea where to even begin.


      “I might have to start believing in fate.”


      Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice from the workshop’s entrance.


      “Moneygold.”


      “Moneygold?” Kalute asked.


      At the door indeed stood Moneygold, looking somewhat tired.


      “Hugo. Come with me. I got another job for you, and you actually might get some Amnir from this one.”


      “Huh?”


      “A Legendarian VIP is in town, and I think he might have some Amnir on him. I want you to accompany me as I negotiate with him...or fight him, if it comes to that. You and Cyco are super effective against opponents who fight a lot of people.”


      He needed me for the same reason he needed me at Eltram—we would be fighting someone who would be affected by La Porte de l’Enfer.


      “...Who are we dealing with, exactly?” I asked. Moneygold looked even more exhausted as he answered...


      “King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum.”


      “...Huh?” I actually knew that name.


      After all, that was...


      “The head of Legendaria’s top clan, YLNT Club.”


      ...the name of the worst pervert, weirdo, and deviant in all of Legendaria—and all of Infinite Dendrogram.


      He was a man that everyone—Teach included—called a “total pervert.”


      And now I would have to be Moneygold’s bodyguard as he negotiated with him?


      I’m not sure if I want Amnir that badly.


      That thought of mine never reached anyone, though, so I ended up being dragged into this anyway.


      ◇


      As I walked to the meeting with the pervert, my legs felt awfully heavy, and I couldn’t help but sigh.


      My role would be to act as a bodyguard in case a fight broke out, as well as to try and negotiate for Amnir. And in case things went badly, Kalute had lended me a spare Marshall II. He also assured me that I didn’t have to worry about breaking it, since Moneygold would cover any costs.


      I was hesitant at first, but Moneygold readily agreed to that.


      In Caldina, a Marshall II went for about eighty million. This meant I was stepping straight into a mess that might require that much money to untangle.


      “If we can buy Amnir, you can count on me to cover the costs,” said Moneygold. “Consider it part of your payment for the last job.”


      “But...there’s no telling how expensive it will be.”


      “It’s fine. I may rely on my money, but there’s no point in hoarding too much of it.” The Superior who both made and spent more money than anyone else dismissed my concerns with a detached look in his eyes.


      “Though, odds are that we won’t be able to just buy it off of him.”


      “Why?”


      “Because he also doesn’t see much value in money. In a different way than I do, though... Oh, yeah. You should take this.”


      Moneygold gave me an accessory—a Cameo.


      “This is...a Cameo of Health?” I was pretty sure I’d seen it on the wiki. “Don’t they say these are...?”


      “Yeah, the number one accessory you should never buy.”


      Right. I recalled what I’d seen in the beginner FAQ. It had said, “Brooches eventually become a must-have, but don’t buy the Cameos from the same family of items.”


      “It’s like a Lifesaving Brooch, but it negates status effects instead,” Moneygold explained.


      “Isn’t that pretty useful, though?”


      “Would you believe it’s way too sensitive?”


      Sensitive? I thought.


      “It reacts every time you take a breath of poison gas, and if you get liquid poison on your skin, it reacts to it every second. If you have it equipped, it can break even if you just trip.”


      “That’s... Wow.”


      “Oh, right, it’s really dry here, so try not to cut your finger. You’ll get the Bleeding status, and it’ll break for sure.”


      “Seems a little badly balanced, yeah...” I could see why the wiki warned about it. I’m sure a lot of newbies had bought them, only to have them break right away.


      “And Cameos need almost the same high-quality ingredients as Brooches, so they’re about as expensive. Instead of buying this, it’s better to get accessories that deal with a specific debuff. The ‘Storm Visage’ gas mask is a good example. Even I only know one Master who makes good use of Cameos.”


      “I’m surprised there’s even one, quite frankly...”


      “They can still be somewhat useful against an opponent with single-cast curses, though. You should put it on for this one.”


      That made sense—we were up against King of Curses, after all. If it could prevent even one of his debuff spells, it would definitely help.


      That only mattered if a battle broke out.


      “I’ll be honest... If there’s a battle, I have no chance of winning,” Moneygold said.


      “Huh?”


      “I’m seriously incompatible with LS Ergo Sum. There’s no way I can win against him.”


      Moneygold’s Jipangu turned all damage he suffered into money, while his SJ, King of Revelry, used that money to fire incredibly powerful blasts. He had both great defense and offense, and yet Moneygold was sure he couldn’t win?


      “Man, why am I the only one available, anyway? Why couldn’t anyone else be here too?”


      “Um, what are they doing, anyway...?”


      “Fatoum, Eve, and that slut are negotiating with Granvaloa...or fighting them, maybe. I heard that Albert, Yumeji, and Carl went to the west. I thought the elders would be here, but the old man’s in an IRL title match, while the old lady’s visiting her son’s family, including her grandchildren.”


      “Well, that sounds important, at least.” The result, though, was that Moneygold was the only one here.


      “Our clan has a whole nine Superiors, but I’m the one who always gets a raw deal when it matters. I just came out of a death penalty too, damn it.”


      As Moneygold let out a sigh, we finally arrived at the Drac-Nomad city hall. After being let inside, we walked to a large meeting room with a high ceiling, big enough for me to take out my Marshall II if necessary.


      “Heh heh heh. Oh, you sure kept me waiting!”


      There were people here already. One of them was Isara—Moneygold’s bodyguard.


      The second was no doubt King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum.


      You could tell at just a glance it was him. He was a real weirdo—wearing a green suit, a basic mask on the top half of his face, and a red oxygen mask on the bottom half.


      He looked like even more of a freak than I’d anticipated.


      “Oh ho ho. It seems that you are curious about my mode of dress. I usually wear these green clothes, but I went and added some red to show a little holiday spirit. It’s Christmas, after all.”


      “I’m...pretty sure it’s April.” It was nowhere near Christmas. Was I talking to someone from a different dimension?


      “I always strive to be someone that children find joy in! And what’s more joyous for children than Christmas?!”


      “Okay, so what’s with the oxygen mask, then?” The mask extended to a small gas tank attached to his waist. He was an avatar, so it wouldn’t make sense if he was sickly or something. Why did he need the extra oxygen?


      “This tank contains the air from the home of my soul.”


      “Huh?”


      “Air from a place where the average age is over thirteen is like a toxic miasma to me. I simply can’t bear it.”


      “Hm...?” U-Uh...


      “That’s why I pumped loli and shota air into tanks and brought them here from Legendaria. I’ve got an Inventory with at least six hundred more of them!”


      A man who carried six hundred tanks of air extracted from around children?


      No no no NO NO! That is so freaky! Even one is too many!


      “Moneygold. Can I leave?”


      “I can tell by the shaking in your voice that you’re serious, but please just bear with us for now...”
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      So this was a Legendarian pervert... A perv with a capital P! I totally understood why Teach and Moneygold didn’t want to be grouped with him. Someone who just slept around was nothing compared to this!


      “Oh, it’s about time for a replacement. Hrmmm, I think I will go for air from Coulmun Preschool next. Ooohhh, the scent of the flowers in the garden, mixed with the smell of the boys and girls. What magnificent FRAGRANCE!”


      “I’M LEAVING! I’M GOING HOME!”


      “Calm down! Don’t show anything about your IRL self! He’ll set his sights on you!”


      “EEP...!” I jumped back in fear, but the Perv didn’t seem to care.


      “Oh? Young man, are you actually a fifteen-year-old middle school girl or something? That’s outside my range, so please, don’t be concerned.”


      He got my real age and gender perfectly correct! Who cares if I’m not in his range?! I’m still terrified!


      “Though that Maiden over there has an appearance that looks to be just barely under my cutoff age, and she isn’t even a single year old. Most excellent.”


      “Cyco! Come back!”


      “’Kay.” To protect Cyco’s chastity, I quickly returned her to her crest.


      “Hrm... I can’t imagine why you’re so afraid of me. I’m just someone who’s fond of children.”


      “Yeah, but in what way?!”


      “What a terrible implication. We are YLNT—the ‘Yes Loli-Shota, No Touch’ Club! We don’t touch children. We mostly just smell them.”


      That’s bad enough on its own!


      “The air in my tanks actually came from preschools and orphanages funded by my clan. Speaking of, that ‘Isara’ lady over there seems to run an orphanage too. I think we might get along!”


      The Fullmetal Princess maintained a smile, but the vein on her forehead was on the verge of popping. I could tell she wanted to say something like, “Don’t you dare group us together, Perv. I’ll kill you.”


      The fact that she managed to keep quiet really showed her professionalism.


      “Now that we had some hearty conversation to warm us up, let’s move on to the negotiations!”


      I didn’t exactly feel any warmth here. In fact, I had chills running down my spine that would put La Porte de l’Enfer to shame.


      Still, Moneygold showed bravery and sat down before the Perv, and I begrudgingly did the same. It was time to start the negotiations.


      “You already know my demand. I want the Orb that turns monsters into humans.” That was the one Moneygold acquired through some negotiations at Eltram. I had no idea how the Perv found out about that, but he’d come all the way to Drac-Nomad to take it.


      “For what?” Moneygold asked.


      “Hrmmm, a foolish question! That Orb lets you increase the amount of lolis and shotas in this world! Who wouldn’t want it! It’s an Orb more potent than the Dragon Balls!”


      “Lots of people wouldn’t want it!” I was one of them! Then again, if there was a monster who’d killed many humans, La Porte de l’Enfer might work on it if I transformed it, and... No no no no!


      “Hmmm. How sad it is to not be understood...” The Perv dropped his shoulders, obviously dispirited. “Regardless, is there anything you would like in exchange?”


      “Yes. Do you have Amnir?”


      “Indeed I do,” the Perv nodded. “I have one branch, bestowed upon me by Titania. Just a little token from that pseudo-loli hag. Though, if I take it out here... I might just damage the room.”


      ...Did he really just say that about his nation’s head of state?


      If he had enough Amnir to fill this room and then some, though, that would be more than enough to improve White Rose.


      “Would you be willing to give it to us?” Moneygold asked.


      “I’m not exactly a crafter. I’m willing to part with it, and I would certainly trade it for the Orb.”


      Fortunately, the Perv didn’t seem too reluctant to part with his Amnir. That was all well and good, but...


      “Unfortunately, we can’t give you the Orb. No matter what you offer us.”


      “Ohhh? What did you just say?” The air around the Perv—King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum—suddenly changed a little. It took on a menacing aura I’d learned to recognize by now—the aura of a mighty Superior.


      This was enough to make me painfully aware that although he was a total creep, he was still a Superior and the leader of a top-ranking clan.


      Basically, he was on the same level as my sister.


      Sorry I’m comparing you to this guy, sis, I thought.


      “I’m the one who has the Orb right now,” said Moneygold. “But it’s still not clear who actually owns it. Caldina is currently negotiating about that with Huang He. We can’t hand it over to another country while that’s still going on.”


      “Oh? And if these negotiations were to end?”


      “That’ll be difficult. It can be used for things other than increasing the number of children in the world, you know. I don’t have the right to decide how to handle it.”


      “Then what are these negotiations even for?” The Perv spoke in such a way that even through his mask, I could tell he was displeased.


      “We would like to have Amnir. And we don’t want a foreign Superior causing any more trouble in our territory.”


      “That brush in the western desert was an accident. Both sides are at fault. It was bad for me, as well. I was separated from my companion.”


      That brush?


      “Hrmmm... I see how it is. You can’t give me the Orb, yet you want me to give up the Amnir that was bestowed upon me.”


      KoC nodded in understanding...


      “That’s a little too weighted in your favor, isn’t it?”


      ...then spread a magic circle around his legs—probably a Territory Embryo.


      Moneygold and I jumped up from our seats, while Isara’s hands were already covered in metal, prepared for battle. Moneygold also activated his Jipangu.


      Cyco and I would need some time to use La Porte de l’Enfer, though.


      “Nnnggghhh, how aggressive. You know you’re the ones picking a fight here, right?”


      Though he’d activated his Embryo, he hadn’t used any skills. The Perv just remained seated and glared at us.


      “Hhhowever, I am a gentleman,” KoC said, clapping his hands once. “And being one, I will present you with a peaceful and fair solution.”


      “...Peaceful and fair?”


      “Indeeed. You don’t want to give me the Orb, but do want the Amnir. Meanwhile, I want the Orb. A simple trade is off the table. Thus, we will play a game.”


      “A game?” His words didn’t suit these negotiations at all. I had no idea how to react.


      “It’s me against you three... Well, four if that loli joins. You’ll be the only players, but you can solicit help from outsiders. If I win this one-on-four competition, I will take the Orb. If I lose, I will give you the Amnir and give up on the Orb.”


      Moneygold put a hand over his mouth and pondered something as the Perv went on.


      “If I win and get the Orb, you will be able to tell Huang He that it was taken from you. Though, I’m playing with a handicap, so you’ll also be punished if you lose.”


      “Punished? How?”


      “I will use my Embryo skill on you.” A skill from KoC’s Superior Embryo... Whatever it was, that must’ve been the reason Moneygold couldn’t win against him. Taking that might have been risky.


      Though...


      “You should present the game’s rules before the prizes. If we accept and the game is just unfair, it’ll be hopeless for us. For all we know, you could give us a game where having the bigger team is a disadvantage.”


      Moneygold was right. I actually couldn’t think of a one-versus-four game where outsiders could be called to help. What did this Superior want to play, exactly?


      “Oh, it’s a simple game everyone knows well. We’ll be playing...”


      KoC paused for a bit, then gave the name...


      “Hide-and-seek.”


      ...of a game practically everyone in the world has played before.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3 (Front): I Hide, You Seek


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      “Hide-and-seek...?”


      Upon hearing the name of the game, I repeated it under my breath as if I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


      “Y-Y-Yes. Hide-and-seek. I will hide, and you four will seek. You can even gather a bunch of helpers and look for me with a crowd, if you like.”


      If it was hide-and-seek, and we were “it,” then we definitely had the upper hand. If anything, KoC was at an awful disadvantage, especially if we were allowed to get more people to help us.


      “However, only the four of you have the right to give an answer. If you find me, I want you to point at me and say the magic words: ‘Found you, LS!’”


      So we could get as many people as we wanted to help us look, but only the four of us could actually “find” him. Paired with the “magic words,” this really felt like a children’s game.


      “But! This is where the penalty comes in.”


      “Penalty?”


      KoC held up a finger as he spoke. “If you say the words to someone who isn’t me, you will be disqualified. You’ll suffer the punishment and lose your right to give an answer.”




      Then, he held up another one.


      “You can only start seeking ten minutes after I leave this room. And don’t you dare try to get any helpers during that time. You’ll all be disqualified then.”


      Three fingers.


      “And don’t do anything violent while you’re looking for me. I repeat, no violence! Do that, and you’re all disqualified! Games must be fun!”


      Four fingers.


      “If you’re all disqualified, I win. Finally, I’ll also win if you don’t find me in seventy minutes after I leave... Basically, you have an hour of seeking.”


      “Uh...”


      What a strange kind of hide-and-seek.


      We’d win if we found him, pointed at him, and said, “Found you, LS!”


      We had an hour to do it, and we’d lose if we didn’t find him.


      Any of us who got it wrong would be disqualified, and being violent or going over time would disqualify all of us.


      We could also get as many helpers as we wanted.


      And if all four of us got it wrong, he would win.


      Those were more rules than one might expect for a game like this. With Moneygold and Isara on our side, though, we had the home-field advantage, and Moneygold could get us plenty of local helpers.


      “I have a question,” said Moneygold. “What’s the game’s area? The city hall?”


      “No, not here. The area is the entire city of Drac-Nomad, with the exception of buildings. It’s a game, after all.”


      So he would only hide outside. That really reduced the amount of places he could be in.


      “And? Is that it for the questions?” KoC asked.


      “How will we know if we get it wrong?” asked Moneygold.


      “With this.” KoC took out four accessories that looked like wristwatches, but instead of a time dial, each of them had a shiny stone reminiscent of a Gem. “These accessories both check your answers and deliver the punishment.”


      “I see. Cursed items made by King of Curses himself.”


      “Now that is uncalled for! I see them as blessed, not cursed!” KoC was visibly upset by this, but I had no idea why. These items delivered a punishment. They couldn’t possibly be blessed. “That’s it for the explanation. So? Will you play?”


      “Hm...” Moneygold seemed to be weighing his options.


      To be blunt, there was no reason at all for him to accept these terms. After all, the Amnir we were trying to win was only for my White Rose. It didn’t actually benefit the nation of Caldina itself. Meanwhile, they definitely needed the Orb for diplomatic reasons. It would be completely irrational for Moneygold to even consider gambling it here. And yet...


      “I have to ask one more thing,” Moneygold said.


      “You sure ask a lot of questions, but very well. What is it?”


      “The Amnir branch you have is large enough that it doesn’t fit in this room, right?”


      “Indeed. I estimate that... Well, it would surely break the walls and the ceiling here.”


      “I see. And you’re wagering all of it?”


      “Of course.”


      “Then I accept.”


      As irrational as it seemed, Moneygold agreed to play KoC’s game.


      “Moneygold...?!”


      “Nnnghhh! That’s the answer I wanted!” KoC said, spinning joyfully in place. “Then I shall go hide now! You wait ten minutes, then put on those accessories and start seeking!” Still spinning, he gracefully opened the door and fled the meeting room.


      As I stood there dumbfounded, Moneygold opened the window and checked the time.


      “Moneygold, are you sure you should’ve agreed to this? Why would you gamble the Orb for some Amnir? For White Rose?”


      “Don’t worry about it. More importantly, you should call Cyco.”


      “...Right.” Still not convinced that this was a good idea, I let Cyco out of the crest.


      “Cyco, did you hear all that?”


      “Of course. I got this.”


      It seemed that she had been listening to the entire conversation—though I felt like she sounded unusually confident.


      “Have you played hide-and-seek before?”


      “I’m really good at it,” she said while puffing her chest.


      I was with Cyco pretty much all the time, but I couldn’t remember her playing enough hide-and-seek to be this confident. Had she done it back when we were still in the clan?


      “Also, you notice how serious he was while explaining the game?” Cyco asked.


      “Huh? Oh. He really was, yeah.” She had a point. He’d talked like an absolute weirdo back when we first entered the room, but during the negotiations and game explanations, he was very clear about everything, even though his tone remained pretty weird. Was there any significance to that?


      “Anyway, let’s assess the situation,” said Moneygold as he put on his accessory. “We can only look for helpers after ten minutes are up. That means he’s confident he can find a good hiding spot in that much time. Considering the speed of a caster without movement skills, he has to be hiding in this half of the city.”


      “What if he has a mount?”


      “That would make him stand out—we’d be able to track him by just asking people if they saw anyone strange. He’ll probably change his clothes for the same reason.”


      “I see...” Since his clothes stood out so much, he could camouflage himself by just changing into something more normal.


      ...But, wait. What about those creepy gas tanks?


      “Anyway, when the ten minutes are up, we should gather as much help as we can and flood the streets to look for him...” I said.


      “No. We can’t get too many helpers.”


      “Huh?”


      “There’s a rule against violence. Imagine if someone we recruited, for example, ran around interrogating people by aggressively shouting something like ‘WHERE THE HELL IS KOC?!’ There’s a chance even that might disqualify us.”


      “Oh...”


      “The more helpers we get, the harder it will be for us to keep things under control, and we don’t really have many trustworthy people around here.”


      “We don’t?”


      “There could be people around who are specifically looking to act against Caldina’s best interests. We answer directly to the president of the congress, but there are powerful people who oppose her. Cortana’s mayor is a good example.”


      That made sense, actually.


      “Isara, did he say anything before we came here?” I asked.


      “Just more of those delusional ramblings like you heard upon arriving.”


      “That’s... I am so sorry.” If I’d had to deal with that all by myself, I would’ve just ran away. By logging out, if necessary.


      “He did say one thing that stood out, though,” Isara added.


      “That being?”


      “‘I came to Drac-Nomad for the Orb! And one goal that is no less important!’”


      You really don’t have to mimic the way he talks... I thought. Isara was sometimes a little too serious about her job.


      “Hm...” Moneygold put his hand to his mouth thoughtfully. He seemed to be wondering about that “another goal.”


      “Do you have an idea what it could be?” I asked.


      “Several. That other ‘goal’ changes entirely depending on which one of his roles he’s prioritizing. We have to set it aside for now.”


      As we talked, the ten minutes passed us by, and we left the city hall to search for King of Curses.


      ◇


      Right out the door, just outside the entrance to the city hall, we saw a green-and-red Perv standing there with his arms crossed.


      We just stared at him in silence. This was hide-and-seek, and yet he wasn’t hiding at all.


      What was this about? Was the Perv feeling like standing out?


      “Is that...a decoy?”


      “It’s got to be...” Moneygold and Isara both considered this figure.


      “A decoy?”


      “We get a penalty for making a wrong answer. Of course he would prepare some decoys.” Right. With the four of us, we had four tries, and anyone who got it wrong was disqualified. That explained why he had put so much emphasis on finding someone who wasn’t him.


      “KoC?”


      The Perv gave no response to that. I couldn’t tell if that was because he was someone else, or because he was the real thing and his voice would give it away.


      However, he didn’t show any intention of running—he barely even moved. I briefly thought he might be something like a scarecrow, but the faint breathing sounds from his oxygen mask told me that he was definitely alive.


      “Can we use Reveal...?”


      “Sadly, those green clothes are custom-made. They’re designed to block Reveal and Identification.”


      So much effort wasted on a suit for a total pervert!


      “Anyway, this is obviously a decoy, but then again... Maybe that’s exactly what he wants us to think, and it’s actually the real thing. And if we try to remove the mask or the clothes, it’ll probably count as violence.”


      “So what do we do?”


      “Custom-made clothes like this are hard to come by. He probably doesn’t have many of these. If we guess here, we’ll either get it right or get rid of one of his decoys. I think it’s worth it.”


      “Sir, let me be the one to try,” Isara said.


      “...Very well.”


      Isara then took a step forward and pointed at the Perv.


      “Found you, LS!”


      “Be-beep! Wrooong!” The Perv’s annoying voice resounded from the accessory Isara wore, making it clear that this wasn’t him.


      With that, the accessory released a burst of light that completely engulfed Isara.


      When the blinding flash subsided...


      “Mmmh...?”


      ...there stood a girl with the same hair and skin color as Isara, but who couldn’t have been more than about four years old.


      “Isara?”


      “Yesh, ’m Ishara.” Clearly not very good at talking, the child...or rather, Isara looked up at Moneygold. “Who’re you, mishter?”


      “Looks like tians have their memories reverted too... That’s not good.”


      Isara didn’t recognize Moneygold, and behaved exactly as the age she currently appeared to be.


      Moneygold glanced at her before pressing his hand to his forehead as though he were developing a headache.


      While Isara didn’t seem to know him, she didn’t seem to be afraid of him either. Perhaps she didn’t need her memories to sense that he was a good person.


      “Moneygold, is this the Perv’s power?” I asked.


      “Yeah. It’s his Superior Embryo, Neverland. I heard that it actually reverts living beings to children, and clearly that was accurate. And I guess his skills as KoC let him use it automatically and at a distance...”


      The sorcerer grouping had a skill called “Create Cursed Object,” which let them make items that had specific effects when they were worn or some other condition was fulfilled. The number of conditions it could have and the kinds of effects that could be applied scaled with the skill’s level. Since KoC had it at skill level EX, he could even add his Embryo’s effects to an item.


      “She’s still got her job levels,” Moneygold said, checking the party window. “Her stats have barely changed too. She just transformed from an adult to a child, and that’s it.”


      “So even though it turned her into a little kid, it didn’t actually make her weaker?”


      “Yeah. Dendro’s stats generally have nothing to do with the body, anyway. They’re linked to the jobs you’ve acquired. You can see it in the way base giants are way stronger than fairies, but jobs let fairies easily beat giants. That’s why your job levels don’t just go away even if you’re reverted to a child... Oh, Isara, careful how you move. The power you have is a bit too much for your age.”


      Moneygold picked up Isara to stop her from scurrying around. She was a bit confused, but it didn’t seem like she was against being held by him.


      “Is she...”


      “Her mental age reverted too, but we might not have to worry about that part. Masters have a mental safeguard in place that will likely prevent it.”


      That was good to know. The idea of being left with that Perv as a clueless child was terrifying beyond imagination. I’d end up traumatized for sure.


      “You can’t block this effect with your Jipangu?” I asked.


      “No.” Jipangu turned all and any attacks into cash, but Moneygold seemed really confident that it wouldn’t work here.


      “How come?”


      “Tell me, Hugo... Do you think that becoming younger is...a debuff?”


      “Huh...? Oh.”


      “Like I already said, it barely changes your stats at all. This skill only reverts the body to a childish state, while keeping your actual power the same. For living creatures, it only puts more distance between us and death.”


      Moneygold paused for a moment before concluding...


      “This effect is actually a buff. And that’s why I can’t block it.”


      He couldn’t defend against things that weren’t even attacks, after all.


      “These accessories are supposed to deliver a punishment, but I’m sure there’s lots of people who’d love to have them.”


      “Now that is uncalled for! I see them as blessed, not cursed!”


      So this was what he meant by that. Not a curse, but a blessing. Not a debuff, but a buff.


      Thinking back on what KoC had said with what I knew now, those words almost sounded like a hint.


      Wait. “A hint, huh?” That made me realize that he’d said a few other things that might have hidden meaning.


      A good example was his exact words when he’d designated the hiding area.


      “No, not here. The area is the entire city of Drac-Nomad, with the exception of buildings.”


      When asked about that, he’d instantly, without a moment of thinking, rattled off those rules—not like someone who’d decided to play hide-and-seek on the fly and was making things up as he went, but like someone who’d already decided his hiding place ahead of time.


      “...PHEW!”


      That was when I heard someone take a deep breath, followed by the sound of clothes being removed.


      Turning to the person dressed up as the Perv, I finally got a good look at his face. He seemed like a normal young man who was probably around twenty years old.


      “I finally got to take that off...!” The man playing the decoy role threw the Perv’s gear to the ground as if he were afraid of it.


      “I presume that gear was cursed too? Something that kept you from talking or moving?”


      “Yes! A weird guy wearing this stuff offered to pay me if I just wore this and stood in one place! I had nothing better to do, so I agreed, but the moment I put it on I couldn’t move a muscle...”


      Why did he accept such a shady deal in the first place, though?


      “Uh-huh. And since we guessed wrong, you were freed from your job.”


      “Maaan, that sucked. The clothes were actually pretty comfortable, but the mask made it hard to breathe. Plus, the air in it kind of smelled weird...”


      “Oh...” If the tank was the same one that KoC himself used, then yes, I would guess that normal people wouldn’t enjoy it...


      I chose not to divulge any details about the contents of the tank.


      “Can you tell us something about the person who gave this gear to you? Did you see his face?” Moneygold asked.


      “No. He was wearing clothes just like this, gave me this set, and just...ran off to that alley over there. I haven’t seen him since...”


      So he really did have several sets of these clothes. That made it possible that there could be at least one more decoy.


      The clothes were incredibly distinctive, but if KoC took them off, we wouldn’t have been able to recognize him at all. The mask hid basically all of his skin, and the parts of his hair that were visible could easily have been a wig or something.


      Hold on. Didn’t he say...?


      “It’s possible that KoC changed clothes as well. But...”


      “Air from a place where the average age is over thirteen is like a toxic miasma to me.”


      I recalled KoC’s strange declaration—the reason he was using an oxygen mask.


      Coming from a more reasonable person, that might’ve been a bluff, but I got the impression that he’d been completely serious about it.


      And if those ramblings were true, then he actually couldn’t remove that mask.


      Despite that... Or rather, specifically because of that...


      “He could actually remove the mask in a place full of children...”


      He didn’t need it if he was breathing air where the average age was twelve or below.


      “Moneygold,” I said, turning toward him. “Are there any places nearby with lots of children?” I asked.


      “There’s a preschool on Drac-Nomad’s right back, and Isara’s orphanage at the left back.”


      “Hm?” The little Isara tilted her head as she heard her name.


      “He’s got to be at one of those places,” I said.


      “Then let’s split up. People know me around here, so I’ll go to the preschool. You go to the orphanage. I’ll draw up a quick map to show you the way.”


      “All right!”


      Thus, we each headed to one of the places we might locate the Perv.


      “Well... Actually, I think I should start by taking Isara back home,” said Moneygold, preparing to make a slight detour to take Isara to his main mansion. Conveniently, it was on the way to the preschool.


      Yeah, I thought. I’d also feel pretty bad if I brought her along on this one.


      ◇


      Back on the Eltram, I’d heard that Isara owned multiple orphanages all over Caldina. I’d been told that this was because of her past, but I didn’t pry any further—I probably didn’t have any right to.


      However, I knew that running even just one orphanage in the harsh environment of Caldina was extremely difficult, to say the least. In fact, building one that was actually a good place for children to grow up seemed practically impossible—most orphanages here struggled just to keep their children alive, or worse, they made a profit by eventually selling their children off as slaves.


      Isara had been trying to give Caldina a few orphanages where children could live well. This was an endeavor that required immense funding—too much even for an SJ like her. The money she earned through deadly monster hunts all disappeared into her orphanage upkeep.


      Caldina was a cruel place with many unfortunate children, so a few new orphanages were not nearly enough. Isara had been fighting tirelessly for these helpless little ones, often at her own expense. But her lifestyle was dangerous, and if she happened to die, then all of those orphanages would collapse along with her.


      That was when Moneygold chose to become her sponsor.


      The man who often claimed to care about nothing but money hired her for a sum larger than everything she’d earned up until then combined. If asked about it, this self-proclaimed “vulgar person” would surely say something like, “I merely paid for a beautiful, skilled SJ bodyguard and lover,” or “It’s really none of my business how Isara uses the money I give her.”


      But now, as I headed to her orphanage in Drac-Nomad, I couldn’t help but think about how quickly he’d drawn up the map he gave me. It was so easy to read that it could’ve only been drawn by someone who was extremely familiar with the orphanage’s location.


      This made me think that Moneygold actually did care about Isara’s efforts to help the unfortunate children of Caldina.


      And now, that KoC might have headed straight for this place.


      Was it just for hide-and-seek? Or did he have some other goal? I really couldn’t say, but I did remember that newspaper article about orphaned children going missing all over Caldina.


      Praying that nothing bad was happening, I rushed to my destination.


      At first glance, it didn’t seem like anything was wrong at the orphanage—though it clearly wasn’t business as usual either.


      “That’s...” A multitude of sounds filled the air, including the joyous laughter of children.


      The orphanage was quite lively and full of happiness.


      “Wooow!”


      “Do it again!”


      On the orphanage grounds, with playground equipment scattered all over, there stood five men surrounded by children. One of the men was playing a flute, which acted as background music for the other four, who were all juggling or performing other tricks.


      All five of them were wearing masks—though they obviously weren’t the kind that delivered oxygen.


      “Why are there five?”


      “Ah! Another guest!” As I was taken aback by the unexpected sight, some of the children ran up to me. Their eyes were shining with expectation. “Will you show us a trick too, mister?”


      “A trick?”


      “Yeah!”


      “The guys over there are a ‘troupe’!”


      “They came to give us a show!”


      The children’s voices were brimming with excitement. They must’ve been having the time of their lives...or maybe they were just starved for entertainment.


      But if I had to be honest, these men were awfully suspicious.


      A charitable troupe? Performing for the children? At this particular moment? It was just way too convenient. What if they were friends of the Perv, placed here ahead of time?


      “Right!” That thought was enough for me to figure out what his plan probably was.


      We didn’t know KoC’s real face, so if we saw five men in masks, we wouldn’t be able to accurately identify which one was him. We’d basically only have a one in five chance of getting it right.


      And since we had only one guess each, guessing randomly like that was very risky for us... The setup was almost impressive, actually.


      I had to find another way to expose him, so I decided to start by asking the children.


      “Did any of these men show up later than the others?”


      “No, they all came together!” I was thinking that if one of them had arrived later—after the hide-and-seek game had begun, for example—then that would have to be the Perv. That line of questioning didn’t work, though. He must’ve thought of that and entered the orphanage after meeting up with his accomplices.


      Then again, when getting permission to perform here, the representative—the Perv—must’ve talked to somebody in charge. Maybe if I asked the caregivers about it...


      “If only the grown-ups could see this too!”


      “I wonder where they went!”


      “Maybe they went shopping?”


      You mean they’re not here?! Ugh, I’m out of ideas!


      “Cyco, can you tell?” I asked. She did not respond, however. She just stood in place, looking over the scene.


      Most of the children were crowding around the performers. But besides them...


      “Ugh! What’s so fun about all that stuff, huh?”


      “Who cares! We get the swing all to ourselves!”


      “Yaaay! Push me faster!”


      “O-Okay.” There was another group of other children who didn’t seem to care about the troupe and were just playing on the swings. They must’ve been at that age where you wanted to look cool by pretending not to care about something everyone else was going crazy over. That said, the girl on the swings did seem to be genuinely enjoying herself.


      Cyco just tilted her head and examined every person present.


      “Cyco?”


      “I don’t know yet.”


      “...Sure.” She seemed to have something in mind, but hadn’t come across an answer at this point in time.


      I guess I’ll try thinking it through myself.


      “And now... Watch as I pull a pigeon out of my hat” said one of the masked men, taking off his hat and tapping it with a wand.


      The children expectantly looked at the hat, and at first nothing happened.


      But then, moments later, an entire flock of pigeons flew out of the tip of the wand, drawing cheers from the crowd.


      “Hm...”


      That definitely wasn’t him.


      “Behold! I’ll do seven now!” The juggler then added yet another baton to the number he was juggling.


      That one did sound a little like the Perv...but after a moment, I realized this wasn’t him either.


      The other two performers also weren’t it—their voices didn’t match.


      I’d heard four out of the five performers talk at this point, but none of them were a match for the Perv.


      That left just one—the man playing the flute. That had to be LS Ergo Sum!


      I pointed at King of Curses.


      “Found you, LS!”


      Confident in my answer, I declared it loudly...


      “Be-beep! Wrooong!”


      ...only to be engulfed in light as my answer was rejected.


      Once the light subsided, I looked down at myself to see...a kindergarten-aged child.


      “Wow! He turned into a kid!”


      “That’s an awesome trick!”


      The clueless children around me excitedly cheered on what they thought was another magic trick. The men showed no surprise and just continued their performance.


      “H-Hey! Did you see that? That’s kinda crazy!” one of the children over by the swings said.


      “H-Heh heh. Wh-Who cares? We got the...the swing...”


      “Yaaay! Spiiin!”


      The children at the swing looked at me, clearly having trouble keeping up their cool, detached act.


      Though, there was that girl who was genuinely enjoying the swing so much it looked dangerous.


      Wait, hold on... Forget about that...


      “Wh-Why...?” How did I guess wrong? I was sure I’d had it!


      Wait... Were the voices all just a bluff?! Were they wearing some voice change accessories that had fooled me?! That meant the Perv had to be one of the others...


      “Ngh...” And Cyco was the only one left here now...! She had a one in four chance, so it would be a serious gamble.


      And unlike Teach, I wasn’t much of a gambler.


      “Sorry, Cyco... It’s one in four now. The odds are against you...”


      “It’s fine. I don’t expect much from that brain of yours.”


      “That’s the first time you’ve insulted me in a while and wow, that’s mean!” I-I’m actually pretty smart for my age! Don’t compare me to Ray or that silver-haired guy! They’re so smart that it’s unfair! I thought. Though, I guess I do overthink stuff a lot...


      “I’ve been considering this for a while. If I’m wrong, though, it’ll be up to the ex-fatty...”


      Cyco crossed her arms as though deep in thought...


      “I think I’ve got it.”


      ...and made her declaration.


      “Really? You know which one of those four men is LS Ergo Sum?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Huh?! But that’s not what you just... Cyco?”


      She turned her back to the five men and walked away...toward the swing.


      “Found you, LS.”


      She pointed at one of the children who stood away from the troupe.


      Specifically, the girl having a great time on the swing.


      The girl looked at Cyco with a stunned expression before...


      “You found me!”


      ...a wide grin spread across her face.


      ◇◆◇


      ???


      “Yes. Hello? It’s me. You know... Me. Your guy.”


      Silence.


      “Sorry. It’s Richter.”


      “Well, I called ya, so it’d be a damn big problem if you were anyone else. Anyway, I wanted to ask about the sitch at Drac-Nomad. Anythin’ happenin’ there?”


      “Uh... I got a pretty weird job. It got me into an encounter with Moneygold, of all people. That scared the life out of me. I don’t think he’s on to me, though. My face wasn’t the one that’s wanted.”


      “I’m sure you’ll be fine, but be careful. You’re the only one we got sittin’ at Sefirot’s side.”


      “Sure thing. And? What’s this call about? This isn’t just a routine check-in, is it?”


      “We got a bit of a problem. There might be some trouble there too.”


      “Oh! Something to do with King of Curses, I guess?”


      “What are you talkin’ about?”


      “Huh? It’s not him...? What’s this about, then?”


      “Some of La Crima’s people are on the loose.”


      “Ughhh, what a pain in the ass.”


      “You’re maybe bein’ a bit too honest there.”


      “But La Crima’s business is always a pain in the ass. I should know. I work for you all from Caldina.”


      “Regardless...if somethin’ happens, deal with it so they can’t trace it back to us.”


      “Sure thing. But I’ll pray that I don’t have to lift a finger...Rascal.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4 (Front): Hameln Unit


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      This child, too young to even tell if they were a girl or a boy, was now shaking Cyco’s hand, all smiles.


      “Incredible! You actually found me! I accept my defeat!”


      The child was now speaking just like KoC. That meant that this really was...


      “LS Ergo Sum?!”


      “Indeed!”


      The manner of speech and gestures were exactly the same as that man’s, but from the voice and face I would have never guessed it.


      And the most terrifying thing was that those same mannerisms that were so off-putting on a gas-masked Perv actually seemed cute when he looked like a child.


      “Cyco!” I called out. “What’s going on?!”


      “Calm down. You sound like a clueless onlooker from a mystery novel.” Cyco said these harsh words with a completely straight face. She was really being mean to me today! “It’s simple. He can turn himself into a child too.”


      “Exactly!” the Perv said, pulling on his now-youthful cheeks. “When used on Masters, my Return to Childhood simply makes the body young again. I can obviously use it on myself too. It’s harmless, after all.”


      “Is that the skill that turned me and Isara little?”


      “Yes! Oh, I can freely undo it too. But it goes away by itself if you just give it an hour.”


      That was a pretty long time. The game was over, so I considered asking him to fix me, but then...


      “Hey, you had enough of the swing?”


      ...one of the boys who had been playing with him posed that question.


      “Yeah. Thanks! That was tons of fun!”


      The Perv put on a cute, childish smile as he said that, which made the boy a bit bashful, and he quickly ran away.


      If I didn’t know that one of these kids was actually a massive Perv, that would’ve been a very charming exchange.


      “I have just one request,” I said.


      “What is it?”


      “Please don’t turn yourself back right now...”


      “Very well!”


      If that boy saw this cute girl (?) turn into the masked Perv, I figured it would probably traumatize him for life...


      “By the way, which are you? A man or a woman?” Cyco asked.


      “That’s a mystery for the ages!”


      What did he even mean by that?


      “Oh, and I have a question myself,” KoC added.


      “What is it?” Cyco asked.


      “How did you figure out I was me? With that troupe around, I honestly thought this quiz would be almost impossible for you.”


      “Quiz?” I asked. That was what he’d just said, right? He hadn’t called the game hide-and-seek, but a quiz.


      “It’s because you gave way too many hints.”


      “I’m glad you recognized them as such!”


      Cyco and the Perv—LS—were on the exact same wavelength.


      I, meanwhile, felt completely clueless and left out.


      “Cyco, what do you mean?” I asked.


      “It was hide-and-seek, but also it wasn’t. I thought something was up from the moment he said we had only a few tries and could get it wrong.”


      “Oh.” She did have a point. In normal hide-and-seek, the hiders lost when the seekers found them, and that was it. The seekers didn’t have limited tries and it didn’t matter if they guessed wrong.


      That alone made it...


      “...A different game pretending to be hide-and-seek,” Cyco continued my thought. “It was more like a quiz where you use LS’s hints to find him among the children.”


      “Oh...!” This reminded me of what Cyco said before the game began.


      “You notice how serious he was while explaining the game?”


      That was because he wanted us to be sure we understood what he was saying—to cut through the noise and make this a fair quiz.


      Cyco was ready with a more detailed explanation. “Hint one: He can remove his mask in places populated by children.”


      That had seemed like deranged nonsense he’d spewed just because, but it was actually a hint—though I couldn’t tell if the way he’d said it was an act or just him being his deviant self.


      “Hint two: You also realized this, but he already had a hiding place in mind.”


      Right. We knew he had to be outside, and in a place with many children. That gave us just two options: the preschool Moneygold had gone to, and this orphanage. The fact that he would be outside made the orphanage more likely, though. Looking at the time, the children at the preschool were probably having their lessons now.


      “Hint three: The punishment that turns us into children. We only figured this part out after a wrong answer, but it does explain why we had only four tries.”


      When Isara turned into a child, we learned about one of his skills. That made it possible for us to guess that he could turn himself into a child too.


      “Hint four... Though, this one didn’t actually come from LS.” A hint that wasn’t given by the Perv? “This orphanage had some adults present. He couldn’t be around adults without his mask on, so he had to be away from the troupe. And he was almost certainly a child who wasn’t even interested in it.”


      Oh. I got it now.


      “That’s how I found LS. I suspect this was originally a quiz where you had to question the orphans and find a child who didn’t belong here.”


      “Ohhh,” said LS. “So the troupe I thought would make it harder for you also made it easier in some ways. Is that all the hints that led you to me?”


      “There’s actually one more thing, but it’s something only I can do. Other than that, I’ve explained my reasoning thoroughly.”


      “I see! It all makes sense!” LS clapped and praised Cyco, looking genuinely happy. “Anyway, here. The Amnir I promised. It could crush the orphanage, so please wait to take it out until you’re in a wide open space!”


      “Yoink.”


      LS handed an Inventory to Cyco. He did it totally casually—like he didn’t care about it at all.


      “H-Hold on!”


      “What is it?”


      “Are you just going to hand it over like it’s nothing?!”


      “Hrm...” My question made LS tap his lips thoughtfully. Soon, though, he had gathered his thoughts and began to speak. “Well, I’m definitely not giving it away lightly. It was bestowed upon me... Or rather, my clan when we took first place. The people up high and my brethren both allowed me to do as I wished with it, but it’s very much an immense treasure.”


      He seemed pretty willing to trade it for the Orb, though... But then again, if his clan was full of like-minded people, they might’ve gladly agreed to this trade too.


      “If that’s how you feel, then why—”


      “I really wouldn’t say that I’m giving it away lightly.” LS spoke as if he knew what I was about to say.


      He then continued, joined by Cyco...


      “How sad it is to not be understood.”


      They both said the exact same thing, and this brought a smile to LS’s face. Cyco’s expression didn’t change, but I felt that there was a softness to it that hadn’t been there before.


      “That’s the main thing,” she said.


      “Indeed,” LS nodded. And then they spoke in unison again.


      “I want to be understood.”


      My eyes widened.


      “That is the core of my quiz,” LS added. So he (she?) had made this quiz to test if we could understand him. If you simply thought about what LS did and said, you would surely arrive upon the answer. But if you wrote off his actions and words as the behavior and ramblings of a deranged madman, you would never make it.


      That was why, when Cyco had said he gave too many hints, LS had said, “I’m glad you recognized them as such!”


      This wasn’t hide-and-seek, but a game of reasoning, or more accurately, psychology.


      In a way, this was also a game that anyone could play. That annoying silver-haired guy would’ve probably figured it out immediately.


      I couldn’t find the answer, but Cyco had.


      “Do you also have something you want others to understand?” LS asked Cyco. She gave no response, but LS didn’t seem to mind that at all.


      He then turned to face me before speaking up again.


      “And that’s how it is. If someone doesn’t disregard my words as mere ramblings, tries to understand me, and then actually does...then I am willing to give them a great deal. I actually do this quite often—with different prizes, though.”


      I just stared at him.


      “I was in it to win it, but... If I won, I got the Orb, and if I lost, I got someone who understands me. I gained something either way, so losing is not that bad for me.”


      LS had made it clear that he was willing to accept defeat.


      “You’d give this much just for...?”


      “Those who are aware of how abnormal they are sometimes yearn for someone who understands them,” LS said. “Maybe you know someone like that yourself?”


      I said nothing, but a particular person did come to mind.


      Why had she established a clan? Perhaps her motivation had been something similar to what LS felt.


      “...That was a little pointed. I apologize,” he said. “Anyway, I lose. This is over.”


      He then waved a finger and turned me back into my usual self. It happened in just an instant.


      “If anyone else made a wrong guess, I can fix them too... But it seems as though time will run out before that.”


      I noticed that the hour we had for seeking was almost over. Isara had been turned into a child right at the start, so she would also revert back to normal soon. Moneygold would probably come here once he realized that the preschool was the wrong place.


      “All that’s left is for King of Revelry to give me a Contract that would bind me from trying to take the Orb,” LS continued. “I’ll sign that, and this will be over. I came all the way from Legendaria for that item...but at least the journey itself was fun. And it looks like my other concerns were baseless as well.”


      “By the way, LS,” said Cyco.


      “Yes?”


      “Aren’t you acting a bit too...serious right now?”


      “I’m controlling myself. If I went all out here, I would surely leave wounds in the orphans’ little hearts. We must protect the innocence of children, after all.”


      “I see.”


      Cyco really seemed to understand him (her?). From my perspective, I simply couldn’t tell what she found so sympathetic about LS.


      I was hoping I could at least understand Cyco herself, but...


      “Oh, right. Cyco. You said there was another hint. What was it?” I asked.


      “Something you know well.”


      Something I knew well? That could only be...


      “The own-kind kill count,” Cyco said. “There was only one child who stood out. Combined with the other hints, that made it pretty obvious.”


      “...Oh.”


      “I’m really good at it.”


      So the reason she’d said she was good at hide-and-seek was her kill counter sense. No one could hide that from her—it was like an internal radar that would lead her right to you. This ability had been invaluable back on the Eltram too.


      Well, that explained it. It made perfect sense, and I felt kind of silly for not figuring it out myself. I now understood why Cyco was being mean to me today.


      But...


      “If you knew we were wrong, you could’ve said it right away.”


      “Hm?”


      “If you found LS based on the own-kind kill count, then you obviously knew that our guesses were wrong, right? Isara and I didn’t have to be turned into children.”


      Isara had used her answer on the decoy, and I’d used my answer on a member of the troupe. We were both wrong, and if Cyco had told us so, we wouldn’t have had to go through that. I knew I had been careless, but that seemed a little too mean.


      In response to this complaint of mine...


      “But all of their counts were high.”


      ...Cyco said that, as if she found my objection completely uncalled for.


      Those words made my heart stir.


      “...High?”


      “LS has a high kill count, so I thought I’d find him right away... But both the guy at the entrance and the members of that troupe had high kill counts too, so I couldn’t be sure. That’s why I had to go by the other hints.”


      They all had...high kill counts? But then...


      “Hm?”


      Suddenly, I heard the sound of something shattering on my chest.


      It was the accessory given to me by Moneygold—the Cameo of Health that negated status effects, possibly breaking when it did.


      “Huh?” Before I could even figure out what could’ve broken it...


      ...I felt an ominous chill and turned around.


      What I saw behind me was a massive mouth.


      It was one of the members of the troupe, trying to consume me with a mouth so large it couldn’t possibly belong to a human.


      ◆◆◆


      An Hour Ago, Tetragrammaton


      “Wait, what did ya just say?”


      In a room inside Tetragrammaton—the three-hundred-metel-long battleship that IF used as their base...


      A man in a gangster hat—IF’s sub-leader, Rascal—was holding a comms device and talking to someone on the other side.


      “I can’t hear ya. Don’t talk through both Ferum and Cantus. One of them is enough. So, La Crima, what did ya say ya forgot in Caldina?”


      After complaining about the duet on the other side of the device, he got down to business.


      “...An Idea group meant to retrieve bases? Ya left them here before crossin’ over to Tenchi? And...they might still be operatin’?” La Crima’s report put a bitter expression on Rascal’s face. “Can’t ya control them through the Idea split inside them? Or are they like Rakerta and the Apis goons and don’t have one?”


      Having used La Crima’s Ideas for IF activities before, Rascal immediately thought of the mass-produced units. Bases with Superior Jobs had to have an Idea split put inside them just to withstand the increase in power. If they weren’t that, though, Rascal figured these Ideas had to be the mass production units that used bases with high-rank jobs. However...


      “What? The bases for these were...tian MVPs?”


      Even high-rank tians were sometimes able to defeat UBMs, especially if in parties. Of course, such encounters usually ended in their defeat and death, but there were cases where they miraculously emerged victorious.


      And La Crima just said that these Ideas were made from such people.


      “Ya prioritized the MVP rewards while doin’ a little moddin’ to the bodies and some more serious moddin’ to the brains. And what the rewards do is... Man, I can’t believe ya left somethin’ like that behind. Ya goddamn idiot.”


      La Crima was no longer in the country, meaning that it fell to Rascal to clean this mess up. That fact made him scowl.


      “Make all the Ideas ya want, but just keep an eye on them, will ya? The only ones that should’ve stayed on the continent are the ones I use and the ones ya gave to Zeta. Any more of them you’re forgettin’?”


      An assault on Altea was planned during the coming peace talks between Altar and Dryfe. It would supposedly involve some of the best Ideas that La Crima ever created.


      Though it seemed like, in the background of this, La Crima had left behind something that could cause trouble.


      That made Rascal worry that there could be more...


      “...What? King of Light destroyed the three SJ-based Ideas you wanted to add to Zeta’s? Hey, I was actually plannin’ on gettin’ KoL to join us. Why did they pick a fight with him? Ohhh... They did try to hire him as a support member, huh? They just failed at it...”


      That wasn’t what Rascal had been worried about, but it was enough of a problem that it threatened to give him a headache. He had his pain turned off, but it was his mind that was hurting, so that didn’t mean much.


      “All right, I see how it is. I’ll look into those Ideas and KoL myself... Don’t mess up like this in Tenchi.”


      Rascal emphasized those last words and ended the call with this careless fellow IF member.


      “Though... ‘They might be causing some trouble, so please stay vigilant,’ huh?” Repeating La Crima’s words, Rascal opened the newspaper lying on the desk. It contained the article that Hugo had also seen—the one about missing child vagrants and orphans.


      “The route tells me they may be in Drac-Nomad. We got our King of Illusions sneakin’ around there... Suppose Richter’s the best person to call.”


      Rascal put a certain code number in the comms device and contacted the person he had in mind.


      “Yes. Hello? It’s me. You know, me. Your guy.”


      Silence. The support member’s words on the other end of the line, reminiscent of scams from several decades ago, made Rascal’s headache even worse.


      ◆◆◆


      About the Ideas...


      Hameln Unit.


      This was a squad of Ideas that Soul Trader, La Crima had thought up and created while still operating in Caldina.


      Back then, La Crima had tried to make it big in the slave trade, but acquiring bases for their Ideas was both costly and time-consuming, making that a bit of a bottleneck.


      Since children made good bases, La Crima had created a group of Ideas meant to retrieve them, focusing on what they described as “child vagrants that no one would miss,” which were more than plentiful in Caldina.


      At the core of the group, there were three Ideas made from high-rank tians with MVP rewards, and they had been given two generic Ideas to support them.


      The Hameln Unit served as test subjects for Idea autonomy, programmed into a routine where they moved independently, retrieved more subjects, and brought them to La Crima.


      As a cover, they were also set to act as a performance troupe, walking around cities and retrieving homeless children with their MVP rewards.


      This had so far worked well. While La Crima was still in Caldina, they regularly brought in viable bases who would be turned into slaves and sold off, allowing La Crima to amass a great deal of wealth.


      But then things had taken a turn.


      This had been caused by none other than Isara and Moneygold.


      With Moneygold—the wealthiest Master of all—sponsoring Isara, she’d been able to build many orphanages all across Caldina. These orphanages took in a large number of homeless children, greatly reducing the numbers that the Hameln Unit brought back.


      They had become so useless that La Crima had actually forgotten about them before going to Tenchi.


      The Hameln Unit continued to operate regardless of La Crima’s presence, but they weren’t getting anywhere near their assigned quotas.


      That fact began to overload their programming.


      And since they were stand-alone units, without any Idea splits inside them... Without La Crima’s maintanence, they began to lose control.


      Their restrictions began to deteriorate, and their range of targets began to expand.


      From “child vagrants that no one would miss” to urchins people recognized...


      And then from urchins to orphans.


      And now, here in Drac-Nomad, they had infiltrated an orphanage directly and were about to retrieve a great many bases for their master—in other words, a mass kidnapping of children.


      ◇◇◇


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      It took a moment for me to understand what had just entered my field of vision.


      The children who had been playing moments ago were now standing stock-still, while the troupe I’d thought were human had completely changed appearance.


      Two of them had become lizard-like.


      One had turned into a steel creature juggling many massive blades.


      One was now a hairy creature blowing on a flute.


      And finally, the last of them was a large-mouthed, amphibious abomination—and it was coming right toward me.


      My eyes widened, and I instantly flew into action. As the mouth approached me, I made a wall by ejecting scrap from my Inventory. I was just mimicking what Teach had done back at Hermine’s casino, but it worked, and the maw was blocked from reaching me.


      “Cyco!”


      “Oui.” I took out and boarded the Marshall II I’d borrowed from Kalute, Cyco merging with it right as I did so. I hadn’t boarded a generic Marshall II since all the way back when I’d fought the Gouz-Maise Gang.


      “Activate La Porte de l’Enfer...! Exclude Masters!” With LS here and Moneygold probably on the way, I had to make sure they wouldn’t Freeze too. The children wouldn’t be targeted by the attack, obviously.


      “Oui... Ah.”


      But then Cyco made a noise like she’d just realized something.


      “LoOk! PiDgEons cOminG oOoouUuUT!”


      But before I could even ask her what was wrong, the amphibian creature let out that maddened cry and grew to about eighty percent of Marshall II’s size.


      “Ngh... Motor Slash!” I countered with a slash from the blade in the mech’s right hand. A Marshall II was more sluggish than White Rose and or a Marshall II Revised, but it still looked as though my attack was going to land.


      “I’ll doOo mooOooOOre!”


      But the juggling, steel monstrosity prevented that. It threw a blade boomerang, which met my Motor Slash and pushed back against it with such force that the boomerang might as well have still been clutched in its hand.


      “Gh...!” Marshall II’s sensor camera locked onto the blade. Equipped with Identification, the camera said that it was an item called “Orbiting Steel, Satellite.”


      “An MVP reward...!” As I said that, the amphibian took the opportunity to approach from my flank. It clung to my mech, opening its mouth so wide I felt it could engulf me whole.


      Inside, I saw a massive black bag, covering the walls of its mouth. The sensor camera reacted to the bag, giving me the name “Captive Sack, Prisomare.”


      “This one too?!”


      Somehow, both of these creatures had an MVP reward. That meant that despite how monstrous they might have seemed, they were actually human deep down.


      This brought back memories of the Gouz-Maise Gang yet again.


      “Hugo, it’ll eat you.”


      “I won’t let it!” I grabbed the console to eject a smoke grenade mounted on the mech’s torso straight into the amphibian’s throat.


      Unlike the smoke from Smoke Discharger, it wasn’t special in any way, but the explosion of gas within its mouth sent the amphibian into a coughing fit.


      I used the opening to have my mech kick at its stomach, opening the distance between us.


      “CroOaAk! CrOOoOaAaAAk!” The amphibian choked, spewing out a great volume of smoke.


      I tried to launch a follow-up attack, but the steel creature stood between us before I could manage. For a moment, I considered firing at it, but then I realized that with all the children nearby, I couldn’t possibly use any guns.


      As I recovered from this brief pause, I took a moment to look around.


      There were many children in the orphanage playground, but not a single one of them was moving.


      They just stared at the sky, mouth agape.


      “What is this...?”


      “Most likely a mental debuff... Like a special kind of Hypnosis.”


      That answer had come from LS. But when I turned the camera, I saw the Superior just...lying on the ground.


      “How do you know?!”


      “Because I happen to be affected by it too,” he (or she) said.


      “Mm-hmm, ‘Mindsleep’... It really is quite a unique debuff. It seems it makes the mind go blank, leaving you unable to control your body. Well, being a Master, my mind is actually unaffected, so I can still talk... But I’m as paralyzed as the rest of these precious kids.”


      He spoke in the same calm tone as always, hardly panicking, but it did seem like he genuinely couldn’t move.


      “It’s caused by that flute music,” LS added, making me turn in the direction of the hairy creature behind us.


      It was still blowing into its flute, just like it had back when it was human.


      “By spending some time on that performance first, it applies this debuff while bypassing resistances... That doesn’t seem to be a Master, so it must be an MVP reward,” LS said.


      “Then that flute is—!”


      “If the flute was doing it, I would’ve noticed,” he cut me off. “Identification says that it’s nothing but a normal flute... Ohhh... I see. It’s the chest.”


      Those words made me look closer at the hairy creature’s torso.


      What I saw made my eyes widen in shock. There was actually a grotesque face buried beneath the fur in its chest, and it was also playing a flute.


      “I see!” So it used the head to pretend like it was playing the flute normally—even in human form—while the sound actually came from the face in the chest playing another flute in secret. It did this to appear harmless and make people let their guards down.


      If Moneygold hadn’t given me that Cameo, the first activation would’ve immobilized me too.


      In both shape and methods, this group specialized in surprise attacks.


      This didn’t mean that they were weak in direct combat, though. As the steel creature had already shown, they were on the level of this Marshall II, if not higher.


      The only way I could fight them was by Freezing them with La Porte de l’Enfer, but...


      “...Cyco.”


      “Yeah. I know what you’re going to say.”


      “They’re not Frozen at all.” Cyco had said that they all had high own-kind kill counts, making it harder for her to guess whether LS was one of them or the one among the children.


      That meant that they should’ve all been Frozen already.


      “Their kill counts dropped to zero,” said Cyco. That must’ve been what she wanted to say back when the battle began.


      “So it happened again, huh?” I asked as my mind was drawn back to the battle back at Gideon.


      “They’re not ‘human’ anymore.” A change in creature type.


      By transforming, they stopped being human—making their human kill count completely irrelevant.


      This was exactly why La Porte de l’Enfer had stopped working once the enemy became a chimera.


      The only differences here were the power of my mech and the charge on my Purgatorial Slash.


      “...I feel like La Porte de l’Enfer has been useless pretty often since then,” I said.


      “You’re whining,” said Cyco. “You planning on giving up?”


      “Heh. Of course not.” I was at a clear disadvantage, but Hugo Lesseps wasn’t the kind of person to surrender just because of that.


      Getting into the role and adjusting my tone, I replied to Cyco.


      “This battle is nothing compared to the ones I’ve already fought.”


      “True.”


      I’d faced Rook and Ray in Gideon, and Emily and Imperial Glory in Caldina. This clash was far less deadly than either of those.


      “And the circumstances aren’t as bad as they seem.”


      This was Drac-Nomad, after all—the capital of Caldina and the main city of Sefirot. Even if there weren’t many people around the orphanage, the streets were likely full of Masters. Moneygold was surely heading this way too.


      Reinforcements were coming. I just needed to buy time.


      Knowing this might be an extended battle, I canceled my ineffective La Porte de l’Enfer and prepared to keep fighting.


      “We’ll have to stall them while minimizing the casualties,” I said. “We can do that much—even with this unit, and even as we are now!”


      “Oui, ma’am.”


      Thus, the battle resumed.


      The amphibian, having finished coughing up the grenade and its smoke, was now charging at me. I once again responded with a Motor Slash, except this time, I swung with both arms.


      Knowing full well that the steel creature’s blades could still stop me, I tried to strike the amphibian instead.


      But despite what I expected, nothing got in my way.


      My blades slashed through the creature’s slimy skin, carved into its flesh...


      And it stopped.


      My eyes widened. The fact that my attack was ineffective made me realize that the creature was now even larger than it had been during the first charge. It was as though the transformation hadn’t been complete until just now.


      The creature seemed to have regenerative powers too. Its wounds were already closing with my blades still stuck inside, binding my arms in place.


      “GRroOOoAAaaAAK!” Now as big as my Marshall II, the amphibian fully closed the distance between us, trying to crack the mech’s icy armor with its massive maw.


      There was only one thing I could do here.


      “Eject the blades!”


      “Oui.”


      I released the ice blades stuck in its flesh to free myself from its grip. Then, I used the momentum of the creature’s own charge to send it behind me with a judo-style tomoe throw.


      “GEAGH?!”


      “Now!” As there were no children in the line of fire now, I went on to launch a follow-up attack with my ranged weapon.


      The amphibian began to writhe as blood gushed from its body.


      “Not bad,” said Cyco.


      “That was my first time trying that.” I hadn’t been able to make such precise movements before, but this changed with the increase in my Piloting level. Teach had taught me this move as a clever way of dealing with enemies in melee range.


      The problem I had now was that if I wanted to remake the blades I’d separated, Cyco would have to redo her merge with the Marshall II.


      “Doesn’t look like we’ll have time for that, though.” As I glanced away from the amphibian, the steel creature went on the offensive.


      Joined by its flying blades, it approached me from four directions.


      “Ngh...!” I didn’t have my ice blades anymore, so I met them with a Battle Knife that had come equipped on this particular Marshall II. Evading the creature’s charge, I parried its blades with the knife.


      But after just a few clashes, I realized something.


      “It’s trying to destroy my weapon!” Blocking the MVP reward had made the Battle Knife start to chip away and actually decay. It wouldn’t take long for it to be completely destroyed.


      The blades seemed to be coated in something corrosive.


      “GroaAk...” As this continued, the amphibian fully recovered from the gunshot wounds and took to action.


      It was now two against one. With my firepower limited as it was, it didn’t look like there was much I could do here.


      My eyes widened, though, as I noticed that the amphibian wasn’t even approaching me.


      It was actually increasing the distance between us—and heading toward the orphanage.


      I fixed my camera in that direction, where I saw the two lizard monsters. I’d thought they weren’t moving, but they were now holding something...


      It was a couple of the unconscious children.


      I gasped as I saw the lizards preparing to throw them, and the amphibian opening its maw wide.


      It was painfully clear what their intentions were, and the memory of that ox-headed fiend flooded my mind.


      “I won’t allow that! Ngh?!” I aimed my gun at the amphibian, but the steel creature interfered.


      Several of its blades sank into my weapon.


      “It’s...so heavy...!” The blades functioned like boomerangs, but they pressed against my gun with more and more force, as though someone were still pushing against them. That had to be the MVP reward’s skill!


      As I gritted my teeth, the weapon exploded, unable to bear the weight of the blades biting into it.


      As my mech staggered and stumbled, the steel creature approached, forcing me into a close-range fight with my Battle Knife.


      While this happened, the lizards tossed the unconscious children into the amphibian’s mouth.


      “Sto—!” I tried to intervene, but the steel creature kept me in place. I could only watch as the children vanished into the amphibian’s gaping maw...


      “Interception!”


      ...only for someone to leap into the fray and snatch the children out of danger.


      The small silhouette that caught the children made a graceful landing and gently laid them down on the ground.


      “Hrm... I went and touched them. I suppose these are extenuating circumstances, though.”


      It was more than obvious who it was.


      LS—the Superior who should’ve been incapacitated by the status effect.


      “Did the debuff expire?” I asked.


      “Not at all. I’m still very much affected by Mindsleep.”


      Then how are you moving? I wondered...


      “Curse of the Marionette.”


      ...until LS said the name of that skill, effectively giving me the answer.


      “It’s a sorcery skill that inflicts ‘Puppet,’ a binding/curse-type debuff that lets you control the target as you wish. If you use it on yourself, it... Well, it lets you control your body even if it’s not listening to you. It’s just that my resistance is rather high, so casting it on myself took a little while.”


      Not even looking at the nearby lizards, King of Curses casually explained that he (or she) had just dealt with a debuff by “overwriting” it with another one.


      Everything about LS’s attitude right now clearly communicated that debuffs were King of Curses’s home territory.


      “Anyway, I will partake in this battle as well,” LS continued. “Though, it seems that my Return to Childhood doesn’t work on them. It’s like...their current state is how they began, so there’s nothing to ‘return’ to.”


      If that skill rewound a living being’s body to an earlier state, then these monstrosities, having just changed their creature type, might have technically counted as children.


      “Personally, I would’ve preferred to handle this peacefully, but it looks like they were the ones I was after.”


      “Hm?” I couldn’t understand what LS was talking about.


      “I’ve been investigating the disappearances of children happening all over Caldina. Mapping out where they were happening brought me to Drac-Nomad, where I suspected the culprits might strike next.”


      “Ah...” Isara had mentioned that LS had some other goal besides the Orb. I myself had arrived at this orphanage suspecting that LS might have been involved in those disappearances.


      It turned out I was right, but not at all in the way I’d thought.


      “You tried to eat those children, and if I can’t take you back to your beginning, then...”


      LS had been talking for a while, and the lizards were now making their approach. Equipped with spears, they leaped toward KoC from behind...


      “...I must end you.”


      ...and crumbled into dust.


      They didn’t turn into bits of light like monsters usually did—they disappeared from this world as though they had been weathered away by centuries in a single moment.


      “Did my appearance and voice make me seem weak? I actually have quite a lot of combat experience.” Wearing a self-deprecating smile, LS slowly turned around.


      “After all... Our precious Legendaria has far too many criminals.” Thus, still looking like a child, King of Curses glared with murderous eyes at the three remaining creatures.


      “I am a Superior of the Fairyland—an enemy of the Overlords. Do not take me lightly.” With those words, the mighty Legendarian joined the fray.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5 (Front): LS Ergo Sum


      About King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum


      LS Ergo Sum—one of Legendaria’s Superiors and the leader of its top-ranking clan, YLNT Club.


      This person of unknown gender was infamous for loving children far too much and pretending to be a child to sneak into various places.


      But at the same time, he was known as one Legendaria’s more trustworthy Superiors.


      This was because Legendaria had far too many wanted Masters who weren’t affiliated with the country, so LS built a lot of goodwill by simply fighting them and obeying the law. Additionally, the YLNT Club he led was actually a positive force engaged mostly in philanthropic work.


      Because of this, Legendaria’s leaders were deeply saddened by his deviant behavior.


      Shortly before he left for Caldina, Titania—the leader of the Fairyland—asked him why he was the way he was.


      LS first tried to avoid the question, acting as strange as he always did, but the fairy queen insisted he answer, and so he did...


      “In my mind, ‘to live’ is to gradually become impure.”


      “Impure?”


      “When we are children, we dream all we want and keep moving forward. But as we age, we learn about compromises, vices, and resignation. We can’t stay children. We can’t always...have purity in our eyes.”


      “But there are people whose eyes are pure even when they’re grown.”


      “Natural purity is nothing like refined purity. The latter may actually be just sparkling lenses placed over clouded eyes... The reality is that as we become adults—or even age as children—we learn how to fool others and even ourselves. I am no exception, and I hate myself for it. That must be why I am so infatuated with the purity of children, and why they are such an icon to me. It’s partially a love for children and partially a rejection of adulthood.”


      “Is that why your Embryo also reverts the mind, Mr. ‘Child’s Play’?”


      “Perhaps. I would like people to go back to when they were pure, giving them a chance to cleanse their hearts. I cannot deny that my ability might be a manifestation of that wish. Though that also means that my last skill is a manifestation of my resignation.”


      “...I see. Is that why you are going to Caldina for the Orb—for that belief? Your companion Yomiko said that she is just going to meet a friend in Tenchi.”


      “That is the reason indeed. I hope that a monster would let me see something that stays pure forever, though the chances of that are slim. And the journey would be grueling for me alone, so I’m glad Yomiko is coming with me.”


      “I see. Very well. I won’t keep you any longer, and I hope you have a safe journey,” Titania concluded before something else came to mind. “By the way...why are you preparing for the trip by harvesting the air around children?”


      “Because I feel the air exhaled by innocent children cleanses my body of the worldly vices trying to crush me! And it excites me a bit! It lights up some part of me linked directly to my soul!”


      “Mm-hmm. You were being quite profound there for a moment, but I suppose you really are a deviant.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from a dusty old hag!”


      Shortly after this exchange, LS would depart toward Caldina’s capital, where he would be drawn into battle with a group of monsters he simply had to defeat.


      ◇◆◇


      Roving Dragon King, Drac-Nomad, The City on Its Back, Orphanage


      To begin from the conclusion: The Hameln Unit was completely crushed.


      Their fate was sealed by the fact that they’d ignored a Superior.


      LS had been briefly incapacitated by their Epic MVP reward—“Sleep Sound Snare, Barbitur.” However, it was impossible for them to recognize him as a high-threat target that had to be dealt with immediately, because they’d attacked right after the game of hide-and-seek. LS still looked like a child, hiding his job and name using an item that concealed them.


      Perhaps things would’ve gone differently if they had known he was “King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum,” but without that knowledge, the Hameln Unit’s programming prevented them from making the decision to dispose of him.


      Hugo—who hadn’t been incapacitated and fought back with his Marshall II—was deemed a far more important target for elimination.


      “I would like it if you kept that clangy thing busy for a bit longer,” LS said.


      “All right!” Hugo responded. The Hameln Unit’s poor decision would now take its toll.


      “Curse Zone Entangle.”


      LS used King of Curses’s ultimate job skill.


      The surrounding area was now a space that enhanced debuffs—specifically, it increased the application rates of curse-based status effects. Additionally, it increased the success rates, effects, and duration of the user’s debuff skills, while reducing the success rates, effects, and duration of their enemy’s buff skills.


      It was the opposite of the High Priestess’s Holy Zone Horizon, and it set the stage for all manner of vile sorcery to wreak havoc.


      “GrOooOaAak!”


      In response to this new and mighty threat, the amphibian and the hairy flautist—Salamandra Idea and Macropus Idea—were quick to act.


      Salamandra charged toward LS, its regenerative flesh allowing it to disregard any potential counterattacks.


      The Legendary MVP reward in its mouth—“Captive Sack, Prisomare”—was able to take in and store away people less than Salamandra’s own level, but it couldn’t possibly work on a Superior Job like LS. Thus, it instead chose to use its massive frame to crush him instead.


      Meanwhile, Macropus played a song—not with the flute in its chest, but the decoy head—to apply a debuff to LS. It had noticed the change caused by Curse Zone Entangle, so it prioritized debuffs over buffing its ally Salamandra.


      The fact that it could make this decision showed that La Crima’s combat programming was quite advanced, but LS was simply the wrong opponent for it.


      Unlike its buffs, its debuffs weren’t affected, but the fact of the matter was that LS was the King of Curses—an expert in debuffs, with a debuff resistance to match that status. It was so powerful that even his own Curse of the Marionette had taken a while to affect him.


      Because of this, Macropus’s debuffs didn’t have enough time to activate.


      Salamandra had already closed the distance to LS, but King of Curses had hardly been affected at all.


      “GRrRrrooOoOAaaAaAAK!” Still, Salamandra was modified to have a massive frame and stats that surpassed high-rank vanguard jobs, while LS was a rear guard debuffer with a frail body. The Idea could surely pulverize him in an instant purely through physical means.


      “Hmm? You think you can defeat me with that bulky body of yours? How naive.”


      Despite this, LS’s face showed not even a hint of fear...


      “You’d at least need something like G’s Cthulhu!”


      ...for he’d regularly fought enemies far more terrifying.


      Standing firm against the massive amphibian, LS bit into his finger, drawing blood that dripped onto the ground.


      Struck by the red droplets, the ground began to shine, and a net of red light was projected toward Salamandra.


      “Blood Arrest!”


      Unable to redirect its charge, the creature dove headfirst into the net—and the moment it did, it froze as though even its inertia had immediately dissipated. Its vital functions were still working, but it couldn’t move even the tiniest bit.


      “Hup!” LS’s clothing rippled as he took out a magic-based shotgun—a favorite weapon of his.


      He then loaded it with his SJ-tier magic and pulled the trigger.


      Bound by the bloody net, Salamandra couldn’t hope to evade it, and the shotgun’s blast tore through it.


      Countless wounds gaped open all over its body...and showed no sign of closing.


      “G-GHeEeE?!”


      Blood Arrest.


      It was a sorcery that applied the Doom status effect and deactivated random skills.


      With LS’s passive abilities as King of Curses and the effects of Curse Zone Entangle, this skill’s effectiveness was greatly increased, making it affect several of Salamandra’s skills. That included its regeneration.


      “It should start working right about...now.” Having dealt with the approaching enemy, LS had calmly evaluated his and Macropus’s powers and concluded that the debuff song was about to finally overcome his resistances.


      He decided to deal with the creature before that happened.


      “Here.” LS then took out a small ball with his left hand and tossed it behind Macropus.


      The creature watched it pass it by, but didn’t stop playing its flute.


      Then again, it didn’t matter if it stopped or not.


      A moment later, the ball froze in midair and began to emit a light. It wasn’t as intense as a flash-bang grenade or anything like that—it did nothing but add some light to the surroundings.


      However, this light, shining at Macropus’s side, greatly extended the monster’s shadow.


      “Shadow Stamp.”


      LS poured magic into his right leg and stomped on the shadow as casually as if he were playing a children’s game.


      A moment later, the flute stopped playing as its player was crushed by a heavy pressure and slammed by three debuffs: Doom, Fear, and Magic Drain.


      Shadow Stamp was a kind of sorcery that used the target’s shadow to curse them, applying those three debuffs and limiting their actions.


      “Two should be more than enough, though.” And with those words, LS moved on to the finishing strike.


      Holding the shotgun in his right hand, he made a finger gun with his left—a gesture that once again looked like an innocent child at play.


      He aimed this seemingly harmless “gun” at Macropus and activated a skill.


      “Death Balance.”


      That was the High Sorcerer’s ultimate job skill. It was an instakill spell that had a success rate influenced by how much MP the target had lost and the number of curse-based status effects on the target. However, using it was risky, for failure would result in the High Sorcerer taking damage equal to the target’s current HP.


      Though, this risk was currently meaningless to LS now. They were within the effects of Curse Zone Entangle, and the target had multiple active debuffs.


      The skill’s success rate was basically one hundred percent.


      Unable to do anything to resist, Macropus simply died and collapsed backward. As proof of its death, the flute in its chest—“Sleep Sound Snare, Barbitur”—disappeared into the sky as it was retrieved.


      Combined with the deaths of the two lizard-like Rakertas from before, the Hameln Unit was now down to less than half of its number.


      “GhAGhAGhaghAGhagHa!” Macropus’s death and Salamandra’s predicament made Almeja Idea—the creature juggling blades—change its approach.


      It was pinned in place by Hugo’s Marshall II. However, that didn’t apply to its boomerangs—“Orbiting Steel, Satellite.”


      It covered its blades with the poison it had gained through its transformation, which was based on the scaly-foot snail, and launched them toward LS.


      King of Curses didn’t have the ability to physically evade them all. Using Death Balance again wasn’t an option either, as it was still on cooldown, and Almeja was unaffected by status effects anyway.


      “Finally...it’s recharged.”


      But that wasn’t a problem. LS had another means of dealing with it. It was only a matter of which he used first.


      “Range set.”


      The skill that had just come off cooldown was the same one that had turned the two Rakerta into dust, and it wasn’t LS’s sorcery as King of Curses, but his power as a Superior.


      It was his Embryo’s last skill.


      LS’s Neverland gave LS several unique abilities.


      Return to Childhood—a skill that briefly reverted the target’s body and mind to a childish state.


      Return to Innocence—a skill that, provided the target consented to a full job reset, reverted the target to childhood and kept them in that state indefinitely.


      And then, there was Return to Eternity—Neverland. This was the Embryo’s ultimate skill, and it was in some ways an advanced version of the previous two. However, this last skill took the theme in a different direction—the complete opposite, actually.


      It was almost like a manifestation of LS’s resignation.


      King of Curses had actually been suspicious of the Hameln Unit ever since he’d arrived at this orphanage. Just as Hugo had suspected that the troupe might’ve been LS, LS himself had looked at them with dubious eyes.


      That was why he’d prepared in case they did something, marking them as targets for his final skill.


      “Exile to the End.”


      And thus, it was activated.


      The change was immediate. The Almeja that Marshall II had kept pinned in place instantly disintegrated. Like an ancient fossil crumbling away, the creature became dust—not light—and its remains scattered on the wind.


      With Almeja’s death, the boomerangs flying toward LS vanished before they could reach him.


      “Th-That was...” Witnessing his enemy crumble right before his eyes, Hugo let out a cry of shock. This was the opposite of what he’d experienced when he was turned into a child.


      This power was...
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      “Time...progression?”


      It was in fact accelerated aging...toward the end of life.


      ◇◆


      Neverland.


      It was a place where nobody ever grew up, inhabited by children separated from their parents. There was no better name for an Embryo that reverted people to childhood.


      However, some interpretations of this kind of youthful paradise went on to speculate about those who left it. Perhaps, they suggested, children who escaped Neverland would instantly age for the amount of time they’d spent unaging inside it.


      Because of this, LS Ergo Sum’s Embryo not only reversed time, but also included this aspect.


      The true core trait of “Time Unordered, Neverland” was age control.


      It could freely reverse time to turn people into innocent children, but it could also progress it to turn them into dessicated corpses.


      Of course, there were limits to this. Just like the original concept, the target could only experience accelerated aging after spending some time in Neverland—that is, within the range of its “Territory.”


      For every minute inside, those targeted by the follow-up skill Exile to the End would age two years.


      Right after the hide-and-seek game had begun, LS had immediately set up the decoy, rushed to the orphanage, and always kept the Hameln Unit in range.


      And now, with the game concluded, they’d spent nearly an hour inside of Neverland’s borders.


      Because of this, the moment its final skill activated, the target was instantly subjected to a century of aging, vanishing as its body decayed and crumbled.


      LS was very picky about whom he targeted with this skill. Personally, he believed that it was best for tian criminals to accept his Return to Innocence instead, losing their memories and jobs to become children and live their lives over again.


      But there were those he just couldn’t do that to—the ones who were unaffected by Neverland, or those who committed crimes too grave to forgive.


      The Ideas here were both.


      These were the enemies that LS simply ended.


      ◇◆


      With Almeja’s defeat, all that was left was Salamandra.


      The creature was already bound by sorcery and could hardly use its skills. The Hameln Unit was defeated, and the battle seemed as good as over.


      “Time to end this,” LS said, holding up a finger to ready a Death Balance spell.


      Hugo also undid and redid the merge with Cyco to reform the blades he’d detached. He thought the battle was as good as over, but then...


      “GrEoAkh!”


      ...with that sound, Salamandra spewed something out.


      LS’s and Hugo’s eyes widened. The “something” was a child—one Salamandra had captured in another city and stored away in its imprisoning MVP reward, “Captive Sack, Prisomare.”


      It held this unconscious child in its mouth, showing it off to LS and Hugo.


      The former just stared in silence, while the latter wrung out the words “You little...”


      A single hit was all it would take to kill Salamandra, but the creature could surely snap its fangs down on the unfortunate child before any attack would hit.


      Faced with the prospect of death, the creature had decided to use a hostage.


      This wasn’t part of the programming La Crima had installed, but a thought spawned by the remnants of the original owner of the MVP reward who had served as the base for Salamandra—a slave merchant.


      And this cruel approach was more than effective here.


      LS couldn’t ignore the threat of harm to a child—and Hugo wasn’t exactly the type to disregard it either.


      As this stalemate continued, the Blood Arrest effect expired.


      That was what Salamandra had been waiting for.


      The moment it was freed, Salamandra charged toward LS, making sure he could see the child in its mouth. Faced with this sight, LS couldn’t even think of fighting back.


      It was obvious that the moment Salamandra was attacked, the child would be torn to shreds.


      LS’s eyes went wide. Unable to cast any sorcery, he had no choice but to focus on evasion. But as he did so, he clearly saw blood dripping from Salamandra’s mouth. Its fangs were digging into the unconscious child’s skin.


      It served as a message: “Dodge again, and the brat’s dead.”


      LS froze in place, and Salamandra charged.


      If he died here, he wouldn’t be able to save the other children—but if he retaliated, the child in Salamandra’s maw would surely die.


      As LS desperately tried to come up with some way to save all the little ones present, Salamandra finally closed the distance between them...


      Only for some steel threads to forcefully yank Salamandra’s upper jaw open.


      LS’s eyes widened again even further. The threads didn’t stop there—they also pulled the child out of the creature’s maw, then sliced its upper and lower jaws away completely.


      Additionally, two shining projectiles burst out seemingly from nowhere, blasting away all of Salamandra’s limbs and sending its body tumbling to the ground.


      “I see that was a close call.”


      “Judging from that corpse over there, I’d say we’re a little late to the party.” What just happened was done by people Hugo knew rather well.


      “Moneygold! Isara!” It was Moneygold, along with Isara, who was an adult once again. They’d headed to the orphanage to meet up with Hugo, and arrived just in time to completely ruin Salamandra’s hostage tactic.


      “Wow. What a dramatic arrival,” LS said, binding Salamandra with Blood Arrest again and even applying Curse of the Marionette to take control of its body for good measure.


      With that, this was thoroughly over.


      ◇◇◇


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      After the battle, there were more children in the orphanage than there had been before.


      This was because, once Moneygold and Isara helped us out of our predicament, LS cast some sorcery on the amphibian abomination and made it spit out the children still imprisoned inside it.


      It seemed that the MVP reward I’d seen inside its mouth was capable of holding people indefinitely. The dozens of children extracted from it were now lying alongside the ones who’d been put to sleep by the flute. Isara—along with the orphanage staff that these creatures had disabled before launching their attack—were now tending to all of them.


      Fortunately, it didn’t seem like any of them were in danger of dying or even seriously hurt.


      “What a relief...” I sighed. We’d just saved a great number of children—many of whom had been abducted from other places. That fact brought me great joy. “Okay, all that’s left is to figure out who sent them. But...”


      Moneygold and Isara were now looking at the bound amphibian, who’d returned to its human form. It...or maybe he wasn’t wearing a mask, though, and his inhuman-looking eyes were fully exposed.


      “They’re probably modified humans. ‘Ideas’ made by IF’s La Crima, if I had to guess, though I can’t say I expected them to do something so reckless.” It seemed that Moneygold had an idea who could be behind these monsters.


      “What will you do now?” LS asked.


      “We’ll hand this one over to the president. She’ll send him to someone who’ll make him squeal. If he’s still alive at this point, he probably doesn’t have a self-destruct function. We can probably extract some info about the rest out of him.”


      Moneygold spoke with an almost icy tone. He must’ve been enraged that they’d attacked this orphanage.


      “Well, it seems like the children are safe, so you can take over from here,” said LS.


      “...Thanks. For what you did,” said Moneygold.


      “Oh, but I did it because I wanted to! Children are the real treasures of the world!” Still in child form, LS gave us a blissful smile. It did leave a bit of an impression.


      With that, the serial kidnappings were finally over. But...


      “Hm...?” My thought was cut short by subtle movement in my field of vision.


      Moneygold, LS, Isara, and the children were the same as before. Obviously, the same could be said about me and Cyco.


      What changed was actually the captured amphibious monster.


      Before I knew it, his head had fallen off, bearing a wound that made it clear that someone severed it.


      “Huh?!” It was only my shock that made Moneygold and LS notice the abnormality. I reacted to it first only because I happened to be looking in the amphibian’s direction, while they only noticed it because of my reaction.


      Basically, someone had killed the amphibian-man without these Superiors even realizing it—almost certainly to keep the creature from talking.


      Moneygold and LS were instantly on the alert, looking around warily.


      As I watched them, I realized that there must be someone else involved in this incident that we thought we’d already solved.


      ◆◆◆


      ???


      A lone man stood in Drac-Nomad’s winding alleys.


      He had a plain face with no particularly memorable features, and it belonged to the man LS had asked to be a decoy.


      He was leaning back against the wall, as though waiting for something.


      Soon enough, his eyes locked onto a seemingly random point in the alleyway.


      There was nothing there. Not even an insect was crawling by, and nothing was making a sound.


      But then, he extended his finger in that direction, as though offering a perch for a carrier pigeon to land on.


      Soon enough, a faint weight fell upon the finger, and a moment later, a mechanical mantis replaced the emptiness there.


      “Theeere we go. Good job, Smoke. That’s it for the job Rascal gave us.”


      The man chuckled and put the mantis—the Prism Crawler called “Smoky Quartz Assassin”—back into his Inventory.


      “Anyway, I gotta get outta here before they notice me...not that they’re going to, of course.”


      With those words, he left the alley—but in an instant, the nondescript man became a woman who was just as mundane.


      Hiding one face beneath another, this individual left the scene.


      Thus, King of Illusions, Richter—this IF support member of an unknown gender—concluded the job and blended into the Drac-Nomad streets once again.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue (Front)


      Armored Pilot, Hugo Lesseps


      The incident had ended without any follow-up attack from whoever had silenced the amphibian-man. Moneygold said that the institutions of Drac-Nomad were already investigating the matter.


      Regardless, it was safe to say that my part in this little hide-and-seek game that had taken an absurd turn was now over.


      “This was...kind of a long day.”


      “You look tired, Hugo.”


      “I am.” I collapsed on the bed in Moneygold’s house, weighed down by both mental and physical fatigue.


      I could still hardly believe that things had gone in the direction they had. We’d ended up preventing a mass kidnapping in the orphanage and ultimately stopped the serial abductions that had been occurring all over Caldina. We’d also acquired the Amnir, so White Rose could be repaired as soon as Selkie was optimized for Kalute’s workshop.


      All in all, everything had turned out all right.


      As I lay on the bed in silence, I heard the voices of children from somewhere in the mansion.


      After the incident, the children rescued from the amphibian had been sent back to the orphanages they’d been kidnapped from. However, there were a few who didn’t belong to any of them, and these had been taken in by Isara.


      The Drac-Nomad orphanage was already full, though, so Moneygold had offered them a home in this house where I was staying. He’d said the servants could use something to do and it did seem like he was right—the cooks seemed quite happy to be making more meals.


      I also saw Cyco playing with them every now and then. It seemed like she was fond of children, and not just because they didn’t have kill counts.


      “I wonder if LS is back home yet.” LS had left Drac-Nomad right after the events at the orphanage. Apparently, something had happened at Legendaria that required him to return.


      As thanks for his help, Moneygold provided him with an easy means of return—by putting him on the wanted list.


      By briefly making him wanted in Caldina, Moneygold made LS unable to use the local save points, letting him return to Legendaria by just logging out and logging back in.


      The wanted status had already been removed, of course, but it was worth noting that this was a power move only available to someone who had strong ties to some high authority—this method of travel was normally impossible for anyone except actual criminals.


      The temporary crime listed as a reason for his wanted status also had nothing to do with his infatuation with children—LS had been very adamant about that part.


      “Hm...” I’d talked to him, played a game with him, and even fought alongside him, but I still felt like I didn’t understand that Superior.


      There was something I had learned, though.


      There were some people you could understand, but there were also those you could not. No one person could possibly understand the entire rest of mankind or be understood by them all.


      That was why everyone sought someone capable of truly understanding them.


      LS Ergo Sum wasn’t unique in that respect. Albeit to different extents, this applied to everyone.


      It was true for me, as well as my sister.


      “All this thinking...is making me a bit sleepy...” I was just a middle school student in real life, so this day had been a little too much for me. Kalute had asked me to think of a new name for White Rose...but my head wasn’t working well right now...


      His suggestion of “White Rose Heavy Armament Revised Model” wasn’t really what I wanted, though. I knew that much.


      I preferred a more elegant name, like my sister’s original suggestion of “White Rose.”


      Like... For example...


      “Full...” Before I could speak my idea out loud, my mind sank into the depths of sleep.


      ◇◇◇


      Cyco silently watched over her Master as he fell asleep. Being his Maiden, she knew exactly what Hugo was about to say.


      She went to the desk in this room they’d been given, took out a pen and a piece of paper, and wrote the words down.


      Then, she laid a blanket over her sleeping Master and settled in next to him herself.


      “Goodnight, Hugo. Good job today.”


      As she said those words, Cyco also closed her eyes and fell asleep as well.


      The note on the desk had a name on it—a name that nearly vanished from the Master’s mind, only to be salvaged by his Maiden.


      It said, “White Rose Full Bloom.”


      A beautiful name indeed.

    

  

  
    
      Aside: Friend


      August, 2044


      The following occurred during a time when The Triangle of Wisdom was far from the top clan it would eventually become. It hadn’t even made the rankings yet and barely stood out at all.


      In a wooden shack that served as their base was Triangle of Wisdom’s leader, Franklin, and a test pilot, AR-I-CA.


      At this point, the Marshall IIs they were developing had finally reached the stage where they actually moved and could genuinely be described as “humanoid mechs”...though they regularly fell apart or exploded, so the test pilot division did their job with a feeling of incredible danger hanging over them, and then spent the rest of their time gathering funds for the repair materials.


      Many of them had already had enough of that and quit, but AR-I-CA—the chief of the division—happily continued working toward their goal. She was the one who supported Franklin the most, and at some point, they’d grown close enough to consider themselves true friends.


      “Man! Today’s test was hella scary! My vision was all like, ‘DANGER! DANGER!’ but I had no idea what was causing it! I sure as hell didn’t expect the mech to get blasted back by its own right arm!”


      “I read the report. It looks like someone decided it would be a good idea to rig the right arm for a rocket punch.” AR-I-CA and Franklin were drinking as AR-I-CA described the results of today’s test. In these friendly meetups, Franklin did away with the role-play and spoke as the real-life Francesca would.


      These gatherings had become more common since Francesca had turned twenty last month, finally becoming old enough to drink in Japan—the country where she currently resided. They were sometimes joined by Hohlheim from the business division, but not today.


      “They put extra gunpowder in the arm to increase launch speed, but they added so much that the entire mech was blasted backward... I’m getting a headache,” said Franklin.


      “I get what you mean. And so does Kalute. You should’ve seen how hard he snapped at everyone who contributed to that decision.”


      “He makes some pretty strange weapons himself, so I really don’t think he’s in a position to talk. Though, I hope they all save their experimentation for after the base mech is complete.”


      The clan was the same as it always had been, and as its leader, Franklin, couldn’t help but sigh. Not a day went by when he wasn’t concerned about the money they spent on repairing and improving their prototypes.


      That was one of the reasons he and AR-I-CA drank more than usual today.


      Their faces eventually turned rosy, and...


      “By the way, what are you like in real life?”


      ...AR-I-CA suddenly asked an unusual question.


      “That’s a bit of an invasion of privacy, isn’t it?”


      “Hey, it’s fiiine. It’s just you and me here. Maybe I should talk about myself first? Would that help ya open up?”


      Franklin was hesitant to talk about his real self, but he was definitely interested in AR-I-CA’s. What kind of person was behind this cheerful, carefree, and promiscuous friend of his?


      “First of all... I used to be a boat racer!”


      “A boat racer? You mean, in the Japanese Kyotei?” What came to Franklin’s mind first was a public betting sport from the distant country where Francesca currently lived.


      “No no no. I did races with powerboats. I even went to international tournaments.”


      While rare in Japan, such boat-racing tournaments happened quite frequently in the States and the Mediterranean. Franklin was pondering which exact country AR-I-CA could be from when...


      “You might find me if you search for ‘Arica Rizzo.’”


      ...the woman just went and said her real name.


      “Are you sure you should just tell me that?”


      “I already said I was a boat racer. Just add ‘Arica’ to that, and you can search me up easy anyway.” Franklin wondered if that meant she was famous, but then he realized something about her name.


      “I notice that your avatar name is the same as your real name, but why is it ‘AR-I-CA’? I feel like just ‘ARICA’ or ‘A-RI-CA’ would’ve made more sense.”


      Franklin had always thought that it was a strange way to break up the name and suspected that each section stood for something, but if “Arica” was just her real name, then that didn’t seem like the case.


      AR-I-CA casually waved her hand as she explained.


      “‘AR’ is my initials. So that part’s for ‘Arica Rizzo.’ And ‘CA’ is for my nickname.”


      “You’ve got a nickname?”


      “Back in my racing days, I was feared by many as the ‘Crazy Accelerator.’”


      “That...makes it easy to picture what kind of racing you did.” Franklin had noted that AR-I-CA’s tests were very extreme, always bringing their prototypes to their limit. He’d always thought that was because her Cassandra’s power enabled it, but it was the other way around—she’d developed that Embryo because this was how she operated in real life.


      “And I guess the ‘I’ stands for just...‘I?’ As in, you?”


      “That’s part of it, but it’s more like it’s because I am me.”


      “Hm?”


      “Anyway, yeah. I rode machines IRL too.” AR-I-CA gave an answer that seemed complete—and yet hardly seemed like an answer—and then changed the subject.


      “There are a bunch of powerboat types, and I rode basically all of them except the offshore ones.”


      “What’s the problem with those?”


      “They’re multiseaters. They need not just the driver, but sometimes throttlemen and navigators too. And I prefer to ride solo.” With nostalgic eyes, she started into space for a moment before continuing. “The process, the results, the thrill, and the catharsis... Racing is fun because all of that is yours alone.” She spoke with an air of raw experience, reaching for the rushing memories of the past.


      Her words brought another question to Franklin’s mind.


      “Even if you do the actual racing alone, you have to cooperate with staff for maintenance and all that, don’t you?” This was true of their clan too. While only one person ended up piloting the mech, getting it to move was the work of a lot of people, and he believed it had to be the same in real life.


      “Hmm. Well, I guess so?” AR-I-CA said with a strained grin and a sigh. “Though, I did mess up pretty bad on that front and lost this IRL.”


      As she spoke, she poked her right eye—her artificial eye Embryo.


      Franklin realized that the reason her Embryo had replaced her eye was because she’d lost it in real life. Once again, he began to wonder if this was something she should’ve told him, just like her real name.


      But then, AR-I-CA’s strained grin switched back to her usual smile and patted him on the shoulder.


      “But it’s all good! This eye here sees better than that one ever did, and I’m about to ride something even crazier than a boat, right? That’s why I’m having the time of my life right now! Thanks, Fran!” She expressed her sincere gratitude to the friend with whom she built this new machine.


      That gratitude might’ve been why she’d opened up about her real self in the first place.


      “AR-I-CA...” Franklin gathered his resolve. “...My real name is Francesca Gautier.”


      And for the first time ever, he revealed the name of his real-life self.


      “Oh! Both your names start the same way! We’re similar!”


      “As for what I’m doing... I’m studying for a fine arts college entrance exam.”


      “That’s great! So just like I ride machines both here and IRL, you’re a creator on both sides too! That’s another thing that makes us kinda similar!” AR-I-CA reacted with happiness to anything Franklin revealed, and Franklin felt great bliss himself.


      He... She talked to many people through this male avatar and mad scientist role-play, but AR-I-CA was the one friend she could do so without any such walls in between.


      “And?! What else?!”


      “I also have a little sister...”


      “Now that’s different! Tell me more, though!” The two went on to drink and talk late into the night.


      ◇◆


      Marshall II was completed shortly after, and that success made The Triangle of Wisdom reach entirely new heights.


      And then, some months later, in November of 2044...


      AR-I-CA, Franklin’s closest friend, betrayed the clan and left.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1 (Back): Those Who Came From the Seas


      About Caldina


      Caldina, the country in the heart of the continent, had a rather unique origin.


      In the current day of Infinite Dendrogram, countries with save points—places of power that adjusted the environment around them—were known as the “Seven Great Countries.”


      There were many small nations without these save points, like Mahem which had been destroyed by King of Plagues, but when speaking of “countries,” people generally referred to these seven. This was especially true for Masters, as save points directly affected their ability to operate.


      However, despite being one of these “Seven Great,” Caldina was less like one large country and more like a gathering of smaller countries that each happened to have save points. This made it unlike any of the others, even Tenchi, which was torn by internal strife despite technically being a single country under the Conquest General.


      Caldina had seen a conflict between landdragon royalty and the massive nation of Bolas—the latter of which was destroyed—as well as been the stage for a war that had happened some centuries later during the Era of the Peerless Three, waged between the western conquerors of Adrasta and the eastern great empire of Huang He.


      These numerous, devastating struggles turned much of the central continent into a wasteland, shattering its nations and leaving nothing but an inhospitable desert with a few scattered city-states, with or without save points.


      And after the Era of the Peerless Three, these wounded city-states chose to survive by joining hands and establishing a system where mayors controlled each city separately, but had a congress of representatives where they cooperated and decided their overall direction. Thus they created the Mercantile City-State Union of Caldina.


      They quickly became the country with the greatest amount of territory and developed immense wealth through trade routes that connected the east and west.


      This was only possible because Caldina’s history was full of very capable politicians. As though they could see the future, these women brought prosperity to Caldina and helped it grow larger and mightier.


      Just recently, one of them had foreseen the increase in Masters and responded to it by gathering as many of them as she could—including nine Superiors—which quickly made Caldina the most powerful country on the continent.


      The Union was now too mighty to be threatened by Huang He or any of the three countries to its west.


      No nation on the continent could possibly challenge the might of Caldina.


      Not on land, anyway.


      ◇◆◇


      South Sea, Near the Continent


      A lone ship cut through the sea to the south of the great continent—an unarmed, speedy combustion-powered ship, heading north as it left a white trail behind it.


      Knowing the threats that lurked in Infinite Dendrogram’s seas, this vessel seemed foolishly defenseless.


      But appearances were misleading here. This ship wasn’t in any danger whatsoever.


      “Ah! I see it!” There were four people on the deck, and one of them—a young girl at the helm—raised her voice as she spotted land on the horizon.


      Her words made the other three turn toward the front of the boat—toward the southern end of the continent.


      “I heard Caldina was a desert country, but it looks like there’s actually a lot of greenery out there!” said the girl in a sailor uniform—Miroslava Swampman. Her eyes gleamed at the sight, as this was the first time she’d laid eyes on a foreign country in this world.


      “Caldina’s a desert because of that ancient war against the landdragon royalty, which means the desertification spread from the north. It probably didn’t reach this far south. That said, it’s a hell of a sight. I feel like I’m looking at Legendaria’s coast.”


      The explanation came from a man who wore a military coat and held a cigarette in his mouth—Antimicrobic Soy Sauce.


      “There sure is a lot of vegetation here. Though, the idea that a bunch of animals caused such immense destruction is pretty crazy. This world’s ecosystem sure is terrifying.”


      “Maud, that’s a strange comment to make after living in Granvaloa. This world is full of surprises, and animals larger than battleships aren’t exactly rare.”


      Antimicrobic’s explanation made Maude Edwards and Scala Edwards—the married couple—muse about the ridiculousness of this world’s creatures.


      This was a strange group of people, all with different manners of dress and demeanors, but there were three things they had in common.


      They all belonged to the same country.


      They were all on the same quest.


      And they were all Superiors.


      Owing allegiance to the maritime nation, they were some of the Seven Great Embryos of Granvaloa.


      That was the collective name for Granvaloa’s seven Superiors, a number exceeded only by Caldina’s nine, and they were easily the country’s strongest forces.


      And now, these four—the majority of the seven—were heading toward Caldina.


      “This sure was a long trip, though! We came here all the way from Granvaloa itself!” said Miroslava.


      “Well, most of the journey was handled by Bullhorn’s crew,” said Maud.


      “I mean, we couldn’t really ride Bya. There’s no helping that,” said Scala.


      They hadn’t come all the way here from Granvaloa on this small boat. On the deeper seas to the south, there sailed the third Eil-class battleship, Bullhorn—a two-hundred-metel-long beast belonging to the Granvaloan military fleet.


      The reason they’d switched to a small, unarmed vessel for the final approach was to avoid provoking anyone in Caldina—which was also the reason they’d avoided riding any of their Superior Embryos.


      After all, their mission in Caldina was diplomatic.


      “Melisande, we’re almost there.”


      Looking at the shores they approached, Antimicrobic spoke to someone inside the vessel. The door opened up, and a girl who seemed to be in her late teens stepped onto the deck.


      “Thank you all for keeping watch,” she said to the other four. Unlike them, she didn’t have a crest on the back of her left hand.


      This was Melisande Grandleft—the daughter of the commander of the Granvaloan merchant fleet and the tian in charge of these negotiations. She was also a highly talented young lady who was the current Appraisal Princess—an Superior Job from the appraiser grouping—as well as the advisor to GFRS, Granvaloa’s top clan.


      “Anyway, we’ll now go upstream on the Sojourner River and arrive at the Laketop City, Vennsayle.” Being the one in charge, Melisande once again explained their purpose here. “Our goal is to negotiate with them for the Orb that turns water to land.”


      Caldina had several UBM-sealing Orbs scattered throughout their lands. Originally national treasures of Huang He, they were sometimes called the “Treasurebeast Orbs,” and Granvaloa had come here for one of them.


      At first, the quest these four Superiors were given was simply to search Caldina for this Orb. However, while they were on the way here, it had been acquired by King of Tartarus, Benetnasch, who had later traded it to Caldina.


      Because of this, the goal of the quest had shifted from searching to negotiating.


      These four Superiors would act as Melisande’s bodyguards as she did her job—as well as the cards she might play if force became necessary.


      “That Orb would sure help us a lot!” said Miroslava (often just called “Miro”) excitedly. She was right to feel that way, as it was clear that Orb would be invaluable to Granvaloa specifically.


      The ability to turn water into land would let them create new islands out in the sea.


      Granvaloa had long sought lands to claim beyond their ships, so they craved the orb’s power immensely. All the islands they’d discovered thus far had inhospitable environments or were surrounded by extremely dangerous monsters, making them unsuitable for settlement. But if they were able to create islands in safe waters, they could easily settle and engage in large-scale agriculture to produce crops themselves. The very prospect made Miro all giddy.


      However, she then noticed that Antimicrobic and the Edwards spouses—all people she looked up to—all wore expressions that were complicated and difficult to read. Melisande—the sole tian present—was no different.


      “U-Umm...?”


      “The problem is that it’s in the possession of Caldina—Granvaloa’s business rival and a possible enemy. And they have someone who can use the Orb better than anyone else.” As he explained the circumstances, Antimicrobic called to mind a certain Superior—the so-called Apex of Caldina. “If he possessed the Orb and approached our capital, he could strand every single ship there. Even the city-ships... In other words, Granvaloa itself.”


      The Earth, Fatoum—the man who had become known as the unmatched Magical Apex because he commanded unbelievable amounts of magic. With his MP reserves, the Orb would allow him to ground even Granvaloa’s largest fleets.


      “But that’s...”


      “If he wanted to, he could even split the South Sea in two.” Fatoum was a Superior with more magic than any other human being. If he got ahold of the Orb that turned water to land—or the MVP reward from the UBM within—he could definitely do what Antimicrobic was saying.


      It could take months or years, but it was definitely possible.


      “If Caldina expanded their southern lands into the Outer Ocean, the Granvaloan trade routes that connect the east and west would be physically cut off,” said Melisande, closing her eyes and shaking her head with a scowl. “The east-west trade would then be dominated by Caldina’s land routes, letting them control the flow and prices of goods as they pleased.”


      Such a massive national project sounded like a cruel joke, but it was entirely possible, and Caldina—rather, its current president—would not hesitate to do such a thing.


      “B-But then why aren’t they doing it right now?” Miro asked.


      “Because Caldina doesn’t officially own the Orbs yet. They still technically belong to Huang He,” Melisande answered.


      Though someone had stolen and scattered them, the Treasurebeast Orbs were Huang He’s national treasures. Even if Caldina found them, misusing them or destroying them for the UBM MVP rewards within would surely strain their relationship with Huang He. Taking control of east-west trade routes would be meaningless if they alienated the entire eastern side of it.


      “However,” Melisande continued, “their claim to the Orbs was arguably weakened the moment they were stolen. Caldina has already suffered because of them, particularly in Cortana. From what I know, Caldina is currently using this point to negotiate with Huang He for ownership of them.”


      Granvaloa had done their own investigation regarding the current status of the Orbs in Caldina. The desert nation had places like Hermine, the City of Gambling, which attracted a lot of foreign wealth, and Granvaloa had learned a lot of things by just following this money. The merchant fleet had also used these channels to arrange these negotiations.


      “What we do know is that the negotiations with Huang He aren’t over yet.”


      Because of this, with the exception of De Vermis—which had been broken through the scheming of the very UBM it contained—Caldina was just safely keeping the Orbs stored away. De Vermis had also been defeated by Benetnasch—a non-Caldinan, independent Superior—and this fact had helped Caldina maintain good relations with Huang He.


      The very fact that Caldina was far more willing to compromise than usual had made some people suspicious, but the most important thing for Granvaloa right now was that the Orb that turned water to land was, in fact, still an Orb and not a released UBM.


      “Our time limit is the moment Caldina’s negotiations with Huang He end and they become able to do with the Orbs as they please. We’ll need to present our demands before that,” Melisande spoke before explaining their two demands. “First, we’ll request that they don’t use the Orb that turns water to land while their negotiations with Huang He are still ongoing. Second, provided the ownership of the Orb goes to Caldina, we’ll demand that they give it to us in exchange for a great sum of money.”


      There were definitely forceful salesmen, but this was the definition of a “forceful buyer.” The leaders of Granvaloa—the fleet commanders—fully recognized the ridiculousness of it, even as they approved this approach.


      That was also why the negotiator had been accompanied by four Superiors. It was meant to show that Granvaloa was willing to dedicate a lot of their resources to this, and to be prepared in case negotiations went in the worst possible direction.


      “How big is that ‘great sum of money,’ anyway?” Miro asked.


      “About this big,” said Melisande as she presented the Contract.


      “WHAAA?!” Miro’s eyes widened.


      This was because the sum they would pay rivaled the yearly profit of the entire merchant fleet. “Immense” didn’t begin to describe it.


      It was another indication of just how serious they truly were.


      Granvaloa had brought both incredible wealth and the might they would need if that wasn’t enough.


      “Considering the possible damage Caldina could do with it, and how much we would benefit from obtaining it... Well, it makes sense to offer that much,” said Maud.


      “It really does. After all, depending on how this goes, the country could sink... Or rather, run aground,” said Scala.


      The Edwardses nodded in understanding.


      Meanwhile, Antimicrobic was silent. It looked like he was thinking very deeply about something.


      “So there. It would be best if we acquired the Orb. Granvaloa would benefit the most if we brought it back and let Peddy have it,” Melisande said, calling to mind the Master currently holding the title of The Ocean. “And if that doesn’t work...”


      “Then we’ll attack them and take it by force!” said Miro, cutting Melisande off.


      “That would send us to war with not just Caldina, but Huang He too! Stop thinking like Satomi does during his tests!” Melisande warned her, invoking the name of a Superior she knew well.


      “I’m sorry...” While Miro was by no means a bad person and always tried to do her best, she was held back by her simple mode of thinking and absentmindedness. Many of her allies believed that this “lack of focus” was reflected in her Embryo too.


      “I don’t know about taking it by force, but if we still had Zeta with us, we might’ve been able to sneak it away,” said Scala.


      “...Yeah,” Antimicrobic agreed. That was because Zeta had once been a Granvaloan Superior, and had fought alongside him to defeat an SUBM.


      It was worth noting that Zeta was also the one who’d stolen and scattered the Orbs in the first place. That was something she’d done as part of her current group—IF—but it was still a rather strange twist of fate.


      “And even if we can’t talk them into giving us the Orb outright, there will still be room for negotiation. We’ll only try to take it by force as a last resort—when the negotiations completely fall apart and we have no choice but to fight,” Melisande said.


      Oh, so being forceful is still an option. Just a last resort, Miro thought, but in a way, this was already established. That was only to be expected, given that they’d brought a whole four Superiors here.


      Their role in this plan was partially to serve as the force Granvaloa would wield once all other possibilities had been exhausted.


      “And if I’m honest, I don’t think anyone will object to the outcome as long as Fatoum doesn’t become the Orb’s MVP. If anything, that is the main point of this venture,” said Melisande.


      “Huh?” hummed Miro, clearly not sure what she meant.


      “...The reason the Orb is such a threat to Granvaloa is because it might fall into the hands of Fatoum,” Antimicrobic explained, making clear what had been weighing on his mind. “For anyone else, it would be just another MVP reward.”


      If the Orb stayed with Caldina or became an MVP reward of the Magical Apex, Granvaloa would constantly have to be on their guard, watching that Caldina didn’t strand their ships and essentially destroy their country.


      But flipping the script, as long as this awful combination did not occur, Caldina would never obtain true life-or-death power over Granvaloa. There was no one else with enough magic to part the sea with the land, no matter how much time they spent trying.


      “As long as it’s not him, it doesn’t matter even if it’s another Caldinan. The fleet will be satisfied if we just prevent Fatoum from getting the Orb.”


      Melisande’s words made Antimicrobic and the Edwardses nod in agreement.


      “Nngh... Why did that Orb have to end up in Caldina, of all places?” Miro groaned.


      “Who knows,” said Antimicrobic. “But in a way, we’re lucky.”


      “Huh?”


      “This UBM could’ve just spawned in the wild, allowing Fatoum to hunt it down before we even knew about it. If that happened, we would be at Caldina’s mercy without the opportunity to negotiate, or even prepare for it.”


      “...Oh.” From that point of view, the current circumstances were fortunate for them, as they’d at least been given the chance to do something about the Orb.


      “Do you think they’ll agree to our demands, though?” Maud asked.


      “It’s our job to make them,” Antimicrobic responded.


      “Uh... Wasn’t that supposed to be a last resort?” said Miro.


      “The last resort is playing our cards, but we’ll be showing them right from the start. We want Caldina to think twice about what’s best for them. Right, Melisande?”


      “Right.” What would Granvaloa do if Caldina decided to misuse the Orb?


      The answer to that was the metal pot that had appeared next to Antimicrobic—his Superior Embryo.


      Given a choice between total destruction of the country and war against Caldina and Huang He, Granvaloa would always pick the latter.


      Antimicrobic Soy Sauce, the Human Bomb, had already defeated an SUBM and countless bioweapons to protect Granvaloa, and if that was what he had to do to continue keeping it safe, he was more than ready to take it that far.


      He would show no mercy to any enemies of Granvaloa.


      This had held true ever since he had changed from ludo to worlder and became the kind of Superior who gave his all to protect his country.


      “You’re a real hardliner, Ante,” said Miro, slightly disturbed by his intensity.


      Melisande simply nodded, while Maud noted how the doctrine of mutually assured destruction did bring peace sometimes. Scala said it reminded her of their country on the other side.


      Their reactions only made Antimicrobic shrug.


      “Though... It’s best if this ends without anything like that happening.” Those were his honest thoughts, for though he was merciless to his enemies, he wasn’t exactly bloodthirsty. He wanted this to end without Caldina picking the worst possible option.


      Thus, another boatload of fuel arrived to pour itself onto the already-volatile flames of Caldina.


      ◇◆◇


      Thirty Kilometels North of Vennsayle, the Laketop City


      At about the same time as Granvaloa’s party closed in on Vennsayle, a ship approached it from the north as well—via the land. However, it wasn’t one of the sand ships common in Caldina, but an amphibious hover boat.


      Speeding over the undesertified lands around Vennsayle, this vessel was a prototype developed by Caldina for trade—and possibly combat—beyond the sands.


      One of the interior cabins contained two Superiors.


      “This ship isn’t very pleasant to ride.”


      “That’s how prototypes usually are. The ones back at my old place used to blow up before you could even take a step.”


      One was a woman in a dress, drinking tea from her own tea set, clearly dissatisfied by the hoverboat’s shaking.


      The other was a woman in a jacket, smiling nostalgically as she stood next to the window.


      The former was The Cannon, Eve Selene, while the latter was the Ace, AR-I-CA.


      They were Caldinan Superiors tasked with participating in the negotiations with Granvaloa.


      “I don’t really like this ship either, though. I’m generally not into machines that need multiple people to run them.”


      “Well, then you could’ve just flown there alone, like you always do. I’d be spared your company that way.”


      Eve’s words were rather thorny. The two hardly saw eye to eye. Their relationship was bad even by Sefirot’s standards, which had led to some trouble several times in the past.


      The fact that Eve was still willing to share a mission with AR-I-CA at all was a show of her incredible diligence.


      “Flying all the way to Vennsayle would leave me seriously drained. Lemme ride there and save my energy.”


      Eve sighed. “Why are you involved in these quests, anyway? And I don’t mean just these negotiations. Finding and retrieving the Orbs is an important task that could affect relations between us and Huang He. These are quests that require good sense and caution, so I just can’t understand why you were chosen as a key player.”


      “Good poooint. I wonder whyyy...?”


      “It sounds like you’re making fun of me.”


      “Oh, but I’m not.” While Moneygold and his wealth was needed for the negotiations on the Eltram, AR-I-CA was the one who’d been tasked to retrieve the Orbs currently held by the Mirage crime syndicate and the mayor of Cortana—the president’s greatest enemies within Caldina.


      Both of these targets had been in the middle of cities, and it had seemed likely that things would turn violent with them. Officially, AR-I-CA was chosen because she could keep her power at modest levels.


      The real reason, however, was a bit more simple than that.


      “By the way... You said you need to ‘save up’?” Eve asked as she realized what that implied, squinted, and put down her tea.


      “I did.”


      “Do you think the negotiations at Vennsayle will end in a fight?”


      “Yeah? I mean, our quest is to ‘eliminate hostiles if a battle breaks out,’ right?”


      “That is only what it is officially. I don’t believe Granvaloa wants an all-out war with Caldina. The very fact that they’re not using force and contacted a congressman they had business dealings with to set up these negotiations tells me that they want a peaceful resolution. It’s just a matter of what concessions each side can win from the other.”
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      Eve presented a highly sensible and good-natured outlook.


      Hearing that put a smile on AR-I-CA’s face.


      “You’re such a good girl, Eve. I can almost see little flowers blooming at your feet!”


      “What? Don’t just start praising me like that. It’s unpleasant...”


      That wasn’t praise, AR-I-CA thought before continuing.


      “But not everyone’s a good girl like you. There’s no telling what will happen.”


      “Are you implying that Granvaloa has some ulterior motives?”


      “Heh heh...” AR-I-CA responded to that question with nothing but a giggle.


      Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, and they were joined by a man with tan skin, clad in the clothes of desert folk. “We’re almost there, you two,” the man said.


      He was the one in charge of Caldina’s side of the negotiations.


      The Magical Apex—The Earth, Fatoum.


      “I will take part in tomorrow’s negotiations as my wife’s representative,” Fatoum said. “You two will stay in this ship, parked outside the city. Please keep watch from there.”


      Eve had a question regarding Fatoum’s order. “From outside the city? I understand that this slut has no place at any negotiations whatsoever, and I’m definitely not good at any combat within cities, but is it really okay if neither of us are there?”


      Eve found Fatoum’s words quite odd—she’d assumed they were called because Granvaloa also brought a lot of Superiors.


      “It won’t be a problem. There are only two ways these negotiations can end, anyway.”


      “And these two ways are...?”


      “Either they end without incident at all, or they proceed into the worst-case scenario. If it’s the latter, then knowing Antimicrobic Soy Sauce, we can expect that Vennsayle will be entirely gone. Your defensive abilities leave a little to be desired, so I wouldn’t want you to be caught up in an explosion that levels a whole city.”


      “That is a good point, but... I doubt that we’re dealing with someone foolish enough to cause something like that.”


      “You may be right, but we must be prepared even for the unexpected,” Fatoum explained to Eve, smiling as he did.


      Their exchange made AR-I-CA squint.


      He actually said “unexpected,” huh? she thought. Those words made her consider whose orders they were following.


      She compared Fatoum’s words with the reputation of the person he was representing, and the contradiction there was enough for AR-I-CA to understand what he was actually saying.


      Fully aware of her job now, AR-I-CA gave Fatoum a silent nod.


      “Better safe than sorry, right? Very well. I understand,” Eve said, oblivious to their subtle gestures.


      She doesn’t get it at all, AR-I-CA thought. Then again, Eve’s naivety was one of her good qualities—it made her worth using.


      With all that in mind, AR-I-CA gave Fatoum a smile.


      He maintained a blank expression as he said...


      “Mm-hmm. If something does happen, please act as instructed by your quest.”


      “Roger dodger!”


      And with that, their ship arrived at Vennsayle.


      Thus, surrounded by intrigue of all sorts, this lakeside city was poised to become the stage for these high-stakes negotiations.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2 (Back): Negotiations


      Vennsayle, the Laketop City


      One of the southernmost cities of Caldina, Vennsayle stood out for its rich history and abundance of nature.


      As its title of Laketop City suggested, it was in the center of a massive lake, making it accessible only by bridge or boats traveling upon the surrounding rivers. It had a save point and was generally a very nice place to live, so it served as a home for many Masters and tians alike.


      Besides the lake and the lush environment, both uncommon in Caldina, it was also known for a massive lava tube beneath it known as Amvenn. The combination of verdant nature and volcanic activity led some Masters to say it was like Hawaii, but without being an island.


      The reason Vennsayle had been selected as the stage for the negotiations between Caldina and Granvaloa was its location.


      Situated far to the south of Caldina, it was closest to the sea—and with it, Granvaloa.


      Whether Caldina intended to give them a warm welcome or deal with them as enemies, there was no better place for it.


      Thus, last night, the city had welcomed these visitors from Granvaloa, and today, they would hold the discussion that would decide the fate of these countries.


      ◇◆


      After going up a river to arrive at Vennsayle, the Granvaloans were led into a suite at one of the city’s most luxurious hotels.


      It was planned that they would spend a night there, and the negotiations would begin in one of the hotel’s meeting rooms at noon.


      Both the time and the place had been set by Caldina.


      The fact that they’d chosen the southernmost city and a hotel—rather than a government building—seemed both welcoming and cautious.


      The negotiations were set to start in an hour. The room currently had five people in it, as well as two beings who looked like people.


      The Edwardses and the human forms of their Superior Embryos were observing the foreign scenery through a window, while Miro was enjoying the lunch she’d brought along for the trip.


      The room actually had a time-stopping Inventory containing various meals, but Antimicrobic Soy Sauce had cautioned against eating it, bringing up the possibility that Caldina might also have parasite Embryos like La Crima’s Ideas. Melisande had added that even her Identification ability as Appraisal Princess wasn’t perfect when it came to Embryos. She could confirm the authenticity of things, but the food might have been modified in a way she couldn’t predict. Thus, much to Miro’s disappointment, they’d left the food untouched.


      Antimicrobic was reading a newspaper while drinking tea from his own flask. It was a Caldinan publication, and though the highlight was the Altar-Dryfe peace talks set to happen in a few days, there was also a mention of the negotiations with Granvaloa.


      “Hm...” He slightly furrowed his brow as he turned the page and began to read another article.


      “What does it say?” Melisande—seated in front of him—asked, noticing his expression.


      “Looks like a famous local was recently murdered. The investigation is still ongoing.”


      “That’s rather unsettling.”


      A murder in the city they were about to negotiate in. It wasn’t clear if it was related, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant.


      “The victim is the head of the Sarion family,” Antimicrobic said.


      “Sarion...? That name appeared in our preliminary research. It’s the ice magic family that’s been passing down the King of Glaciers job. They were also in charge of some local rituals for centuries.”


      Ever since they’d arrived at Vennsayle, Melisande had felt that the air here was awfully tense. She’d assumed that it was because of their negotiations, but perhaps it was actually due to this strange death.


      They had no way of knowing this now, but the murder was actually another case that involved an Orb. King of Glaciers, Sarion had been in possession of one of the Orbs, but it was stolen when he was murdered, and the being inside had recently been released aboard the Eltram. It was unknown what it had been doing since, but Caldina was searching for it in secret.


      “Mgh mgh... Huh?” As Miro ate her lunch, something they said made her tilt her head in confusion.


      “What’s wrong?” Antimicrobic asked.


      “I’m just wondering... If they specialize in ice magic, why were they living in a place like this? It’s all warm and green here.”


      That’s a good point, Antimicrobic thought. There was a relation between certain jobs and the environment. This could be seen in the recently discovered Gravimancer—the high-rank gravity magic job—which had an acquisition condition associated with an abnormal gravity field in Legendaria.


      Because of this, it would’ve made sense for a family of ice magic wielders to live somewhere a lot colder—some place like Wintersorb, the Northernmost City.


      “Actually, they might’ve been using the ultrahot volcanic environment to train their ice magic,” said Antimicrobic.


      “Oh. Right. There’s a lava tube here, isn’t there?” said Miro.


      The two were about to go with that assumption, but Melisande added some information.


      “Apparently, the Sarions were invited here quite a while ago by the mayor at that time. They actually did live in the north, but there was some trouble that drove them out, so they gladly agreed to move.”


      “Trouble? What kind?”


      “I don’t know if this is true or not, but people say their heir apparent ran away from home and became the Landdragon King’s lover,” said Melisande. That made Antimicrobic and Miro look at her as if she were talking nonsense. “That caused a whole lot of problems that forced the Sarions to move, and Vennsayle invited them in, offering especially good conditions. I couldn’t look into the full details, though.”


      “That sounds like old history,” Antimicrobic said. “I feel like you know more than enough already.”


      “Oh, it’s all stuff that comes up the moment you start researching Vennsayle. I only looked into it further because I thought that a powerful local tian like Sarion might be involved in our negotiations...but if he’s dead, I suppose that’s no longer relevant.”


      “That’s true...” Antimicrobic said with a nod. He still wondered why Vennsayle had gone out of their way to invite the Sarions from the distant north, but since that had nothing to do with the negotiations, he put it out of his mind.


      “Oh,” Miro exclaimed as if she realized something. “I just had a thought about these negotiations... Caldina has a congress, right? Couldn’t we have made things better for us by getting some members of the opposition party on our side?” She made a face like she wanted to say, “I should’ve realized that earlier,” but as it turned out, Melisande and the others had already considered this idea—and rejected it.


      “That would’ve worked in any country but Caldina,” said Melisande.


      “Huh?” Miro said, confused.


      “The congress is just a facade for a dictatorship,” Antimicrobic explained. “Do you know what people call the current president, La Place Phantasma? They call her the Witch or the Predictor. That’s because she literally foresees the future.”


      “She provides her supporters with advice that lets them avoid danger or gain wealth, while allowing the insubordinate to fall to misfortune—if not leading it directly to them. That’s the main reason she has the amount of authority she does,” said Melisande.


      Miro frowned, digesting their words.


      “It’s basically the carrot-and-stick approach,” Antimicrobic continued. “If you’re taking a test that lets you cheat or bring an answer key, not doing that is risky. Caldinans care a lot about profit, and since the president can easily control that, it’s hard for them to go against her.”


      In a way, the government here was like a cult led by one person with prophetic powers.


      “Though, that doesn’t mean that Caldina is a monolith,” he added. “The mayor of Wintersorb to the north, as well as the mayor of Cortana—the largest commerce hub and the starting point of all Caldina’s Masters, by the way—oppose the president despite all that. Well... In the latter case, it’s more accurate to say he used to oppose the president.”


      “Past tense?”


      “Cortana’s mayor recently passed away. He died by misuse of one of the Orbs,” said Melisande.


      The incident caused by the Ancient Legendary UBM, “Rebirthing Infestation, De Vermis.” The tragedy that had befallen Caldina’s starting point had been big news even in Granvaloa.


      “The president didn’t do anything to Cortana’s mayor directly,” said Antimicrobic. “But since he was against her, it’s entirely possible that she purposely ignored this particular future—or even nudged him toward it. It’s also worth mentioning that this incident is how the Orb ended up in their hands in the first place.”


      Their explanation made Miro go pale. In her mind, the president was already some sort of demon who changed the course of people’s futures.


      “So, there you have it. They may have a congress, but the opposition inside it isn’t strong enough to do anything,” Antimicrobic concluded. “The best we could do was get a profit-oriented, pro-president congressman to set up these negotiations.”


      “Um... Is it really a good idea to negotiate with someone like that?” Miro asked.


      “It depends on what they ask for. Who are they sending, anyway?” Antimicrobic posed that question to Melisande. As the one in charge of this negotiation team, she had already met with some Caldinan officials.


      “The mayor of Vennsayle, as well as three Superiors,” she answered.


      Antimicrobic Soy Sauce lightly furrowed his brow. With Granvaloa sending four Superiors, it was expected that Caldina would also send several of their own, of course. The real question was who they sent. “Can you name them?” he asked.


      “The Earth, The Cannon, and the Ace.”


      “Their strongest, the firepower specialist, and the aerial combat expert... Obviously all chosen to oppose us.”


      The lineup had clearly been selected with Antimicrobic, Miro, and the Edwardses in mind. The Granvaloans would have a hard time against them, making it clear that Caldina was anticipating a battle too.


      “What if a battle breaks out?” Antimicrobic asked.


      “I’m here to make sure it doesn’t,” said Melisande.


      “We need to account for everything. Well, I think I know how I’ll start my negotiation,” Antimicrobic said.


      “How’s that?” Melisande asked. His words made her feel uneasy.


      “‘I’ve turned Vennsayle’s waters into explosives. Will you still choose to fight?’”


      “Huh?!” Melisande’s eyes went wide—in fact, all the Superiors present had the exact same reaction.


      “B-But I just drank some of the water here! Am I gonna explode?! Am I gonna go boom?!” Miro cried.


      “Calm down. I haven’t actually done it yet.”


      “Oh. Phew... Wait, yet?” Miro asked.


      Antimicrobic Soy Sauce’s face showed no emotion as he answered. “If a battle starts, you and the Edwardses should start buying time for me to turn the local waters into explosives. If this city hangs in the balance, they should be willing to open negotiations again.”


      “And what if they aren’t?” Melisande asked.


      “Then I’ll destroy this city and repeat that with all the rest of their oases until they listen.”


      So if Caldina wasn’t open to negotiations, he would destroy the city along with its people. Though Miro was relieved that he hadn’t already set this up, she couldn’t help but note how harsh he was toward his enemies. She didn’t know who was scarier—Caldina’s president or Antimicrobic Soy Sauce.


      Melisande was silent for a long time, as if in thought.


      “Um, don’t you think that’s a bit much? It seems like an overreaction...” said Miro, hoping to get him to reconsider.


      “I really wouldn’t say so, Miro.” The one to argue against that was Scala, finally leaving her observation of the city to join the discussion. “What do you think it means if these negotiations fall apart and a battle breaks out?”


      “Huh? That’s... Oh.” This world had Truth Discernment, Contracts, and Covenants, making it impossible to lie in official agreements. That was especially true here, with Melisande being a Superior Job that had both Identification and Truth Discernment at skill level EX. It was the reason she’d been put in charge of these negotiations.


      Trickery was extremely difficult, meaning this would end with either both sides reaching a deal they agreed on—or complete failure to do so.


      And Granvaloa was going into this willing to accept basically any outcome as long as it prevented Fatoum from using the Orb.


      “Water is way more valuable than sand here,” said Antimicrobic. “That Orb is completely worthless to them. If they don’t plan to misuse it like we suspect, they’ll be willing to negotiate.”


      If Caldina simply wanted to make Fatoum even stronger than he was, then Granvaloa could help them look for UBMs for him to hunt. If Caldina wanted to expand their power as a country, then Granvaloa could present them with a military alliance.


      They could offer these things alongside the money.


      These conditions were exceptional, but that was exactly why...


      “If a battle breaks out regardless of all that... If Caldina aborts the negotiations...” Antimicrobic said.


      “It will be a confirmation that they intend to use the Orb against our country,” Melisande finished his words.


      That was why Antimicrobic had made his plans. The moment they chose to eliminate them by combat, Caldina’s intentions would be made clear.


      “...I do hope the negotiations end without anything happening and with both sides satisfied,” she concluded, expecting Caldina to make the correct choice.


      “Same here,” agreed Antimicrobic, even as he prepared for the worst.


      ◇◆


      In the heart of Vennsayle, a short distance from the hotel, there stood the mayor’s residence.


      In its parlor was Daniel Vennsayle, the mayor, as well as one of the Superiors who’d come for the negotiations—none other than Fatoum.


      They were sitting across from each other, exchanging some sort of document between them.


      “There. The Contract is now active,” said Fatoum.


      “W-Will this truly be enough...?” the mayor asked, clearly uneasy.


      “Yes, mayor. I will protect you throughout the negotiations. You have no need to worry,” Fatoum said with a smile. “Or do you have difficulty trusting the words of an Apex?”


      “N-No. Not at all. We have the Contract too...”


      The mayor looked down at the document—the Contract.


      It read, “If Fatoum fails at protecting Daniel Vennsayle, he will be given a debuff that halves his stats for two months of time within this world.”


      With Masters coming back after just three days, death—the greatest punishment tians could receive for breaking such agreements—was an awfully light sentence. Masters had actually abused this advantage quite often back when they had just started to increase in number. Because of this, Contracts with Masters these days punished them with long-term debuffs or drained their wealth, making them far more difficult to break.


      And though he was acting on the president’s order, Fatoum would surely try to avoid this punishment and do what he could to protect Daniel. As he was Caldina’s Apex, his stats being cut in half would be a major issue.


      “You...will protect me, yes...?”


      “Yes. Even from Granvaloa’s Superiors.”


      The Apex declared that not even the strongest of Embryos would stop him. Despite this, the mayor’s face remained uneasy...


      “Even from...ummm...monsters and natural disasters?” the mayor asked.


      “Natural disasters?”


      “Just hypothetically, I mean. Will you?”


      “Well, of course I’ll protect you from that too. Your safety is the core of the Contract. I do deal with Caldina’s sandstorms and the like.”


      “I-I see... Did the president say anything to you?”


      “I was told what I needed to know about the negotiations, but nothing more than that.”


      “I see... If that is all, then...” The mayor reached for the tea on the table and gulped it down, clearly trying to calm himself.


      Is there more to this? Something she didn’t tell me? Fatoum wondered. He had noticed the mayor’s obviously strange behavior. He’s just a mayor. Making him take part in the negotiations and creating a Contract to protect him is strange to begin with... Not to mention that time limit.


      He suspected that the president knew something that he did not, but he’d chosen not to pry. Some plans proceeded more smoothly when those who executed them did not know the mastermind’s full intentions.


      If the president hadn’t told him anything about Mayor Vennsayle, Fatoum understood that to mean he did not have to know, nor should he ask.


      Anyway, I hope the negotiations go well, he thought, fully composed, ready to do what he had to...no matter what happened next.


      ◇◆


      Shortly after noon, both parties gathered in the hotel’s meeting room and opened negotiations.


      The Granvaloan side had Melisande, Antimicrobic, and Miro, while the Caldinan side had Mayor Vennsayle and Fatoum.


      The Edwardses stood guard outside the hotel, while AR-I-CA and Eve were outside the city.


      Both sides had split up to avoid being instantly exterminated if a battle broke out, which only showed how wary they all were.


      “Thank you for coming to this discussion. I am Melisande Grandleft of the Granvaloan merchant fleet, and I was tasked to be the one in charge here.”


      Melisande started by introducing herself with a courteous tone that was quite unlike her usual demeanor.


      “I’m Antimicrobic Soy Sauce.”


      “I’m Miroslava Swampman!”


      “G-Greetings...” As the other Granvaloans said their names, the mayor hesitantly replied before turning to Fatoum at his side. The Apex gave him a calm nod, and the mayor began to speak. “Thank you for coming here from distant Granvaloa. I am Daniel Vennsayle, the mayor of this city, and this here is...”


      “A pleasure to meet you. I am Fatoum. I will be taking part in this as my wife’s representative.”


      “...‘Wife’?” Miro asked, confused by Fatoum’s introduction.


      “Yes. My wife is the president of Caldina, La Place Phantasma. Were you not aware?” Fatoum said with a mischievous smile.


      “HUH?!”


      “Miro, don’t react like that,” said Antimicrobic. “Marriage with tians is rare, but not unheard of.”


      “B-But she’s the president! You can marry the leader of a country?! That’s allowed?!”


      “It’s not impossible. Rumor has it that lately even the first princess of Altar is pretty close to one of their newbies—specifically, the little brother of that KoD guy who helped us a while back.”


      “WHAAA?!” As Miro expressed her over-the-top shock, Antimicrobic Soy Sauce simply let out a sigh.


      Our Melisande here is kinda like that with Satomi too, he thought, but didn’t say that out loud, both because he didn’t want to reveal Granvaloa’s internal affairs—or say it to Melisande’s face.


      “Heh...” Fatoum chuckled as he watched their exchange.


      There was a stark contrast between him and the mayor to his side. The mayor looked awfully tense, while Fatoum was composed, smiling as though he was used to this.


      You’d expect it to be the other way around... Antimicrobic thought. On the Granvaloan side, it was Miro who was the most restless. Who could blame her, though? In real life, she was just a normal person.


      Even Antimicrobic Soy Sauce was far from used to such situations—he merely had iron nerves.


      However, the one who was most composed here was Fatoum—a Master... A player just like them. Antimicrobic got the impression that he might’ve experienced many discussions like this in real life as well.


      “King of Destruction, eh? That takes me back,” Fatoum casually said, cutting short Antimicrobic’s train of thought.


      “You know him?”


      “I do. We got yelled at for getting a bit too rowdy once. What about you?”


      “Our country owes him a lot. I’ve never met him myself, though.”


      “Oh, the Abyss Shellder incident. I hear it caused you quite a lot of trouble.”


      Granvaloa had recently been threatened by a mighty Irregularity that had devastated their adventure fleet, but ultimately the country had been able to muster their forces and take care of it—with King of Destruction’s help.


      “First that, now this... Few things can disturb the peace of a country like a UBM,” Fatoum said.


      “That’s true,” Antimicrobic agreed. Except you’re the greatest threat to Granvaloa right now, he added, in his head.


      He also realized that this was the end of the idle chatter and the beginning of the actual negotiations.


      “Anyway, I was told that you are here for one of the Orbs,” Fatoum said.


      “Yes,” said Melisande. “We heard that Caldina is in possession of an Orb that transforms water into land.”


      “I see. You Granvaloans seem to be as well-informed as the Legendarians.”


      “Legendarians?”


      “We actually have a Legendarian in the area who’s come to negotiate for a different Orb. That one is being handled by Moneygold back at Drac-Nomad.”


      Those words made Melisande fall silent for a moment, as they had several implications.


      First, it meant that Caldina was definitely willing to negotiate.


      But the very mention of Moneygold presented a problem for Granvaloa.


      That means they don’t plan on selling it for any price... Melisande thought. King of Revelry, Moneygold—when the merchant fleet was preparing their offer to Caldina, that was the name that had caused them the most concern.


      Moneygold was said to be a Superior who could create endless wealth. He was forbidden from abusing his powers so as not to crash the value of the lir, but the very fact that Fatoum even mentioned him here said everything that needed to be said.


      “...I will ask directly, then,” said Melisande, fully understanding his intention. She was now well aware that traditional diplomacy wouldn’t work here. “What would you ask of Granvaloa in exchange for the Orb?”


      “What would we ask? Oh, but Caldina doesn’t own it yet. We’re still in talks with Huang He,” Fatoum said.


      “Don’t play dumb. Obviously we mean after that’s settled. You know that,” said Antimicrobic, his tone stern.


      “I suppose I do.” Fatoum nodded with a smile on his face.


      Melisande then continued.


      “We do want the Orb, but ultimately it’s not crucial for it to end up in our hands.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If you used your inexhaustible magic to wield the Orb or an MVP reward from it, you would become a great threat to Granvaloa. We are negotiating to prevent this from occurring.”


      Melisande didn’t even try to hide Granvaloa’s intentions—she understood by now that Caldina must already know this much.


      “Oh? I didn’t realize I was so widely feared.”


      “Cut the crap.”


      Fatoum’s and Antimicrobic’s expressions remained the same, but the aura around them became menacing. The air turned tense and heavy, making the other three gasp.


      “So you are here to witness someone other than me receive the Orb’s MVP reward?” Fatoum asked.


      “Yes. That’s the bare minimum we’re here to ensure,” said Antimicrobic.


      Fatoum nodded in understanding.


      And then he glanced at the clock before asking...


      “Would that really be enough for you?”


      “What?” As Antimicrobic and Melisande fixed him with a dubious look, Fatoum placed his hand on his chest and continued.


      “First of all, this ‘inexhaustible’ MP of mine exceeds a billion.”


      “A BIL—?!” Miro cried out in shock at hearing this, and Melisande gasped out loud. Even Antimicrobic Soy Sauce’s face twitched just slightly.


      They knew that he had the greatest magic reserves in history, but that digit count was overwhelming regardless.


      Even as Superior Jobs, casters usually had an MP total in the range of a hundred thousand—a million at most. Yet Fatoum here had ten thousand times that. Knowing that the power of magic scaled with maximum MP and MP spent, it was easy to understand just how much of an outlier this “Magical Apex” truly was.


      The foundation of this power was, of course, his Superior Embryo. His Grail had perfect synergy with his job... Or perhaps was even made for it, much like the Hell General’s Rumplestiltskin.


      Fatoum revealing the extent of his power only further convinced Granvaloa of what a threat he really was.


      Despite this, the source of their fears simply continued smiling at them casually.


      “I understand why you’re afraid of me obtaining the Orb in question,” he said. “But one might also say that no one could draw out its power more effectively.”


      “...What are you getting at?” Antimicrobic asked.


      “Should Granvaloa really prevent this most excellent combination?” Fatoum asked, maintaining a smile. “Should you not instead want me to have this MVP reward?”


      “What do you mean?!” Miro raised her voice, clueless as to what he was saying. Fatoum maintained a gentle tone as he explained.


      “With my magic and the power of the Orb, I could create an island in an instant. Given time, I could even build a continent—the new land that Granvaloa so desires.”


      Miro’s eyes widened. Granvaloans were descendants of people who had no home on land, driving them to live their lives on ships.


      Despite this, they deeply desired and searched for lands to call their own.


      One of their four main fleets—the adventure fleet—was solely devoted to seeking new lands to claim, but they had not had any luck with that yet. The fleet was recently devastated by the Abyss Shellder too, so it would take some time for them to resume their activities.


      But now, Fatoum was here, offering to simply fulfill their grand desire.


      “Why not bind me with a Contract, instead? Force me to use the Orb or its MVP reward only as directed by Granvaloa? Then you could simply make me build your new lands and finally have them too. Is that not your best-case scenario?”


      “We...” The unexpected suggestion made Melisande gasp.


      Fatoum actually had a point. Having him work for Granvaloa could be far more beneficial than giving the Orb to a Granvaloan caster SJ or taking the safe route and giving it to another Caldinan.


      And if they were allowed to limit how he used it, they could make sure he wouldn’t obstruct their sea routes.


      This was actually better than the best-case scenario Granvaloa had been aiming for.


      “What would you like in exchange for such a Contract?” Melisande asked. It couldn’t be money—that possibility had died the moment Fatoum mentioned Moneygold.


      Was it military strength, perhaps? Would they trade the power of their Apex for the power of Granvaloa?


      Or would they ask to merge their countries, becoming one mighty state ruling both the lands and the seas?


      “What we would like in exchange...? Now that’s something to think about.” Fatoum acted like he was pondering, but Caldina had obviously considered this trade ahead of time.


      He was clearly doing this just for the suspense, but Granvaloa couldn’t point that out, for his truly unexpected suggestion had given him all the initiative here.


      Melisande and Miro trembled as they waited for Fatoum to continue. Antimicrobic, however, simply stared at him, almost glaring.


      “Well then. Let’s do this...” Fatoum glanced at the clock again before he ceased his pretend considerations. “We want what you will no longer need once you have your new land.”


      “Hm? Ah...!” Melisande thought for a moment and quickly realized what he was saying. “You don’t mean...”


      “I do,” said Fatum, smiling at her reaction. “There is only one thing we will ask for in exchange for your own lands.”


      Thus...


      “That would be your temporary land—Granvaloa the vessel.”


      ...he revealed that what he sought was nothing less than Granvaloa as it existed right now.


      ◇◆


      “Phew...” Above the outskirts of Vennsayle, Eve Selene flew through the sky, seated on a tamed skydragon and letting out a sigh.


      I’m really not cut out for this. I don’t like quests that take place near cities...


      The quest she’d been given this time was outside of her area of expertise.


      As far as Caldinan Superiors went, she specialized in monster hunting. Excelling at extended firepower, Eve usually killed monsters threatening trade routes and developing lands, or she destroyed bandit gangs along with the abandoned fortresses they tended to inhabit.


      As effective as she was at those tasks, she was quite unfit for work near civilization, where she could easily contribute to the casualties.


      The thought of using her Embryo here filled her with apprehension.


      With Albert gone, I’ll be busier with my usual work too, she thought. Albert and Eve had a similar role in the clan, and his departure surely meant that her workload would increase. Albert was...not a great conversationalist, but he was still a good person. It’s a big loss. I’m fond of Yumeji, Moneygold, and Carl, but the others, not so much...


      With Superiors generally being rather unique individuals, it was inevitable that a group of a whole nine of them would struggle to get along, even if they all served the same country.


      The Superiors of Granvaloa on the other side of these negotiations actually cooperated rather well, but they were the exception, not the rule.


      Also, there’s someone here who’s even less suited for this job than me, Eve thought as she glanced to her side.


      There, she saw a floating humanoid weapon—Blue Opera.


      Just thinking of the person inside its cockpit gave Eve a headache.


      She and AR-I-CA were completely incompatible. Even if Eve ignored AR-I-CA’s obscene lack of modesty, she felt that they fundamentally looked at the world through different eyes.


      She shouldn’t be anywhere near a place of diplomacy... Eve thought.


      Containing a whole nine Superiors, Sefirot was the strongest clan in all of Infinite Dendrogram. The most feared among them was Fatoum, known as the Magical Apex, but when it came to infamy, AR-I-CA had him beat.


      This was because she was often tasked to fight people directly, and had thus slaughtered a great many of them. The search for the Orbs had seen her battle the Huang Hean organized crime gang Mirage, and that was a good example of the kind of jobs she usually received.


      AR-I-CA herself had stated that she preferred fighting people over monsters. After all, she was fond of competing, contesting, and comparing herself to others.


      Perhaps most people who played games were like that to some degree, but this urge was especially strong in AR-I-CA. In fact, she was one of the reasons why the first meeting between those who would become Sefirot had ended in a fight.


      It was because of this that when it came time to decide the leader of the clan, Eve had said she would accept anyone except AR-I-CA.


      That said a lot about how Eve viewed her. In her eyes, AR-I-CA was one of the most dangerous Superiors.


      Then again, her reputation hasn’t been so terrible lately, Eve thought. The turning point had been when she’d taken an apprentice. Eve considered the very real possibility that Hugo’s presence might have calmed AR-I-CA down somewhat.


      She hasn’t used...that recently either. Maybe she’s decided to behave herself. Eve thought as she looked at Blue Opera.


      “Hm? What are you staring for? Ya want something?” AR-I-CA asked, noticing Eve’s eyes on her.


      “Nothing... Though the negotiations will take time, so why not chat a little, I suppose?”


      “You wanna talk to me? What’s next? Is it gonna hail in the desert?”


      “It isn’t that absurd. We’re colleagues. It’s normal for us to chat.”


      “And? Whaddya wanna talk about?” Put in charge of the topic, Eve decided to go ahead and ask about the very thing she had just been thinking about.


      “Well... Let’s talk about your apprentice.”


      “About Yu?”


      “If I’m honest, I’m shocked that you’re actually looking out for someone. I mean, you’re the most self-centered person there is.”


      “Really? I think I’m pretty normal, though.”


      “A world where you’re normal sounds more like hell to me.” Eve pictured a world where everyone had AR-I-CA’s sense of ethics, and the image alone made her feel sick. Such a world would have no public order or morality. “So? How did you, of all people, end up with an apprentice?”


      “We had a little connection. Yu’s the little sister of my good friend, Fran.”


      “Hm?”


      “What’s with that face? Did I say something strange?”


      “...You have friends?”


      “That’s sooo mean!” AR-I-CA sounded shocked, but her voice contained a hint of laughter.


      “Also, I was told that your apprentice was a man.”


      “They’re both girls using male avatars. It’s actually funny how similar they are.”


      “I don’t think you should mention something so private without their permission.”


      “You sure are the serious type, huh?”


      Eve was among the most sensible and good-natured members of Sefirot. She came out looking very proper even when compared to Moneygold, the self-proclaimed “vulgar person” who was actually very attentive and kind, as well as Yumeji Iryo, the surgeon who put saving lives above all else.


      That makes her the most fun to tease, though, AR-I-CA thought before continuing.


      “Anyway, yeah, I stumbled upon my friend’s little sister out in the desert and decided to just pick her up and look after her.”


      “I see. When you put it that way, it almost seems like fate.”


      “But though we get along pretty well, she flat out refuses to join me in bed. Even though I shot my shot...”


      “You’re shameless. You should really improve your outlook on modesty.” As AR-I-CA casually revealed that she’d tried to bed her friend’s little sister, Eve glared at her in contempt.


      “Huh? But we’re both avatars, and hers is even a different gender, so it’d make for an interesting new experience, doncha think?”


      “Avatars or not, we’re people on the inside. We still need modesty.”


      “Really? But it feels good. Isn’t that enough of a reason to go for it?”


      The bisexual hedonist’s words made Eve let out a sigh. “You’re starting to give me a headache, you know.”


      “Also, you made your avatar’s boobs bigger, didn’t you?”


      “I didn’t change my build at all! Don’t say things that could damage my reputation!”


      “Huh? That’s all natural? Can I do a hands-on inspection to check?”


      “Do you want to get shot?”


      “You won’t hit me, but we’ve got a job to do, so please don’t waste your time.”


      “Well, no matter. I suppose I’ll just be satisfied to know that you actually have enough kindness in your heart to look after your friend’s little sister.”


      Eve had always seen AR-I-CA as someone completely self-absorbed, but now she felt obligated to reevaluate her. However...


      “Oh, you’ve got me all wrong.”


      ...AR-I-CA herself contradicted Eve’s assessment.


      “What do you mean?”


      “I’m looking after Yu not for Fran, but for myself.” She maintained the exact same tone as she spoke.


      “You mean... You’re looking after someone younger than yourself to try and grow as a person?”


      “Eve, you’re way too serious and way too much of a good girl.” AR-I-CA grinned, almost mockingly, before continuing. “The reason I’m looking out for Yu is... Well, think of it as a kitchen garden.”


      “A kitchen garden?” Eve spent a moment thinking about those words. “I didn’t know you had a hobby like that. Can I stop by for some ingredients sometime?”


      Clearly, she was thinking AR-I-CA had taken on an apprentice to help her grow vegetables.


      “...Wow, you’re dense.”


      “Hm?”


      Even AR-I-CA couldn’t help but give her a disbelieving look, but with the mech between them, Eve didn’t notice.


      Then again, that’s probably exactly the reason she was given this quest in the first place. She doesn’t realize what’s gonna happen, and I don’t care. We’re both just right for the job.


      AR-I-CA didn’t know how the negotiations would go—she hadn’t been told what would happen.


      She couldn’t see the future with her own eyes, and the only future seen by her Superior Embryo was the deep red that signaled impending danger.


      However, the very fact that she’d been called here was enough for her to understand. To know. To see.


      This place would soon become the stage of a deadly clash.


      ◇◆


      “You want Granvaloa itself...?!” The trade offered by Fatoum filled Melisande with shock. Despite her youth, she was a high-ranking member of the merchant fleet and had taken part in many negotiations, but his request was astonishing even to her. Miro at her side was just as shocked.


      Antimicrobic, however, narrowed his eyes and glared straight at Fatoum.


      “Are you being serious?” Melisande asked. Fatoum met her question with a nod.


      “Of course. What do you say?”


      He was basically offering to trade their current land for the new one he would create—the transient “land” atop a ship for the true land created by the Orb.


      Fatoum claimed that, given enough time, he could even make a continent, so it was obvious which Granvaloa would come out ahead in terms of sheer size.


      Having so much land would surely help the country prosper, but...


      “But... We can’t possibly...!” Melisande cried, in a tone that hardly belonged at the negotiating table.


      Who could blame her, though? Granvaloa the vessel was a massive ship that the first fleet commanders had turned into their home upon leaving the turbulent continent.


      It was living proof of their pride in having left behind a history of running away and carved a new world for themselves with their own hands.


      It was truly the home of all Granvaloans. None of their leaders had even considered using it as a bargaining chip.


      That alone had put Granvaloa on the back foot in these negotiations.


      “Why do you want Granvaloa anyway?!”


      “You receive the lands you have been so desperately seeking since Granvaloa was established, and in return we receive your country’s most valuable ship, after it has been rendered unnecessary. It’s hardly strange, don’t you think? Both sides gain something priceless. It’s a great deal, if I do say so myself.” Fatoum still maintained a smile. He remained composed even as he was proposing to trade an entire country’s worth of territory for a new land—perhaps the most consequential deal one could possibly make.


      “...What will you do with the vessel?” Melisande asked.


      “For the time being, we are considering reverse engineering. Much like Dryfe, we in Caldina are researching pre-ancient technology, but we still have a long way to go. Granvaloa is a massive pre-ancient vessel, so we believe there is much to be learned from it. And what we discover would surely mean technological advancement for the whole world.”


      His explanation made a good amount of sense. Granvaloa the vessel was a massive, pre-ancient city-ship King of Kings had gifted to the founding fleet commanders during the Era of the Peerless Three. The full scope of its capabilities was unknown even to this day—there were entire sections that were effectively black boxes that couldn’t be investigated while people were still living on the ship.


      Melisande had suspected that Caldina’s offer was made with this in mind.


      “Of course, Caldina will cooperate with you beyond just the creation of the land,” Fatoum said. “There are many Masters here, and I believe we can help you with anything from construction to agriculture.”


      “We...” Melisande tried to hide how perplexed she was, but she was clearly having trouble doing so.


      The scale of the trade Fatoum had offered was just too much to wrap her head around.


      And though they were asking for Granvaloa’s current “land” in return, they were offering something that Granvaloa has been seeking tirelessly for centuries.


      Had anyone ever proposed a trade as immense as this?


      It would change the fate of their country, if not the world. Its impact would dwarf that of the Altar-Dryfe peace talks taking place in a few days.


      Even though she understood that Fatoum had all the initiative here, Melisande had trouble thinking of what to say, while Miro at her side was just glancing around in sheer confusion.


      Even Mayor Vennsayle from Caldina’s side was hardly keeping up. Only Fatoum was still speaking.


      “Needless to say, we won’t mind if you wait to pass Granvaloa to us after you’ve developed a livable foundation on your new land,” he said, further sweetening the deal.


      Listening to him talk, surrounded by his bewildered companions, only Antimicrobic Soy Sauce remained calm. Though it did not show on his face, he felt something off about this deal.


      This sure went in a strange direction, he thought. Originally, these negotiations were meant to set up a deal where Granvaloa gave something in exchange for Fatoum not using the Orb. But now, it had suddenly become all about Fatoum using the Orb on Granvaloa’s behalf, and in exchange for the heart of Granvaloa itself. And Caldina’s side just kept making the deal sound more and more favorable.


      Things had completely flipped from their original intention. Antimicrobic knew that this was exactly why Melisande had no idea what to do.


      However, looking at this as one of the world’s most powerful Masters, he couldn’t help but notice something.


      Do they really want Granvaloa that badly? Wait, that’s the thing... Caldina is barely sacrificing anything, is it? The formation of the territory. The creation of the new land. The building of a livable foundation.


      Like Fatoum said, these things could easily be achieved by Masters, their Embryos, and the Orb—or the MVP reward from it. Antimicrobic Soy Sauce himself was the owner of an Embryo that could transform inexhaustible amounts of liquids into explosives, and his was far from the only Embryo that surpassed physical limitations in some way.


      One could say that Caldina was giving up nothing but labor and time from a handful of their citizens.


      It hardly fit the scale of the proposed result—the land Granvaloa had sought for centuries. A tian would surely find it difficult to find any sort of reason for such a mismatch. This might’ve been doubly true for Melisande. Satomi Yamamoto—the Master she was closest to—was a crafting Superior who needed materials for his work, which might’ve influenced her understanding of the stakes.


      ...Wait. Materials? As that word went through his mind, Antimicrobic realized something else.


      He put his left hand on his mouth and tapped his knee with his right index finger. He was a gaming writer in real life, and it was a habit of his to do this while thinking of what to write—in other words, while deep in thought. He didn’t have a cigarette currently, but it didn’t make it less effective.


      After a few, perhaps a dozen seconds of thinking...


      “Oh. I see how it is.”


      He realized Fatoum’s intention—and the vileness of it instantly put him in a murderous mood.


      Melisande and Miro felt it and instantly tensed up. The mayor let out a yelp and shrank back, clearly feeling it too.


      “Oh? What is the matter?” However, Fatoum alone remained composed, maintaining his smile as always.


      Antimicrobic glared at him before responding—and calling into question the very premise of Caldina’s offer. “You don’t actually want Granvaloa, do you?”


      “Whatever do you mean?”


      “No point in playing dumb now. Even if you do want the pre-ancient tech, the important thing is that we relinquish Granvaloa, right?”


      Miro couldn’t understand what he was getting at, while Melisande began to follow the same train of thought Antimicrobic had moments earlier.


      Fatoum just kept smiling, so Antimicrobic continued...


      “Hey, Fatoum. You specifically said that you’d use the Orb or its MVP reward only as directed by Granvaloa, right?”


      “Yes. Provided this deal is agreed upon, I would certainly uphold that.”


      That was all true. Melisande was the Appraisal Princess—using her Truth Discernment, she would instantly know if he was lying even a little bit.


      “Yeah. I’m sure you would. You can’t lie right now, and you can’t break a Contract once it’s signed. But tell me...”


      Starting from the premise that Fatoum was speaking the truth, Antimicrobic gave him another question.


      “Do you need the Orb to mess with the new land after it’s built?”


      “Ah...!”


      “Huh...? Ah?!” Melisande instantly—and Miro a little more slowly—began to grasp what he was saying.


      Fatoum, however, never stopped smiling.


      “I heard that you turned a mountain into a golem,” Antimicrobic went on. “If you can do something like that, then an island—especially one made by your own magic—is yours to do with as you please, right?”


      Mountain Puppet—one of the skills that made the Magical Apex so famous. It was a massive magical weapon—a golem made from an entire mountain. He’d once cast it on a mountain containing a created dungeon and sent it into an intense battle against King of Destruction.


      Fatoum was capable of doing that by his magic alone, without any artifacts to speak of.


      “You’re not after Granvaloa. You don’t care about the ship. You want us to trade it for your new land, make every Granvaloan move there, and put a leash on us once we have no other place to live. ‘Do as we say or these new lands of yours will sink,’ right?”


      Antimicrobic’s hypothetical sent a chill down Miro’s spine. Without Granvaloa—the largest city-ship—Granvaloa would be unable to house their population on the water again. The smaller city-ships wouldn’t be enough. That would make the new land crucial for their survival.


      A divine gift, but made to entrap the recipient.


      A devilish scheme that placed an entire country at the mercy of another.


      “If you’re not planning anything like that, then just say it. ‘We won’t trick or blackmail Granvaloa.’ We’ll confirm that with Truth Discernment.” Antimicrobic Soy Sauce glared at Fatoum as he spoke.


      Melisande also activated her skills and fixed her eyes on him. The Appraisal Princess would allow no lies.


      “Well, if that’s what you want, then let me give you the answer.” Fatoum met Antimicrobic’s demand with a casual shrug...


      And then, he glanced at the clock.


      This was something he’d done several times during these negotiations.


      It almost seemed as though he was timing something...


      “Ah...! Miro! Protect Melisande!” Antimicrobic suddenly realized something and raised his voice...


      ...but the next moment, a massive explosion enveloped Vennsayle.

    

  

  
    
      Aside: The Switch


      November, 2044


      About a month of Dendro time had passed since an SUBM—Tri-Zenith Dragon, Gloria—devastated the Kingdom of Altar. The chaos there was now gradually subsiding, and they were on the path to restoration.


      On the other hand, the Dryfe Imperium—Altar’s neighbor and ally at the time—was clearly growing ever more turbulent.


      This was because Xanafald Wolfgang Dryfe—the current imperator—was on his deathbed, and with his heir still undecided, it was obvious that there would soon be a great civil conflict.


      The factions backing the first and second princes were competing for authority at that very moment. If neither of these princes was chosen—or one was, but the other refused to accept it—the situation would surely devolve into outright civil war.


      And with the tians taking sides, Masters ended up having to do the same.


      This was especially true for the Triangle of Wisdom, whose development of Marshall II had already put them at the top of the clan rankings.


      “What a bother.” In the clan’s office, Franklin—the leader—let out a deep sigh. With their Marshall II having been deemed worthy of mass production, they were now supplying them to the army and even producing a special unit equipped with a power core at their request. The Triangle of Wisdom was quickly becoming a star of the imperium, but that only made the coming civil war into a bigger “bother.”


      This was because both the first and second prince had requested their cooperation.


      “Hrm...” Maintaining the clan required immense funding that they could only receive with government backing. Considering what they were producing, making an enemy out of Dryfe would greatly limit their activities.


      However, Franklin didn’t want to join either faction. If he did, the opposing side would necessarily become their enemy. His clan could end up being targeted, and there was no telling what would happen if their chosen faction lost.


      Despite this, they couldn’t choose to support both or neither—The Triangle of Wisdom had grown too big to remain neutral.


      “What should I do...?” Swearing allegiance to one side was too risky at this point, but they were quickly running out of time. As the leader of the clan, Franklin had to make a choice.


      Thus, he was now deep in thought about what could be done, for this choice would surely decide the future of his clan and his friends—and his own. He’d already opened up to some of those closest to him, and he wanted to keep working with them.


      “Guess who!” Franklin was so deep in thought that he hadn’t even noticed someone enter the room and cover his eyes from behind.


      The voice—not to mention the very action—made it all too clear who it was.


      “AR-I-CA. Obviously.” It was indeed AR-I-CA—bearer of the Ace job, the head of Triangle of Wisdom’s pilot division, and someone Franklin considered a dear friend.


      One could even call her the first friend Franklin—Francesca—ever had.


      AR-I-CA’s intrusion and her typical carefree behavior made him sigh, but it wasn’t as though he didn’t enjoy these moments with her.


      AR-I-CA and Hohlheim were the only two people he could talk to not as Franklin, but as Francesca. Ever since they’d established the clan, the two of them, and AR-I-CA in particular, had been an invaluable emotional support for him.


      Franklin believed that AR-I-CA had come to mess with him in order to distract him from all his worries regarding the direction of the clan.


      “And? What brought you here today?” Franklin asked.


      “Ummm... Hrmmm... Now that I’m here, I’m actually a little nervous!”


      “Hm?” Like she said, AR-I-CA did seem somewhat tense, which was very unlike her. She almost looked like a child getting ready to confess that she’d done something bad...


      “...What did you do?” Franklin said. “Tell me. I won’t get mad.”


      “Wow! Are you my mom or something?” AR-I-CA joked.


      “Come on. Just say it.”


      “All right... Here I go!” AR-I-CA nodded, taking some sort of remote out of her pocket.


      And then...


      “I’m quitting the clan today!”


      “Huh?”


      As Franklin stared, dumbfounded, AR-I-CA pressed the switch on the remote.


      A moment later, multiple explosions resounded from all over the base.


      It was almost as though AR-I-CA had triggered them...


      “...AR-I-CA?”


      “...Yes?”


      “D-Did you do that?” Franklin asked with a shaking voice.


      “Of course.”


      Mixing with the echoes of the explosions, her response sounded the death knell for the future Franklin desired.


      He stared at her in overwhelming disbelief, and AR-I-CA looked back at him with a broad smile.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3 (Back): The Battle That Broke Out


      Vennsayle the Laketop City


      “...Huh?”


      “Hm...”


      The first ones to notice the change were those on the outside of it.


      Positioned high enough to overlook the entire city, Eve and AR-I-CA witnessed it clearly.


      To Eve, it seemed as though Vennsayle had been instantly surrounded by a massive wall, but AR-I-CA witnessed the lake around it swelling moments before.


      Because of this, AR-I-CA was the first to understand the nature of this phenomenon.


      An explosion, she thought. The surroundings of the city blew up as though the water of the lake around it had become explosive.


      The shock wave didn’t stop at being just a wall surrounding the city. It became a wave of devastation that went both outside the ring—and into it.


      The destructive wind and pressure coming in from every direction quickly overwhelmed Vennsayle.


      “Ngh...!” The sight below—the city clouded by smoke and dust—made Eve’s face twist into a bitter expression.


      There were some inhabitants who’d left the city in case the negotiations went bad, but the vast majority of them had remained inside.


      In this world, moving between cities was a risky endeavor. Many were unable to leave the lands where they’d been born and raised, and many such people were still within the city limits. The chances they survived were slim.


      “Hrmm, how flashy.”


      “Why...?!” Vennsayle was devastated in the blink of an eye. AR-I-CA witnessed this destruction with a calm gaze, while Eve was clearly shaken by the unexpected event. They watched as the entire city was consumed, and the rising dust and black smoke made it impossible to even see inside.


      It was clear that this was the end of Vennsayle.


      Eve could do nothing but watch this hellish sight in blank shock.


      “Eve, I’ll slip in there for a moment.”


      “Huh?”


      “I can deal with danger even where I can’t see. I think I could still find something.” Eve’s eyes widened; she assumed AR-I-CA meant that she would go and search for survivors.


      “Please go. I can’t do that myself.”


      “All right. Then you handle things here.”


      Following those words, AR-I-CA’s Blue Opera rushed into the black smoke.


      Left behind, Eve resumed watching Vennsayle meet its end.


      The city wasn’t her Dendro hometown or anything like that. However, it was one of the few naturally abundant places in Caldina, so when she was hunting monsters in the area, she’d often stop by to sightsee. Vennsayle had a beautiful environment and gentle people. Due to a work project she’d taken on in real life, these were things that often felt distant to her.


      Because of this, the loss of this city broke her heart.


      Just like many others who viewed Vennsayle as an oasis of peace, seeing its destruction filled her with grief and rage.


      What happened? Why did this happen? Who made this happen?


      After a bit of thinking, she realized that there was someone in Vennsayle who was capable of doing this.


      “...Artemis, online.”


      Driven by this righteous indignation, the Superior prepared to take retribution.


      The Cannon, Eve Selene, known as the “Earthgazer,” activated her Superior Embryo.


      ◇◆◇


      Not a single person on the Granvaloan side had a full grasp of what happened in that moment, but the destruction falling upon the city was as unrelenting as it was incomprehensible.


      The four Superiors within the city quickly took to action.


      Miro quickly released her Superior Embryo—Vodyanoy—and put Melisande into its cockpit.


      Antimicrobic Soy Sauce called his Superior MVP reward—Steel Whale Heir—and used its body and armor as well as his own explosion resistant gear to brace for the destruction.


      And, having kept watch right outside, the Edwardses had noticed the anomaly a few moments earlier. By the time it reached them, they were no longer in Vennsayle.


      “Phew. That was a close one,” Scala said. She was now high up in the sky—within the cockpit of her Type Maiden with Rule/Gear Superior Embryo—Beyond Worldly, Byakhee.


      She’d quickly put her husband into this Embryo resembling a fighter jet and escaped the destruction by going high above.


      “What happened?!” Maud asked from the other seat. Scala looked down toward the ground as she answered.


      “Looks like the lake exploded and took out the entire city... This isn’t Ante’s doing, is it?”


      “Of course not!” Though Antimicrobic Soy Sauce had brought this up as an option, he would’ve never gone through with it so suddenly—especially without even warning the people. These were diplomatic proceedings, after all, and on top of that he simply wasn’t the type.


      The Edwardses clearly saw the explosion, but not even for a second did they believe it was Antimicrobic’s doing. However, this was because they were his allies and knew him well.


      Their enemies couldn’t see it the way they did.


      “Tear Drop.” A skill declaration, followed by a rain of countless meteorites.


      “Ah!” Scala accelerated Byakhee to avoid the coming starfall.


      However, it wasn’t just one wave. Dozens—hundreds—of meteorites continued to fall, clearly chasing after Byakhee.


      It was obvious that it wasn’t a natural phenomenon, but an attack targeting them.


      “This is...!”


      “Orbital strikes! The Cannon’s Superior Embryo!”


      This star fall was the power of one Superior sent here by Caldina—Eve Selene.


      Her Embryo—Teardrop Guardstar, Artemis—was a mass driver satellite, enabling her to bombard the ground from high up in orbit.


      “Rods from God, huh? Not bad, NASA girl!” said Maud with a grimace, his words referencing a tactical weapon devised by his country back on Earth—and implying that, for whatever reason, he knew the real-life identity of their attacker.


      This was a kinetic bombardment—a type of artillery that took advantage of gravity and altitude to enable sustained attacks for low energy. In real life it was limited by ammo count, but Infinite Dendrogram had Inventories and other means of storing objects, making that a nonissue.


      This could clearly be seen in how the meteorites from above practically poured toward Byakhee without an end in sight.


      “For something coming from outside the atmosphere, they’re falling really fast, and it doesn’t even look like compression’s making them burn up,” said Scala.


      “They must be accelerated and protected by some of her skills as The Cannon! Captain Berenice has skills like that too,” said Maud, mentioning a tian bearing the SJ of Artillery Princess. If The Cannon also focused on artillery, then it was likely his assessment was correct.


      “That’s not good for us... By the way, which do you think it is?” Scala asked.


      “Be more specific!”


      “Sorry. Do you think Caldina intended to attack us from the start, or are they retaliating now because they think we’re behind the explosion?”


      “It’s looking like the latter, if only because the former seems hard to believe.” With most of Caldina being a desert, Vennsayle was one of the few of their cities that had nature and water in abundance. Its value was immense—perhaps only Drac-Nomad and Cortana were more important to the nation. Even if it was possible that a battle would break out here, leveling such a precious city just for a surprise attack wouldn’t have been worth it—especially because most Granvaloans in the city currently were Masters who would come back in just three days. The only enemy Caldina would kill by doing this was Melisande. While she was important, sacrificing an entire city just for her made no sense.


      “Objectively speaking, we’re the most likely culprits,” said Maud. Indeed. Granvaloa had both someone capable of doing this, as well as a reason to do it. The circumstantial evidence was against them.


      “That’s true. It sure looks like at least the girl bombing us thinks it’s our doing.”


      “Why do you think that?”


      “Because she stops whenever we pass over Vennsayle.” Whenever the raining meteorites missed Byakhee, they fell straight to the surface. Upon impact, the combined force of their weight and speed caused explosions that left craters upon the ground.


      However, the bombardment stopped when Byakhee’s evasive action took it over what remained of Vennsayle. The city was shrouded in thick steam and black smoke, making it impossible to see inside, but the person sending the meteorites refrained from bombing the area, as though she believed there might still be survivors.


      Someone who’d sacrificed the city solely to set a trap for Granvaloa wouldn’t be so considerate.


      “So, she...”


      “...thinks we’re responsible and is attacking us to protect the city and Caldina as a whole,” Scala concluded. Driven by righteous indignation and the hope that some people might have survived, Artemis’s Master attacked the Edwardses, believing their side to be the ones behind this atrocity.


      Maud frowned at hearing his wife’s correct assumption.


      “Oh boy. It’s almost like we’re the bad guys here,” he said. “But we know we didn’t do this...and we don’t intend to go out without a fight.”


      “Yes. Exactly.”


      Granvaloa might have had the motivation and the means, but they had not been the ones to make this happen.


      Then who—or what—was behind this?


      Regardless of the answer, the battle had already begun.


      The land adorned by lush greenery just minutes ago was now the scene of a clash between Superiors—one who called the stars to fall, and two riders of an eldritch fighter jet.


      ◇◆◇


      Vennsayle was engulfed by dust and black smoke. The countless buildings within had collapsed, their ruins now spread on the ground.


      However, that didn’t include the remains of the hotel used for the negotiations.


      To be more specific, there was something else where the hotel should’ve been. Something massive.


      It was a giant, humanoid robot, crouching down and holding on to its head.


      “Ghh... I hit my head!” The humanoid machine was a Superior Embryo, All-Battle-Ready, Vodyanoy. Within its cockpit, there was its Master, Miroslava, rubbing her head after being hit by the shock wave.


      While there was enough time for her to summon Vodyanoy and for her and Melisande to enter the cockpit, the explosion reached them before they could even sit down, let alone put on the harness.


      Because of this, the shock of the explosion had knocked her off her feet, and she’d hit her head. Thankfully, though, the damage wasn’t life-threatening.


      “Ah! M-Miss Grandleft! Are you okay?!”


      “I’m fine...” Melisande responded, rubbing her rear. “We’re lucky we made it into Vodyanoy, but what about the others?” she added, clearly concerned.


      “You two okay?” someone from the outside said with a knock on the robot’s armor.


      “Mr. Ante! We’re all good!”


      “I see.”


      That someone turned out to be Antimicrobic Soy Sauce. Despite being caught in the middle of the explosion, he had withstood it with little issue.


      “I’m impressed you’re unharmed,” said Melisande.


      “I’m used to explosions. I have the gear for them too.”


      No one in Granvaloa knew more about explosions than Antimicrobic Soy Sauce, and he could handle them even if they weren’t ones he’d caused.


      “Anyway, what do you think happened here?” he asked Melisande.


      “You mean, whether I think it was done by the Caldinans themselves? The damage they’ve taken is too great for this to be their doing. They had nothing to gain by blowing up the entire city.”


      “Yeah. That’s what I thought too.” At the very least, this didn’t seem like an explosion meant to assassinate them. Essentially, they’d reached the same conclusion as the Edwardses.


      It was possible that Caldina wanted to frame Granvaloa as the ones who blew up Vennsayle, but that was questionable too. If they wanted a pretext for war, they didn’t have to sacrifice one of their biggest cities.


      Then again, Fatoum... Antimicrobic thought as he remembered the Magical Apex’s behavior just before the explosion.


      During the negotiations, he’d occasionally looked at the clock. Knowing what had followed, it almost seemed as though he’d been anticipating this devastation.


      That made it seem like Caldina had initiated the explosion somehow. And yet...


      “Hrm...” Antimicrobic Soy Sauce was confident that he’d seen through the trap in the negotiations, but he just couldn’t find an explanation for the explosion that made any sense. He even thought it possible that this had been a random natural disaster that neither of them had anything to do with.


      Antimicrobic realized that no amount of thinking would bring him to an answer, so he instead began to give orders.


      “For now, let’s keep Melisande safe and get out of Vennsayle. Miro, you’ll be her ride.”


      Their top priority here was to ensure the safe return of the one tian among them.


      “Aye-aye!” Miro nodded, gave Melisande the spare seat, and sat down in the pilot seat herself. Then, she made Vodyanoy stand up to its full height of nearly one hundred metels. Antimicrobic held on to its head as it did.


      “Hrm. It’s dark even when Noy’s standing up. How is there so much smoke?” Miro asked.


      “Will this affect your movement?” Antimicrobic asked.


      “Not at all! I just have to scan the surroundings using the sonar sensor!” Adjusting this aquatic function to work on land, Vodyanoy began to walk. With how big it was, it wouldn’t take all that much time for it to leave the ruins of Vennsayle and reach the sea.


      As that thought crossed his mind, though, Antimicrobic felt vibrations that clearly weren’t caused by Vodyanoy’s movement.


      Paired with the sound of impact, it almost seemed like there were dozens, if not hundreds of artillery shells falling upon the surroundings.


      Is someone already fighting outside? Judging from the sound, The Cannon of Caldina is involved. In that case, her enemy is most likely...


      Either the Edwardses—who’d surely escaped—or a third party.


      Regardless of who it was, the situation was clearly becoming more chaotic, which made Antimicrobic a bit restless.


      “...Huh?” Suddenly, Vodyanoy stopped walking, and Miro exclaimed in confusion.


      “What’s wrong?” Antimicrobic asked.


      “Uh... The landscape is weird. It’s like some walls and a ceiling just appeared around us. Is the sensor glitching out?”


      Antimicrobic’s eyes widened at her words, and he looked upward.


      Vennsayle was thoroughly engulfed by dust and smoke—not a single ray of light was coming through. However, it didn’t make sense for it to be this dark even at Vodyanoy’s height.


      And on top of that...


      “... The air is stagnant.” Even if this place was engulfed by explosion dust and smoke, the wind should’ve begun scattering it by now—but it didn’t feel like the air was moving at all.


      “Mr. Ante?”


      “Miro. The searchlights. Turn them on.”


      “Oh! Aye-aye!” Miro did as Antimicrobic told and activated the searchlights on Vodyanoy’s head.


      She made the mech stand up tall again, looked around to illuminate the surroundings and...


      “Huh?”


      “Wh-What is this...?”


      Everyone in the cockpit was perplexed by what they saw.


      They’d thought that the sky was clouded by dust and smoke from the explosion, but when they looked upward, they were met with a ceiling. It was as though they were inside a cave. And it wasn’t just a ceiling—looking around, they could now see that they were completely surrounded by walls as well.


      It was almost as if a massive dome had been placed over the center of the city—so big, in fact, that even Vodyanoy’s massive frame seemed like nothing more than an insect trapped under an upturned cup.


      “A stone wall, made of lots of sand and rubble...” Seeing what comprised the wall, Antimicrobic instantly knew who was responsible for this. Considering also the speed at which it was built—so quickly that it had simply appeared on Vodyanoy’s sensors—there was only one person who could be behind it.


      “Mr. Ante! I’ll break it and get out!”


      “Wait!” Antimicrobic tried to stop Miro. If the one who made this wall was who he thought it was, then it was no ordinary wall.


      However, his warning failed to reach Miro before she had Vodyanoy raise its fist.


      But before her blow could land, the wall retaliated.


      “Huh?” Still holding up its hand, Vodyanoy was assaulted by what seemed to be countless artillery shots, but were actually rubble mixed into the wall. However, they were fired using earth magic—the ability to control solid stone—empowered by such immense volumes of MP that their force matched that of battleship artillery.


      “On your guard!” Antimicrobic yelled.


      “Ngh...!” Miro moved the arms to protect the head and the cockpit within, but the rubble onslaught continued regardless. With loud impacts, they dented Vodyanoy’s armor—damaging a Superior Embryo capable of withstanding even the overwhelming pressures of the deep sea. Even its arms weren’t unscathed, and they were reinforced for close combat.


      “Mr. Ante! This is...!”


      “Fatoum.” Antimicrobic named the person responsible. “He instantly created a canopy that covered the entire city center and is attacking anyone trying to escape with earth magic that easily surpasses high-rank job ults in power. No one else could do this.” Miro’s eyes widened, and Antimicrobic continued. “This must be one of his ‘Four Great Spells.’ We knew about two of them, but this is neither, so it must be the third.”


      Fatoum, the Magical Apex, was the bearer of the Superior Job called The Earth. This was an SJ focused on weaving new earth magic, and Fatoum had already used his immense MP reserves to create several mighty spells.


      Two of them were well-known. One of these was “Ultrahard Regalia”—a spell that used his abundant magic to compress and enhance Mythical metal even further.


      The other was “Mountain Puppet”—a spell that used an immense amount of ore, minerals and similar materials to create a massive golem.


      Antimicrobic guessed that this was a third such spell, one that hadn’t been made public.


      They publicized the number, but not the details. I remember because we’re doing that too, Antimicrobic thought.


      Granvaloa’s Superiors were known as the Seven Great Embryos of Granvaloa, but the details regarding two of them were hidden from the other countries and the public. This was so they could both project their might without putting themselves at a tactical disadvantage by revealing too much.


      Fatoum’s Four Great Spells served a similar purpose, but here and now, he revealed one of those he’d kept hidden.


      The spell that created this canopy was called Hollow Earth Theory.


      It used the surrounding earth and rock to create a hard shell. On a fundamental level, it was no different from a low-rank defensive or binding spell. However, Fatoum used his vast magic reserves to imbue it with Magic Activation Acceleration, Magic Area Magnification, and Magic Power Magnification, massively increasing its casting speed and scale. Additionally, it automatically retaliated at anyone attacking it with low-rank earth magic empowered by Magic Range Extension, Magic Remote Activation, and Magic Multi-Activation. Of course, like the construction of the wall itself, its attacks were enhanced by Magic Power Magnification.


      All the spells themselves were completely ordinary, but Fatoum’s MP pool, which exceeded a billion in raw points, elevated them to new heights. Hollow Earth Theory was a prison that even Superiors would have a hard time escaping.


      Then again, as long as it remained a prison, it wasn’t showing its true power.


      ◇◆◇


      “Good grief.” In the center of Vennsayle, shrouded by dust and smoke, there was a two-kilometel-wide dome.


      On top of it stood a man clad in the robes of a desert nomad.


      It was none other than Fatoum, who’d just cast a spell to imprison the Granvaloans.


      “So this is what happens...” he said with a smile—not the composed one he had during the negotiations, but a rather strained grin. “Knowing the premise, I understand it’s difficult, but surely she could’ve told me more than just the time and what to say during the negotiations? Keeping him safe was a bit much even for me.”


      At his feet lay Mayor Vennsayle, unconscious. I almost broke the Contract, Fatoum thought with a sigh.


      “I must say... With how good our offer was, some random chance and unknown variables might’ve made it go through—but just like with Altar, it looks like things will never go exactly like we want them to,” he grumbled.


      Fatoum had a habit of talking to himself like this. Voicing his thoughts helped him organize them.


      But as he did this, he heard the approach of a familiar, musical engine sound.


      “Oh. Fatoum. What are you doing here?”


      A flying mech broke through the smoke and arrived at his side. It was Blue Opera.


      “Oh? What brought you here, AR-I-CA?”


      “Well, I said I’d go look for survivors and took shelter here. And I found you, so I guess I wasn’t actually lying. It’s not like anyone else made it, right?”


      “I suppose. Everyone else in the city is dead. Even the Masters. What a terrible loss of human resources. It’s a sad day for the country,” Fatoum said.


      AR-I-CA didn’t even ask if it was sad for him—the answer to that was all too obvious.


      “And? How much of this was predicted?” she asked instead.


      “I actually wasn’t given that many details either. I was only told to place you two outside the city and then given the time when something would happen. And I picked a fight with them in the negotiations, so I thought a battle would break out inside the city or something... I sure didn’t expect anything like this.”


      “Ohhh, so she kept this a secret even from her hubby, eh?”


      “Either that or it’s another miscalculation... Actually, no. She got the time right, so that can’t be it.”


      Indeed—not even the Caldinan Superiors knew what had happened here. Knowing schemes in their entirety would force them to lie, after all.


      The single best way to keep a plan hidden was to make it so that even those involved were in the dark.


      A good example of this was the current imperator of Dryfe—Claudiah R. Dryfe. The reason only a few people knew the truth about her was to circumvent powers like Truth Discernment.


      What had happened here in Vennsayle was a similar case. Not even Fatoum—the one at the very heart of this calamity—had been told what happened here.


      “So, whaddya think happened?” AR-I-CA asked him.


      “I haven’t the slightest clue. If I’m honest, the first thing that comes to mind is that Granvaloan Superior, but based on his behavior and my estimation of his character, it doesn’t seem likely.”


      “Then why, oh why are you using your Hollow Earth Theory?”


      “To keep our only suspect from escaping. I’m a Caldinan Superior who happened to be on the scene. That seems like the obvious course of action for me. ‘Not likely’ doesn’t mean ‘impossible,’ after all.”


      “Good point!” Since the truth of this calamity was unclear even to them, Fatoum had imprisoned Antimicrobic Soy Sauce—the current number one suspect—simply because he was capable of doing this. That also wasn’t a lie. “By the way, was your Hollow Earth Theory always this big?” AR-I-CA asked.


      “I always had the magic to make it this big. I just had to limit its size because I didn’t have enough materials. That’s a solved problem now, though,” Fatoum answered as he showed her a black bag.


      It was the “Bag of the Desert, Azmore”—a Legendary MVP reward Fatoum acquired from a worm-type UBM on his recent trip toward Altar.


      It had two skills: “Inexhaustible Sand” and “Unfillable Sandbag.”


      The former transformed MP into plain sand, while the latter could store near endless amounts of the sand generated by the former ability.


      This item would be comically useless to almost everyone, but Fatoum the Magical Apex was perhaps the sole exception. He could use his immense magic to create an equally immense amount of sand, and then store it away, ready to be used when needed.


      This was what allowed him to so quickly cast a Hollow Earth Theory on such a scale.


      An island—especially one made by your own magic—is yours to do with as you please, right? That was a question Antimicrobic asked him during the negotiations.


      The sand created by Azmore—sand made by Fatoum’s own magic—was indeed the perfect medium for his spells, and the land made by the Orb that turned water into land would surely have similar properties.


      Antimicrobic’s concerns had been completely on the mark.


      These negotiations were a Caldinan scheme to bring Granvaloa under their control. Fatoum was aware of this, and he had been told both that Granvaloa would realize it and that a battle would break out afterward.


      But that was basically all he knew. He hadn’t even been told about the explosion that happened in between. Until that, he’d assumed that a battle would break out once Granvaloa noticed the trap and the negotiations fell apart.


      I’m her partner, but even I’m not safe from her lying by omission. How troubling. Then again, I assume it was necessary, Fatoum thought.


      Even though he had no idea what it might be, he was certain there was a reason for him being given such incomplete information. He figured he would just ask about it once this was over.


      Right now, he was nothing but a Caldinan Superior who happened to be there when a city was destroyed. He figured that no matter what he did in this role, his wife must’ve seen and accounted for it.


      “Anyway, AR-I-CA. You said you’re ‘taking shelter’?”


      “Yep. It’s not like Eve and I can cooperate. The only ones who can play along while she’s bombing the hell outta the place are Moneygold, Carl, and Albert once he gets the Resources for it. I don’t wanna get in the cross fire, so I’ll start fighting once Eve loses.”


      “You think she won’t win?”


      “Of course not.” AR-I-CA casually declared that her fellow Sefirot member would be defeated. “Maybe it would be different at night, but while the sun’s out, she’s way too slow for that Embryo, and she’s about to be found.”


      “I suppose there’s no helping that. Incompatibility is a constant enemy.”


      “Yep. Anyway, uh... You’ll be here and I’ll be there, right?”


      “Seems so.” AR-I-CA and Fatoum—the Sefirot Superiors looked straight at each other. “If push comes to shove, can I use the thing?”


      “I’m still here, and the land is still alive, so... If you must, at least be mindful about it.”


      “Sure thing, sure thing.”


      They exchanged words that only they could understand.

    

  

  
    
      Aside: Understanding


      November, 2044


      The silence of the night was broken by bright lights and explosions.


      Fires blazed, and alarms blared throughout the facility—it was like a completely different place from what it had been mere moments ago. The Triangle of Wisdom’s base now looked more like the target of a terrorist strike.


      However, the leader’s office seemed completely insulated from the chaos. While the rest of the base was engulfed in flame and noise, this room was oddly cold and crushingly silent.


      The leader, Franklin, stood face-to-face with the cause of all this destruction.


      This person—AR-I-CA—put away the remote she’d just used, then spoke.


      “That blew up the middle part of the storage area full of completed units. I didn’t touch the manufacturing equipment or the materials, so you’ll be able to rebuild, but that’s gonna take a while. Especially since I took the docs too.”


      Franklin wanted to respond, but he just couldn’t find the words.


      “‘A member with ties to a foreign country betrayed us and greatly damaged our manufacturing, affecting our operations.’ That seems like a good excuse to not work with them, right?” AR-I-CA went on.


      Franklin’s eyes widened. Finally, he realized what AR-I-CA was trying to say.


      The Triangle of Wisdom was currently being pressured to choose between siding with either the first or second prince.


      It was a choice that could potentially ruin the clan.


      However, AR-I-CA had just given them a reason to not make this choice.


      It seemed like she’d destroyed her own reputation for the sake of her clan. That would also explain why she’d said she was quitting—she couldn’t possibly stay after doing something like this.


      However...


      “Is that...really the reason?” Franklin knew his friend well enough that he couldn’t believe she’d be driven by such a motive. The AR-I-CA he knew didn’t seem like the type to make herself a criminal and a deserter just to benefit the group.


      “Heh heh...” At Franklin’s question, AR-I-CA put on a toothy smile. “You understand me pretty well, huh?”


      “Of course I do. I mean, we’re...” Best friends, Franklin finished the sentence in his head, without actually saying it out loud. He just couldn’t bring himself to do so.


      AR-I-CA maintained her smile. “I understand you really well too, Fran,” she said, pointing at him. “For one thing, I know your dream.”


      “My...dream?” AR-I-CA’s words greatly confused Franklin—not because he’d never told her about his aspirations, but because he himself wasn’t really sure what his “dream” even was.


      There’s one thing that comes to mind, but... he thought before AR-I-CA cut him off.


      “You’re probably not even aware of it, but... Your dream already came true.”


      Those were words Franklin couldn’t ignore.


      “What do you mean?” he asked.


      “Your dream is this Triangle of Wisdom itself.”


      “You mean the completion of our Magingear? Or the fact that we became the top clan?”


      “Neither, both, and more. It’s everything, really—including me and Hohl.”


      “...I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Franklin said. AR-I-CA had completely lost him, and he almost suspected she was spouting nonsense to confuse him.


      However, the look in her left eye was nothing if not completely serious.


      “There are many kinds of dreams, aren’t there?” she said. “Some dream of winning gold in the Olympics, some dream of Nobel Prizes, some want to become astronauts... But dreams aren’t always that clear and concrete. Some dreams are vague and fuzzy, and they cover you up like a warm blanket.”


      A dream that didn’t have an obvious objective, but something a person could still strive for—and somehow arrive at without being aware of it.


      AR-I-CA claimed that that was the kind of dream Franklin had.


      “What exactly are you talking about?” he asked.


      “Exactly what I said—your dream is The Triangle of Wisdom, and all that it is right now.” AR-I-CA repeated herself. “You can create things without anyone getting in your way. You have fellow creators who work with you toward a common objective. You have friends who help you when you need it. And close friends you can laugh with without a care in the world.”


      Those were all things that Franklin had started to take for granted at some point after becoming friends with AR-I-CA and the others. But as unremarkable as it all seemed now...


      “All of it is the dream you’ve been chasing even in your real life. Right, Fran?” AR-I-CA’s words made Franklin’s eyes go wide. “You’re not aware of it, and there’s no finish line to mark this goal, but ToW as it is now is everything you really wanted.”


      What she said went straight to his heart. In real life, he... Francesca had never been free, starting from the moment she was born. She’d been denied the future she’d dreamed of and the very act of creating what she pleased. She didn’t have a single friend she could trust. No matter how much she envied such relationships deep down, ultimately she was all alone.


      But none of that applied to Mr. Franklin. Like AR-I-CA just said, he had everything that Francesca did not.


      “I understand,” she said. “I’m your friend, after all. I know you better than you know yourself.”


      Silence.


      Francesca had run away from home and begun walking toward the future she’d dreamed of. She’d gone to a foreign country to study, striving to make a living out of the good times she’d spent with her grandfather.


      Intrigued by its promotional tagline, she’d entered Infinite Dendrogram and gained the power to create what she wanted.


      With that, she’d managed to make real almost all of the future she’d envisioned.


      However, that wasn’t the only thing that she desired.


      “If you only wanted to create, you could’ve just done that in real life. Even here, you don’t need anyone else to make your monsters. That’s why you sought a creative challenge you could only achieve with other people. You set a goal to build something unknown to this world—a humanoid robot.”


      Franklin had chosen that as his objective precisely because it wasn’t something he could do alone. Unable to put this desire into words, he’d sought fellow creators and friends and built a clan for them, reframing this as the reasonable and logical thing to do. They would build a humanoid Magingear—something that hadn’t existed in Dryfe at the time. It wasn’t something he could’ve done alone, so he’d gathered allies who shared this dream, and worked with them to make it real.


      As he wore the role—the mask—of Franklin, his mind had been focused on the profits of controlling an invention like this, but somewhere in his heart, he was merely enjoying the act of working with his group.


      Through that, he’d made many friends, a few of which became especially dear to him.


      That was Franklin’s... Francesca’s dream.


      And one of those dear friends seemed to understand that better than anyone else.


      “Ngh...”


      “The reason you’re so stressed about having to choose between the first and second prince is because the wrong choice could destroy this dream of yours. It makes sense that you can’t decide—your heart’s more conflicted than you think.”


      “Ah! Then... You...” AR-I-CA’s words made Franklin think back to the “excuse” AR-I-CA had given him. “You’re really sacrificing yourself...just so I don’t have to make that choice?”


      Had AR-I-CA been telling the truth when she’d claimed she was leaving to make sure The Triangle of Wisdom—Franklin’s dream—remained unbroken? Was she doing this not even for the clan itself, but for her friend’s dream?


      As those questions filled Franklin’s heart...


      “Nope! I was gonna leave anyway, so I figured I might as well do this too!”


      ...his former friend went and shattered it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4 (Back): The Avowed Wings


      Above Vennsayle the Laketop City


      Everyone had their reasons for logging in to Infinite Dendrogram. Many had simply expected it to be their dream game.


      While Eve Selene was among these “ludos” who saw it as merely a video game, her reason for starting it was rather unique.


      In real life, she was a NASA astronaut.


      In the current year of 2045, NASA maintained a habitat on the surface of the moon, where they were conducting a project to test what a prolonged stay in such an environment would do to the human body.


      Eve was among the test subjects, and while all of them had been given different directives, hers was to bring an Infinite Dendrogram device and log in regularly.


      She had no idea who’d introduced a game into this project. Knowing that the Infinite Dendrogram hardware had a communication functionality which baffled even experts, it may have been some US agent who wanted to test it against the distance between the earth and the moon, but the truth was still unclear.


      Regardless, Eve was acting as directed by the project and logging in daily, her location on the moon causing no apparent issues.


      Life in Infinite Dendrogram was more pleasant than she’d expected. There was no lag despite the distance, and the sensations of life—gravity included—were replicated so perfectly that upon first logging in, she’d briefly felt as though she’d returned to Earth.


      It had helped a great deal with the discomfort of a prolonged stay on the moon, and she’d even begun to wonder if her strange directive was actually meant to test how VR could reduce stress.


      Eve ended up liking the game itself too, and had considered continuing to play it even after the project was over. She was also pleased to have an Embryo named after a moon goddess, and to have become one of the rare and special Superiors.


      At this point, Eve saw Infinite Dendrogram as just another living environment.


      And that was why it made her so angry to witness the destruction of a place she was fond of.


      ◇◆


      Stars shot out of the sky.


      The land around Vennsayle was becoming as cratered as the surface of the moon. This was the work of the Type Weapon/Fortress Embryo—Teardrop Guardstar, Artemis—as its Master was trying to shoot down the Edwards spouses, whom she saw as allies of the one responsible for Vennsayle’s destruction.


      Artemis’s core trait was “vision-aimed bombardment.” All it did was fire stored objects toward whatever Eve targeted with her eyes.


      However, it was all the way up in orbit. The projectiles it launched were accelerated by the planet’s gravity, and there was little risk of it ever running out of objects to fire. Artemis could use simple boulders as easily as artillery shells, making ammo reserves a nonissue.


      This was especially true because Eve had an Inventory—a part of Artemis—that enabled her to feed the satellite directly, even from the planet’s surface.


      Because of this, her bombardments could last for an incredibly long time.


      Additionally, it was supported by Eve’s job—The Cannon.


      It gave her the skills Initial Speed Increase, which increased projectile speed; Projectile Enhancement, which increased the toughness of the projectile itself; and Ballistic Fall Mass Reduction, which reduced the air resistance affecting the projectile.


      And since The Cannon was a Superior Job, all these artillery skills were at EX level. They enabled Artemis’s shots to fall at an incredible speed and reach the surface without burning up in the atmosphere, scattering debris upon impact.


      In terms of raw firepower, Eve’s bombardments were some of the most devastating that any Master could bring to bear.


      But despite the effectiveness of her build, she had not once hit the Byakhee flying through the sky.


      They sure are good at dodging! Eve thought. I feel like I’m fighting AR-I-CA again.


      Shortly before Sefirot was established, Eve and AR-I-CA had fought a little battle. Just as now, Eve’s projectiles hadn’t been able to hit the machine speeding through the air.


      Her bombardments were extremely potent against grounded and large targets, but they were very ineffective against the opposite of that—small and speedy enemies in the sky. Even if she fixed her gaze on them and fired, they could move out of the attack’s trajectory in a moment.


      And because Eve’s targeting was based on her sight, it was actually too accurate, making it impossible for her to lead her shots.


      Because of this, she’d originally intended to fight Miroslava Swampman in her Vodyanoy, not the Edwardses in their Byakhee.


      However, battles rarely went exactly as planned. Thus, Eve had to face this enemy with whatever she had.


      My ultimate skill is probably faster than they are, but it’s still noon, Eve thought. Her ultimate was “The Moon is the Ruthless Queen of Night—Artemis,” and it could only be used under certain conditions, so she was forced to settle for basic attacks. But I still have the initiative. They would fall if I hit them just once, but they haven’t even found me yet.


      The Granvaloans weren’t the only ones who’d researched their enemies ahead of time. Eve had also checked the documents she’d been provided along with the quest.


      That was why she had no doubt that she currently had the upper hand. After all, if the enemy was capable of striking back, she would already be dead.


      If they’re not using Tindalos, it can only mean that they don’t know my location yet.


      That was the name of the other Superior Embryo belonging to the Edwardses. In a way, it was like a direct upgrade of Artemis, so Eve wanted to end this battle before she became its target.


      And if they’re thinking of finishing this not with Tindalos, but Byakhee...


      Eve also knew the power of the fighter jet she was looking at. And because of that, she knew that it also had something it could do against Artemis even without Tindalos.


      That was why...


      In that case, I’ve already won.


      The goddess of the hunt had set her trap.


      ◇◆◇


      Everyone had their reasons for logging in to Infinite Dendrogram. Many had simply expected it to be their dream game.


      However, there were some who’d begun their Dendro journey thinking it was something more.


      Maud Edwards and Scala Edwards—the Edwards spouses—were in this small minority. Employed by the US Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency—DARPA—they’d logged in to Infinite Dendrogram to investigate its tech, which greatly surpassed what they were working on at their job.


      They were forbidden from looking into it in an official capacity, so they were doing it as private citizens.


      “Knowing who we are in real life, this is kind of like a civil conflict between DARPA and NASA, isn’t it?” Scala asked.


      “I don’t think she knows about us, though...” said Maud with a bitter frown, looking through the canopy at the smoke rising from the remains of Vennsayle.


      The Edwardses knew Eve’s real identity.


      All three of them worked for US government agencies, but while the Edwardses were logging in as private individuals, Eve was part of an official NASA project.


      “Also, if you make it into something like that, the SecDef will get mad at us,” said Maud.


      “Whoops! Good point!”


      Even as they were being bombarded by Artemis, the couple had an exchange scarcely different from the ones they usually had.


      However, a greasy sweat had broken out Maud’s forehead.


      This was caused by the g-forces acting upon him. To continue dodging the falling stars, Byakhee was engaging in intense evasive action, not slowing down even once.


      Unlike Scala, who had skills from the pilot grouping as well as decent stats, Maud had noncombat jobs like Philosopher. Because of this, there was a huge gap in their resistance to g-forces. He had equipment that functioned as a protective suit, and Byakhee had a skill that lowered the g-forces further, but there was a limit to their effectiveness.


      Maybe we should attack Artemis... Scala thought. Attacking a Superior Embryo far up in orbit was extremely difficult, and Artemis was positioned even higher than the Monochrome Ray Starling had once destroyed.


      However, this was more than doable for Scala Edwards.


      Her Byakhee’s core trait was “flight between stars.”


      She had a unique skill called “Hune Organ” which turned her into a pair of star-traversing wings that sped up as the air density decreased, much like the Byakhee from the works of H.P. Lovecraft. She was actually less like a fighter jet and more like a spacecraft.


      Byakhee could easily reach Artemis high in orbit. The many orbital strikes already gave them a grasp of its coordinates. Even if it was outside the atmosphere, Byakhee sped up the higher she was, so reaching it would take no time at all.


      And the moment it entered their vision, this fight would be over.


      I can even make it faster using my ult, Scala thought as she prepared to raise Byakhee’s nose...


      “Hold it.”


      ...only to be stopped by her husband.


      “Why? We still have allies on the ground. Shouldn’t we get rid of Artemis as quickly as possible?”


      “I have a feeling that Artemis up there is a trap.”


      Scala’s eyes widened. Even as the g-forces made Maud grimace, he continued his explanation.


      “We’re not like the Maidens of the Depths—not like Rusalka. As far as the Seven Great Embryos of Granvaloa go, we are known quantities.”


      The Edwardses’ primary role in the military fleet was patrolling and aerial combat. That made them stand out quite a lot, so their abilities were about as well-known in other countries as Eve’s.


      “We’re able to strike Artemis directly. The only reason she would keep on firing like this is to give away its location and draw us to it. She’s probably planning on bringing us close, then countering with some power we don’t know about. That’s what I’d do, at least,” said Maud, seeing right through the trap behind Eve’s obvious approach.


      “I see... What do we do, then?” Scala asked.


      “We’ll attack the Master herself. We’ve gathered lots of data, and we’re close to narrowing it down.”


      A faint light appeared in Maud’s eyes as he talked.


      Artemis targets what its Master looks at. And instead of locking onto the target, it requires her to keep looking at it for every single shot. Knowing that, the fact that it’s firing nonstop means that she has her eyes fixed on us even as we’re flying around. She can’t be on the surface in that case. The only times the bombardment stopped was when we flew over Vennsayle. If she was somewhere below us, then no matter where she was standing, then her vision would have been blocked by the smoke rising from the city at least a couple of times. She has to be somewhere the smoke doesn’t affect her vision—somewhere above both us and the smoke. But if we haven’t seen her yet, then she must be using some sort of camouflage or presence-eliminating power...


      “Scholē.” The ultimate job skill of Philosopher—a high-rank job in the thinker grouping. In exchange for making the Philosopher unable to move for its duration, it multiplied his thinking speed by a hundred.


      Seated in the back of Byakhee, Maud used it for his calculations and considerations regarding this battle.


      Byakhee’s flight logs, the local topography, Artemis’s shot count and timing... Maud had all of it memorized, and he looked it over using his accelerated thoughts.


      And so, after many considerations and conjectures, he arrived at a solution.


      “Scala... Lower the altitude.”


      It was the complete opposite of what his wife had tried to do.


      In a way, this was suicidal. As the air pressure decreased, Byakhee’s Hune Organ not only increased her speed, but also reduced the g-forces upon those inside. Lowering the altitude would increase the pressure, which would increase the risk of impact by slowing Byakhee down, as well as exacerbate the already heavy g-forces acting upon Maud.


      Because of this, Scala was briefly shocked by his suggestion. But then...


      “That’ll drop our base speed. I’ll have to start making some wild maneuvers,” she said as she realized her husband’s intention.


      “I don’t mind. Do it.”


      “All right! Let’s...GO!”


      Thus, Byakhee’s nose tilted downward.


      The air pressure increased, making Byakhee’s speed drop, and Artemis’s projectiles started cutting dangerously close to hitting them.


      However, Scala evaded them all—sharply accelerating, decelerating, and turning as she did.


      “Nghhh...?!” The increase in g-forces made Maud feel like his organs were being crushed, but he kept his eyes open and intently watched the surroundings.


      Flying around Vennsayle, Byakhee continued evading the star fall, though only barely.


      Would Artemis finally land a hit? Would Maud pass out from the g-forces? Or would something else happen?


      This battle was swiftly approaching its end, whatever that might have been.


      ◇◆


      Eve was having trouble comprehending what the Edwardses were doing.


      What are they thinking?


      She suspected they’d figured out her trap—the MVP reward that activated once the enemy approached Artemis.


      However, she couldn’t imagine why they’d lowered their altitude.


      Because of how Byakhee worked, that came at the cost of speed, forcing them to make erratic maneuvers in order to continue dodging.


      Considering the increased risk of being hit, not to mention how taxing this must be, it seemed like such a foolish move that Eve considered the possibility that they were setting up some trap of their own.


      Her eyes then widened, and she stopped her bombardment.


      She didn’t actually want to stop—she had to, because Byakhee escaped her sight by dipping below the smoke rising from Vennsayle. As her targeting was based on vision, she couldn’t aim at anything behind such an obstacle.


      For a moment, Eve wondered if they’d lowered their altitude solely to hide like that—but contrary to that idea, Byakhee soon burst out from behind the smoke and straight back into her sights once again.


      Of course... They couldn’t possibly keep hiding there, Eve thought.


      If the Edwardses didn’t keep flying around, they would eventually be struck by her projectiles. And they had no means of seeing her—they couldn’t possibly have known where to hide to obstruct her vision. If they happened to stop at the wrong place, Eve would instantly land a hit on them.


      And if they really wanted to hide from me, they could’ve just stayed inside the smoke. If they’d done that, then not even she could do anything to them.


      Even though it was already in ruins, she couldn’t fire at Vennsayle even if she could see them.


      But...if they’d gotten that close to Vennsayle, they’d be defeated by someone else, Eve thought.


      AR-I-CA had gone into that city shrouded in smoke and dust, and nobody could match her in blind combat. The Edwardses would only end up hunted down in a world that only AR-I-CA could see.


      And most importantly, Eve was confident that Fatoum—undoubtably the strongest Master of them all—had survived the explosion and was still alive.


      Regardless, I should just focus on trying to hit them. If the Edwardses escaped into the smoke, she’d let the others deal with them. But if they just continued flying around, her Artemis would hit them eventually. My shots are getting closer and closer to Byakhee. I can win this.


      The smoke had hidden them for a moment, but Eve clearly caught them as they emerged. It was for moments like this that she’d taken a job build that gave her many utility skills related to vision and perception.


      Thus, the moment Byakhee entered her vision, she once again locked her gaze onto it...


      Huh?


      Suddenly, Eve realized that the jet was building altitude again.


      Not only that, but it was actually growing bigger as she watched.


      That was due to the distance between them growing smaller.


      “What the...?”


      And it was proof that Byakhee was heading straight toward Eve.


      But... How? They couldn’t possibly have seen her or known her position.


      Even as that thought ran through Eve’s mind, Byakhee continued to draw closer.


      She considered running, but they would surely see her if she moved, and she couldn’t possibly escape something so fast.


      When it came close enough, the machine gun fixed to the front of Byakhee spewed flames.


      “G Y A U H...!”


      A moment later, from what looked like empty space, the thing Eve was riding let out a cry.


      “Von!” Blood gushed out of the empty air, and with a sight that looked like a patch of the sky was removed, its form was revealed.


      Now exposed, it was a lone skydragon—a High Stealthdragon.


      Named Von Kármán after a crater on the dark side of the moon, the nation of Caldina had bestowed it upon Eve. It was a High Dragon specialized in stealth, bearing skills that made it impossible to see, and it created a barrier that prevented detection by sound, heat, and even skills.


      This stealth extended to the people riding it, enabling Eve to watch and bombard her targets while invisible and high up in the air.


      But now, Byakhee’s attack had caused it to move, breaking its stealth.


      She was invisible no longer.


      And if they could see her, it was all over.


      “Out of Sight, By Your Side, Granting Death—Tindalos.”


      The next moment, a missile was fired from between the dragon’s horns.


      “Ah...!”


      There was nothing there. Just as Eve looked while hiding, it all seemed like empty space.


      And yet, it suddenly fired a missile, which went straight toward Eve before she could even think about dodging.


      In a show of ruthlessness, the first missile was followed by two more, and together they delivered a critical hit, shattered Eve’s Brooch, and guaranteed an end to her life.


      The Cannon, Eve Selene’s body dissolved into motes of light, and her dragon too was retrieved and vanished.


      Thus, she became the first Superior to exit the stage.


      ◇◆


      Byakhee flew through the sky, now empty of falling meteorites.


      “That’s my man! You worked all that out perfectly!”


      “I couldn’t have done it without your and Bya’s impeccable dodging.”


      Having defeated this powerful enemy, the married couple praised each other’s performance.


      “Also, it was Tin who told me about the shape of the smoke. That helped too,” Maud added.


      “I’m good at checking for shapes and angles. Woof!” That somewhat proud response had come from the Type Apostle Embryo bearing the name of Tindalos—the hounds that lurk in the angles of space and time.


      He was the Superior Embryo who’d supported Maud’s calculations and ultimately defeated Eve.


      Indeed, it was a calculation that had won this fight. Eve was invisible and couldn’t be heard, hiding in an environment that allowed no outside perception.


      What had helped the Edwardses find her location was just simple math.


      They’d deduced Eve wasn’t on the surface because her vision was never blocked by Vennsayle’s smoke, which could only mean that she was above it, just like they were. This also meant that if they’d gone lower, the smoke would occasionally act as a blind and stop her bombardment.


      Because the meteorites were fast, there was little lag between Eve’s targeting and the impact, so it was easy for them to pinpoint exactly when she lost sight of them.


      Additionally, because it was necessary for his skill, Tindalos was able to know the exact shape of things he saw and send that information directly into his Master’s brain.


      The moments when the bombardment ceased, the shape of the smoke when that happened, Byakhee’s location... After gathering all of this data several times, Maud processed it with his accelerated mind.


      Ultimately, he was able to triangulate Eve’s approximate position.


      It certainly wasn’t as simple as it sounded, but Maud was a genius DARPA technician, gifted with the kind of mind that would enable such a feat.


      “I’d say we can relax now... But I’d be lying, wouldn’t I?” said Scala.


      “Yes. We still can’t get in touch with Ante and the rest. The comms devices aren’t responding.”


      “Then, as risky as it is, we should go down again and... Ah?!” Scala suddenly pulled the control column back. Byakhee sharply changed course, and bullets cut through the space they had just left.


      “An ambush...!”


      “Where’s the enemy?! I don’t see anyone...!”


      “Neither do I! Woof!” Maud and Tindalos—the ones whose sight had just ended Eve—couldn’t perceive this new enemy.


      Only Scala could see it—the blue mech.


      But even if it wasn’t visible...


      “And... Is that...a song?”


      You could surely hear the song of the blue mech’s engines, echoing through this hellish sky.


      ◇◆


      “Eve’s just way too earnest. Her outlook on things is completely one-sided, she’s so stupidly honest her traps are instantly found out, and she can’t even bluff right. That’s why she always gets outplayed.”


      Within the blue mech’s cockpit, the pilot gave her opinion about the defeated ally. She was basically praising her humanity while disparaging her strategy.


      One could say that Eve Selene’s straightforward character was the reason she’d ascended to the rank of Superior, but neither her power nor personality was any good for combat against people. She possessed incredible firepower, but in a conflict between individuals, she might have actually been Sefirot’s weakest.


      In that sense, she was like the opposite of another Superior—one with low firepower, but incredible effectiveness against people.


      “Then again, she did what she could. A for effort, I guess. Aaanyyywayyy...”


      This Superior—Ace, AR-I-CA—put on a ferocious grin...


      “Time to tag myself in!”


      ...and flew her precious mech toward the hostile jet.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Apex vs Apex


      Vennsayle the Laketop City


      Explosions echoed through the enclosed space.


      “UGH! This wall just isn’t breaking!” The explosions—and that loud voice—both came from Miro.


      Sealed away by Fatoum’s Hollow Earth Theory, she’d tried to break its walls, but that clearly wasn’t going anywhere.


      The wall’s rubble counterattack seemed to be automatic, and it stopped once she backed away from it. Coming too close would likely trigger it again, so Miro opted to attack it with Vodyanoy’s long-range weapons instead.


      However, neither the fléchette Gatling in its arms nor the torpedoes in its shoulders seemed to do much against the wall, hardened by Fatoum’s immense magic. Most likely it would require at least an offensive SJ skill to even damage it.


      If anyone here was capable of the feat, it would be...


      “Mr. Ante! Please help! You’re the one with all the firepower here!” Miro called for Antimicrobic’s aid, but he didn’t respond, apparently deep in thought.


      He was staring intently—not at the wall, but at something below.


      For whatever reason, he was glaring at the ground.


      “Ante? What’s wrong?” Melisande asked.


      “...It’s shaking,” Antimicrobic finally said.


      “Well, yeah, it’s been shaking for a while!” said Miro. “It sounds a lot like bombs, so it’s probably the Edwardses fighting The Cannon!”


      “It’s not that,” Antimicrobic replied.


      “Huh?”


      As both Miro and Melisande were left confused by his words, he continued to ponder.


      “What is this? Is The Earth preparing a spell? Why isn’t he using the wall, then? That would work just as well. Honestly, the fact that the wall doesn’t even attack unless we try to escape is weird. It’s too...soft. I have no idea what they’re planning... Maybe it’s an actual emergency and they’re just improvising.” Antimicrobic had so much combat experience that he couldn’t help but find this all a bit strange. “Did they not expect this? Were they not told about it? Or did they not even plan for it at all? That would explain Vennsayle’s destruction. Nothing makes sense no matter how you slice it...”


      He spoke his thoughts out loud to organize them, then shifted his gaze from the ground to the wall.


      “It’s like there’s a massive creature beneath us...”


      “Mr. Ante?”


      “Miro.”


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “I’ll crack this open now. You focus only on getting outta here and keeping Melisande safe. There’s no telling what’ll happen next. Even more so than before.”


      “A-Aye-aye, sir!” Miro had no idea what was going on in Antimicrobic’s mind. However, his words implied that there could be something even more ridiculous going on than a city being wiped out by a sudden explosion, so she was as alert as she could possibly be.


      Antimicrobic made some distance from her and took—or rather, called something from his Inventory.


      “Come, MD Right.”


      “You called, daddy?”


      It was a baby whale, about the size of a small ship, and its name was “Steel Whale Heir, Moby Dick Right.” It was Antimicrobic’s Superior MVP reward, which stood out for its ability to grow by absorbing the XP—and Resources—that would otherwise go to its owner.


      “We’re using a Filled Shell. And don’t call me daddy.”


      “Okay, daddy.”


      Antimicrobic just stared at the whale in silence. A lot of time had passed since he’d acquired it from the “Biframe White Whale” SUBM; Master and MVP reward had shared many battlefields together since, but no matter how many times he told it to stop calling him daddy, it never seemed to listen.


      “...Well, whatever,” Antimicrobic sighed as he reached into his Inventory and took out a small, barrel-like metallic cylinder. Its streamlined shape was reminiscent of an artillery shell, but it was filled with liquid.


      Moments later, a cannon about as big as Moby Dick Right itself appeared on the little whale’s back. Antimicrobic loaded the metal cylinder into it.


      “Set,” he said.


      “Okay,” the whale responded.


      Antimicrobic then made a finger gun with his right hand and pointed it at a part of the wall, making the whale aim the cannon toward it.


      “...Fire.” The whale fired the moment the order was given.


      Carried forward by the cannon’s kinetic energy, the cylinder sunk into the wall...


      ...and, with a roaring blast, collapsed an entire side of the dome.


      The cylinder—what Antimicrobic had called the “Filled Shell”—was a type of ammo made by filling a special shell created by Moby Dick Right with concentrated liquid that had been made explosive using Antimicrobic’s Superior Embryo, Abura-Sumashi.


      Antimicrobic had these made to use against truly gigantic monsters and fortresses. They were made to blow up within such targets, pulverizing them with explosive devastation.


      The shell’s power was immense, opening a large hole in the Hollow Earth Theory wall that hadn’t budged at any of Vodyanoy’s attacks.


      “Wow...”


      “Don’t just stand there! Get out before it closes!”


      “R-Roger!” Miro was dumbfounded for a moment, but Antimicrobic’s words snapped her back into focus, and she ran toward the hole.


      The collapse of the wall must’ve damaged the workings of the magic within, because the wall wasn’t attacking even as she drew close.


      They soon escaped the range of the Hollow Earth Theory...


      “Y-Yay! We’re ou—”


      “Miro! Look up!”


      But once outside, they were met by a massive puppet, ready to swing its fist down at them.


      “Huh?” From within Vodyanoy, Miro looked up to see a gargantuan, mountain-like giant made entirely of stone. It was easily over two hundred metels tall—twice the height of Vodyanoy.


      It was a golem. A Mountain Puppet, to be exact—one of the Four Great Spells of Fatoum, the Magical Apex.


      The golem mercilessly swung its right arm down toward Vodyanoy...


      “Burnout.”


      ...but before the attack could land, the legs holding up the golem’s gigantic form were instantly replaced by fire.


      Apparently shocked, the Mountain Puppet lost its balance and fell backward onto the ground, the weight of its massive form shaking the earth.


      The quake was so intense it almost knocked Vodyanoy over too.


      The struggle wasn’t over yet, though.


      “Mud Clap.”


      The ground around Vodyanoy instantly transformed into a sea of mud, and its legs were immediately swamped.


      Mud Clap was only a low-rank earth magic binding spell, but this one had been expanded in size to trap even something as large as a hundred-metel-tall robot.


      As the giant robot sank into the mud, Antimicrobic called out to its pilot.


      “Fly! And get outta Vennsayle!”


      “...Aye-aye!”


      The rocket boosters on Vodyanoy’s back spewed fire, tearing the unit from the binding mud and launching it into a jump so high it might as well have been flight. It was a show of its versatility—Vodyanoy’s true value as a Superior Embryo was in the fact that it could function in any environment, be it land, sea, or air.


      And, fully aware that her role here was to protect Melisande first and foremost, she instantly understood Antimicrobic’s order and used her Embryo’s versatility to escort her out of here.


      The Artemis bombardment that had raged while they were inside Hollow Earth Theory had already stopped. It seemed like there was nothing that could halt Vodyanoy’s escape, and yet...


      “Supersonic projectile. Approaching from behind,” Vodyanoy warned. Miro’s eyes widened.


      The projectile was a massive boulder. It wasn’t an automatic attack, but a spell cast with one definite purpose—to bring down Vodyanoy.


      Its speed surpassed the mech’s, and it was fast approaching it...


      “Not on my watch.”


      ...but the boulder was shot down by a ground-to-air attack that was even faster.


      “I hit it, daddy!”


      “Good job.”


      Antimicrobic and Moby Dick Right had intervened. He’d expected that if the binding failed, their opponent would try to shoot Vodyanoy down, and thus he’d stayed behind to ensure Miro’s escape.


      “Impressive. Especially since the land isn’t your domain.”


      As Antimicrobic watched Vodyanoy disappear into the distance, those words—paired with applause—echoed from somewhere behind him.


      Turning around, Antimicrobic saw a man standing on a floating boulder about as big as a carriage.


      It was The Earth, Fatoum—the Superior who’d trapped them, and the one who’d tried to stop Vodyanoy just now.


      “By the way, you destroyed my puppet’s legs... Was that your last skill? I’m intrigued by its conditions and effects. Would you mind enlightening me?” Fatoum asked, his tone still friendly even now.


      “Hmph... Did your wife not tell you about that?” Antimicrobic responded, his words laden with sarcasm.


      “Ohhh, touché,” said Fatoum with an awkward smile. “Though, what a dreadful scene this became. This might just be the worst thing that’s ever happened to Caldina—worse than the events at Cortana. Do you have anything to say about it? You know... As the prime suspect?”


      Antimicrobic said nothing. It was a shameless question, but he also felt a hint of true suspicion in Fatoum’s words.


      He wasn’t involved in this... Or at least he wasn’t informed that it would get this bad. But what about the one who sent him here?


      “If you won’t say anything,” Fatoum said, “I might decide that it’s better to hunt down and capture that tian girl instead. What do you think? She’d certainly have a harder time escaping than a Master.” He clearly felt confident he could catch up with Vodyanoy even now.


      In response to this threat, Antimicrobic Soy Sauce looked into Fatoum’s eyes and made his declaration.


      “Leave me here, and I’ll go blow up a few Caldinan cities.”


      Fatoum just stared at him for a moment.


      “You’ll have to focus on me if I say that, right?”


      “You’re not triggering Truth Discernment. That’s frightening. You’d actually do it.”


      “You set a trap in our negotiations. You’re in no position to complain.”


      “Those negotiations sure collapsed in a catastrophic fashion, didn’t they? It’s a bit of a shame. We would’ve appreciated having allies as powerful as you.”


      “‘Allies’? Don’t you mean ‘slaves’?”


      Fatoum only shrugged in response. He didn’t deny it, however, for that would’ve surely triggered Truth Discernment.


      As Fatoum did not respond, Antimicrobic Soy Sauce spoke up. “Tell me one thing.”


      “If it’s about the explosion, then I am completely clueless.”


      “I already know that you’re just being dragged around by your wife. I’m wondering about something more fundamental.”


      So that’s what it looks like, huh? Fatoum thought, then gave his reply. “What is it?”


      “Where’s your goal?” Antimicrobic asked. That question made Fatoum’s smile vanish. “You didn’t really care if we accepted your deal, rejected it, or if it led to a military conflict like the one we’re now having, right?” Antimicrobic continued.


      Fatoum said nothing. However, the Granvaloan had it right. It didn’t actually matter to Caldina whether Granvaloa had noticed the trap and sparked a conflict, or if they simply happened to accept the deal. Whether the outcome was good or bad, their pieces were still advancing toward the goal—the ending they desired.


      “Just so you know, we in Granvaloa don’t doubt your wife’s clairvoyance. After all, our country’s founder had something like that too.”


      “The first navarch, Valoa the Grand, you mean. The one they say had the ‘Vanguard’ Special Superior Job, right?”


      “Yeah. The legend of a bygone age who guided a whole lot of slaves into a new country, away from the turmoil of the continent.” This was history from over six hundred years ago, during the Era of the Peerless Three. The seas were the most dangerous biome of all, but Valoa had managed to carve a route through them as though he could see the future, leading his allies around the continent and completing the first Four Seas Journey. “And maybe because they have his blood, the four fleet commander families occasionally give birth to people who instinctually know how to avoid and predict danger. That’s another reason Granvaloans believe that future sight really does exist.”


      Antimicrobic paused for a moment before continuing.


      “With that in mind, tell me... Where does your future sight lead?” Antimicrobic asked.


      If the Caldinans saw the future and used this ability to control people, then surely they must’ve had a goal that drove them to do this.


      Fatoum met this question with a brief silence.


      He could easily just say “I don’t have to tell you that.” If anything, that would be the most obvious thing to do. Their relationship had already fallen apart, and he and Antimicrobic would soon fight to the death.


      However, if “obvious” had any weight, Fatoum wouldn’t have been here in the first place.


      “It leads to my wife’s freedom and my new life, I suppose,” Fatoum replied—an answer that seemed evasive, yet described his goal perfectly.


      “I see.”


      Antimicrobic didn’t think that Fatoum was avoiding the question at all. If anything, he found the answer enlightening. He didn’t know what Fatoum’s wife had to be freed from, or what he meant by his “new life,” but the very fact that they’d chosen a future that potentially contained this terrible disaster meant that this goal could be achieved without Vennsayle—and maybe without Caldina and Granvaloa, if it came to that.


      “It seems to me that if we don’t defeat you here, we’ll have no future of our own,” Antimicrobic said.


      “I can’t deny that,” Fatoum replied.


      Their negotiations had finally reached their ultimate end.


      The Magical Apex—The Earth, Fatoum.


      The Human Bomb...no, the Apex of the Four Seas—Great Admiral, Antimicrobic Soy Sauce.


      The two Apices faced one another and...


      “Let’s do this.”


      ...with those words, they clashed, and the already-ruined city below would be ground to dust between them.
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      Chapter 5 (Back): Hide-and-Seek


      Vennsayle the Laketop City, High Altitude


      An eldritch fighter jet and a blue, human-shaped machine circled each other in the air above the ruins.


      This was a clash between AR-I-CA, the Blue Sky Songstress, and the Avowed Wings—a dogfight between Superiors.


      In Infinite Dendrogram, where flying machines were not an everyday sight, an aerial battle like this was truly something to behold.


      The two flew around at a supersonic speed, firing their rifles and machine guns at each other, yet neither had done any significant damage yet—which just showed how greatly both sides excelled at piloting.


      “Ah...!”


      However, this battle looked baffling to most outside observers. Blue Opera occasionally moved in an unnatural way or ignored obvious opportunities to fire. Sometimes, AR-I-CA flew her mech right into Byakhee’s path, possibly exposing herself to its machine gun.


      These movements would make no sense to most people, but in her mind they were merely her attempts to avoid the real danger.


      Hrmm, this “vision” they’ve got is a real pain! In the world AR-I-CA saw through her Embryo Cassandra, a red color—the mark of danger—spread out of Byakhee in the shape of a fan. This was a very familiar sight to AR-I-CA. It’s just like monsters who apply debuffs using line of sight!


      She’d gathered all the information she could see right now and compared it to the documents she’d read ahead of time.


      Tindalos, AR-I-CA thought. If my memory’s right, that’s an Embryo with a skill that lets him create a missile launcher by just touching the “shape” of the target.


      Apostle with Rule/Weapon—Killzone Sighthound, Tindalos.


      He was a Superior Embryo based on the Hounds of Tindalos from the Cthulhu mythos. His form as a “Weapon” was a missile launcher stored away in a separate subspace, and with just a touch he could be set to fire from any acute angle—that is, angles smaller than ninety degrees.


      While his Master was in Byakhee’s rear seat, this basic touch-based skill couldn’t be effectively used.


      But in exchange, it made his ultimate skill far more lethal.


      The ult only needs him to “see,” huh? Scary stuff.


      Maud’s Tindalos worked much like Artemis’s vision-based targeting, but far more directly. For Artemis, there was an interval between being spotted and being fired upon, so the red color that signified “danger” rained from above instead.


      It wasn’t at all how it was with Tindalos.


      It turns the enemy’s own “acute angles” into missile launchers, hitting them from point-blank range. It’s basically a power that kills on sight.


      This was made even more potent by the fact that it was working with two vision ranges.


      So I can’t afford to be spotted by the Master or the Embryo, huh? I should probably be thankful the Embryo doesn’t see in every direction, like most Arms-types that are sentient. It’s a power that activates on sight, so I guess the vision’s been limited for both safety and a balancing measure.


      AR-I-CA was only able to avoid this because she could perceive their field of vision as “danger” in her own sight. Anyone else would’ve already fallen under its gaze.


      The moment Maud or Tindalos spotted her, she’d be blown to smithereens, just like Eve. And this lethal power was being carried by a Superior Embryo that flew around at incredible speeds.


      It wasn’t just their Embryos that synergized well—the married Masters also each made up for each other’s flaws too.


      The flying machine and the missile launcher. The pilot and the commander. A flair for combat and a logical mind. This marriage between fighting and strategy made the Edwardses far more fearsome than they would’ve been otherwise.


      Granvaloa’s Superiors sure know how to cooperate, huh? They’re nothing like us. Since Albert’s leaving, it might be a good idea to get someone like that. Not like anyone could cooperate with me.


      The world reflected in AR-I-CA’s eyes was just too different from the world others saw. And since she operated based entirely on her own world, no one else could keep up with her. Even with Hugo, they’d almost always split up while fighting.


      “If I’m seen, I’m done for... What a messed up game of hide-and-seek!” AR-I-CA complained.


      However, the smile on her face never vanished. If anything, it grew wider, as though she was enjoying the growing thrill.


      ◇◆


      Tindalos’s ultimate skill was “Out of Sight, By Your Side, Granting Death—Tindalos,” and it only required him to look at an acute angle on the enemy’s body or equipment. Maud sat in Scala’s Byakhee, using the thinker job grouping’s thought-accelerating skills to process information, always ready to turn a point of his rapidly shifting vision into a missile launcher.


      This was how the Edwardses approached combat.


      Just recently, they’d killed Eve when Maud had turned the acute angle of her dragon’s horns into a source point for his missiles, and Blue Opera, their current opponent, was a mobile weapon covered in such acute angles.


      It would be over the moment he had Blue Opera in his sights.


      However...


      “I still don’t see it!”


      “Same here. Woof!”


      As Byakhee cut through the sky, Maud and Tindalos looked around, focusing on different sides to cover as much area as possible, but neither of them caught even a glimpse of the blue mech.


      “Sefirot’s Ace... Looks like the rumors were true. She can clearly see where danger lurks,” Scala said. Her vision wasn’t a threat, so she’d spotted Blue Opera many times now. Evading its gunfire, she let out a wry chuckle.


      “That’s really impressive!” Scala couldn’t help but be impressed by AR-I-CA’s performance. Evading both her husband’s and Tindalos’s line of sight while Byakhee was flying so erratically was no small feat.


      Blue Opera’s absurd flying was the result of both the pilot’s skill and a means of flight that was nothing like that of a plane—an MVP reward that enabled maneuvers that seemed to ignore inertia.


      It was the Ancient Legendary “Skycontrol Wings, Aircluster.”


      Connected to the back of Blue Opera, these wings had the skills “Inertia Control” and “Air Canopy,” manipulating both inertia and air resistance to allow maneuvering that no common aircraft was capable of. If AR-I-CA had still been at the mercy of inertia, then not even her danger vision could have allowed her to evade Maud and Tindalos like this.


      Additionally, because these wings didn’t need propulsion or dynamic lift to fly, Blue Opera could fight even at Byakhee’s combat altitude—the low-density upper sky.


      Her piloting skill, Superior Embryo, and MVP reward allowed her to fight on equal footing with the Edwardses.


      “She’s more of a pain than any of Abyss Shellder’s chimeras were!” said Scala. “This might be the first time we’ve ever had this much trouble in an air battle!”


      “You might be right,” said Maud. “I certainly didn’t expect someone to avoid our sight not by camouflage, but by technique and mobility alone. Though, we still have the upper hand.”


      Despite the stalemate, he was still confident that they would win. Neither side had any moves that could end this, turning it into an endurance match of how long one could evade the other’s attacks.


      And since this was an endurance match, Maud was sure that they would come out on top.


      This wasn’t because endurance matches were something they particularly excelled at, but the opposite—AR-I-CA was woefully unequipped for them.


      “I wonder how long she can keep moving like that,” said Maud.


      Carried by her Aircluster, Blue Opera freely danced through the sky. However, most MVP rewards came with limitations—and for Aircluster, this affected its efficiency.


      Simply put, the faster its flight, the more absurd its maneuvers, the more energy it consumed. It was so important that AR-I-CA had even chosen to save up by traveling to Vennsayle on the same ship as Fatoum and Eve.




      As one might guess, the precious energy consumed by this item was AR-I-CA’s own magic—her MP—transformed into power by Blue Opera’s engine.


      Most magic weapons of this world could be put into three categories.


      First, there were pre-ancient machines—the Superweapons, the Prism Steeds, and other relics powered by the first Flagman’s power cores, capable of high outputs and semipermanent activity.


      Next, there were machines from the transitional period that followed—the Prism Crawlers and other such creations that were just as functional as their pre-ancient counterparts, but fully depended on their riders’ magic for power.


      And finally, there were modern machines—the many Magingears and Granvaloan ships powered by engines that amplified the rider’s magic.


      In terms of power sources from Earth, pre-ancient machines could be thought of as running on nuclear power, transitional on raw human exertion, and modern on an internal combustion engine.


      Ships and tank-type Magingears were powered by multiple riders, but the Marshall powered suits and the Marshall II humanoid mechs relied entirely on their sole pilot. Because of this, the latter could be active for far less time than the former, and AR-I-CA’s Blue Opera was no exception.


      The unique mech’s engine was an extremely high-quality device created by a complete accident. At the cost of loudly “singing” while active, it amplified magic more efficiently than perhaps any other modern engine. However, the energy created this way was used not to make it function for longer, but to empower the unit that equipped it.


      Blue Opera was the greatest mech that ToW—or more accurately, Franklin—had been capable of making at the time, and Aircluster was a potent MVP reward. Although the unit’s base engine was among the greatest that modern tech could create without pre-ancient knowledge, the immense increase in power that this MVP reward provided came at a cost—it couldn’t last much longer than the average mass-produced machines.


      Sardonyx was equipped with several newly created power cores, Imperial Glory had a pre-ancient power core, and the new White Rose would inherit the MVP reward core that had been based on Imperial Glory’s own. This made all of them count as “Dragon King-tier Magingears.”


      However, Blue Opera—made entirely using modern tech—had the longevity of an ordinary Magingear.


      “How long until you reach your limit?” Maud wondered under his breath—it wasn’t like his question would reach anyone. AR-I-CA continued to use her Cassandra’s power to evade Tindalos’s lethal gaze, all while putting up a good fight against the speedier Byakhee.


      But since Blue Opera was a modern unit, all of this continued to eat away at the pilot’s magic. That fact made it a certainty that its flight was fated to end in free fall.


      “I see why you only came out after The Cannon lost. You couldn’t fly freely in that bombardment, so you must’ve assumed that you wouldn’t be able to dodge Tin. And I suppose you also hoped Eve would wear us out a bit.”


      However, while Blue Opera’s flight was limited by AR-I-CA’s magic, Byakhee could fly for a long time. As a Superior Embryo designed for aerial combat, it generated almost all the energy it needed on its own. Maud was at greater risk of being worn down, but even then, things weren’t as difficult for him now as they had been during Artemis’s bombardment. He was actually comfortable enough now to use a healing item to fix his broken bones and damaged insides, and perhaps go for a full recovery.


      But instead of doing that...


      “Scala. Take us higher.”


      “Oh? You wanna speed up and end this?”


      “Partially. But the more important thing here is to make it even harder for her. Some humanoid Magingears made it to Granvaloa too, so we know their flaws.”


      At her husband’s words, Scala glanced toward the hostile unit and nodded.


      “Ohhh. I see what you mean.”


      “And if we go high enough, we’ll be able to use you-know-what.”


      “Shouldn’t we save it for The Earth?”


      “Let’s leave him to Ante.”


      “Okay! In that case, I guess we can go all out here!” Scala raised Byakhee’s nose, taking them higher, faster... Into a battlefield where the air was even thinner.


      This flight would lead their struggle to an even more distant stage.


      ◇◆


      “Wheee-ooo! That’s just mean!” AR-I-CA whistled as she spurred her Blue Opera onward, chasing Byakhee higher into the sky.


      She had to stay close—a greater distance between them would expand the range at which Tindalos could see her.


      She knew they were leading her somewhere deadly, but she had no choice but to follow.


      “Brrr! So cold...!” AR-I-CA was currently wearing an oxygen mask commonly used by fighter pilots, as well as an accessory that protected from the cold.


      These things were necessary for her because Blue Opera wasn’t airtight.


      During the recent incident at Eltram, Hugo had learned that Marshall II had flawed air sealing. Blue Opera had been made only shortly after Marshall II was completed, and hadn’t actually been designed with flight in mind.


      Naturally, it had never been intended to operate so high in the sky.


      “Dendro lets you turn off pain, but it doesn’t give you much for the cold and the heat...” They were already over ten thousand metels high, and the temperature outside was all the way down to negative fifty degrees Celsius.


      The lack of an airtight seal robbed AR-I-CA of both warmth and air, making things harder for her despite her equipment. Her MP had already dropped below half of its maximum; she’d used an item to restore it, but it hadn’t brought it all the way back up. She was being pushed to the limit both magically and physically.


      Normally, she could conserve her magic a bit better, but Byakhee was an opponent that didn’t allow for holding back—AR-I-CA had to use extra MP just to make it an equal fight. This was especially true now that the fighter jet was accelerating.


      It was her liberal use of magic that allowed her to even keep up.


      Byakhee was a Superior Embryo specialized in flying high—a pair of wings that could reach even the stars.


      A biped that only grew a pair of ephemeral wings couldn’t possibly reach that level.


      “Heh heh!” Despite this, AR-I-CA maintained her competitive smile.


      Her unit was weaker than her opponent’s, but she wasn’t at all displeased with her friend’s parting gift. Despite being at a disadvantage, she used her eye and skill to evade the enemy’s gaze and gunfire.


      And she enjoyed every moment of this awfully close battle—this thrill of possible loss.


      The sky was blue, and her right eye glowed crimson. Between the colors of freedom and danger, she danced, and her mech sang.


      But the next moment, the world was painted entirely red.


      AR-I-CA’s eyes widened. Cassandra was warning her of an omnidirectional attack.


      However, its range was too great for her to evade it, so she couldn’t escape the danger before it reached her. The only thing she could do was to avoid the most intense areas of red—that would likely be where the incoming omnidirectional attack overlapped with Tindalos’s sight.


      And then...


      “We Go to the Sea of Stars—Byakhee.”


      ...the world moved.


      Without any warning, everything around her shifted.


      There was nothing here that could be called “matter”—the clouds scattered, land was nowhere in sight, and even the blue of the sky vanished.


      There was only a pitch-black space, dotted with sparkling stars...and a blue planet glowing beneath.


      AR-I-CA moved her mouth. She was trying to say, “Well, this must be Byakhee’s ult. We weren’t told about this one,” but her words never became sounds.


      Red... Danger as far as the eye can see, she thought. The position data says that I’m...outside the atmosphere somehow.


      Cassandra’s vision and Blue Opera’s gauges told her that her situation had become even more dire.


      There was no air or even gravity here. The battle that mere moments ago had been taking place in the sky was now in the vacuum of space.


      AR-I-CA could still move using Aircluster, but her Blue Opera was absolutely not designed for this extreme environment. The mech’s life-support systems were failing, and there was only so much that she could do with her own equipment. The air was slowly leeching away, dropping the pressure within. The blood under her skin would soon start to boil to the surface.


      This wasn’t a danger she could evade. The world itself was baring its fangs at her.


      But even in this world painted in red, there was something even redder—the vision of those who could kill on sight.


      Indeed—AR-I-CA wasn’t alone here.


      The Edwardses in their Byakhee were here too.


      It’s an ult that takes them and their surroundings to space!


      Exactly—this was outer space. Byakhee accelerated the closer it was to a vacuum, and this was the world where its true power was shown.


      Its ultimate was an invitation to this place that most living beings could not survive. Even creatures that surpassed her in skill and strength would have a difficult time here, and if they tried to defeat the fighter jet responsible for transporting them, they would find that Byakhee’s speed had increased far beyond supersonic.


      Even the g-forces acting upon Byakhee’s pilots were completely negated in this world of void.


      Thus, this was the hunting ground of the Byakhee—the monstrosity that had flown into from a mythos of pure horror.


      The killing field of a Maiden—a giant slayer.


      It was Type Rule/Gear, right? I should’ve expected an ult like this.


      Forced movement, movement range limitation, the enhancement of the ability to overcome the environment. Type Gear Embryos excelled in their nature as mounts, often leading them to develop ultimate skills that enhanced their movement to absurd degrees. They were about as common as Sentinels with ultimates that involved merging.


      What a deadly place to take someone—really makes you feel like they’re going in for the kill. But this ult maximizes their power, so I don’t know why they didn’t use it at the start. I guess it’s got some conditions attached.


      AR-I-CA recalled what she saw right before she was taken to outer space.


      The range was large enough that I couldn’t escape it. It brought the clouds too, so it must be the type of skill that affects everything indiscriminately. And I guess it can’t be used if there’s land in its range... Or maybe there’s just a limit to the mass it can take?


      Regardless, once activated, this ultimate skill was “ultimate” indeed. There weren’t many who could come back alive from outer space.


      I could probably do it if I used Aircluster to control my reentry speed, but if I mess around like that, they’ll probably just kill me. AR-I-CA did have the means to return, but the Edwardses would never allow it.


      Having just teleported to outer space, they’d lost sight of her, but they would surely spot her soon. The difference in their maximum speeds had also become so great now that she couldn’t hope to avoid Tindalos’s gaze.


      Even without that threat, though, her life was gradually being whittled away.


      Looks like I got about three minutes left. The only ones who could survive here for long were mighty creatures capable of living in practically any environment, and those with technology that overcame the vacuum.


      Unfortunately, as she was right now, AR-I-CA was neither. She had no means of surviving in this sea of stars.


      What she did have, however...


      It’s been a while since I used this.


      ...was a means to kill even this mythical monster.


      The red in AR-I-CA’s vision moved at a high speed. Scala or Byakhee must’ve found Blue Opera.


      That meant that Tindalos was about to spot her too.


      “Connect. Music time.”


      But right before that, AR-I-CA took out an Inventory.

    

  

  
    
      Aside: Fight to the Death


      November, 2044


      “Why are you leaving...?” Franklin asked. Even though he was a Master and didn’t feel pain, his chest still ached.


      “Hmmm... If I had to give a reason, then I’d say it’s because we completed Marshall II, and they blew up in popularity.” AR-I-CA spoke with her usual smile, contrasting with Franklin’s pain.


      “The reason I even joined ToW is because I was interested in the humanoid Magingears you were building.”


      “I know that... I remember...” Indeed—Franklin remembered it clearly. AR-I-CA had shown up the very first time Franklin had begun recruiting members, right after establishing the clan.


      She’d been different from the other volunteers, but just as passionate.


      Thus, Franklin had assumed that, despite appearances, she was just another robot enthusiast.


      “But I wasn’t really a robot lover like the rest. Your Magingears interested me because they’re machines piloted by a single person.”


      I just prefer to ride solo.


      The process, the results, the thrill, and the catharsis... Racing is fun because all of that is yours alone.


      Those were words she’d said that day, as they drank together.


      A fragment of her true desire that she’d let slip when alcohol loosened her tongue.


      “You know what the other Magingears were like, right? The Geist tanks need multiple people, while others were just powered suits—not even really a vehicle. I wasn’t into either of them. Granvaloa’s got one-man ships—‘Assault Boats,’ I think they’re called—but they’re a bit too similar.”


      As though remembering something, AR-I-CA put on a self-deprecating smile.


      “And when I heard about your Marshall II, it gave me an idea.” That day, at the edge of Vandelheim, surrounded by weirdos who’d shown up after seeing the advert in the guild, Franklin laid out his plan.


      Upon hearing it, AR-I-CA had been struck with a certain thought—she was convinced that this would lead to her true desire.


      “I decided to spread these regulations far and wide. Combat, competition, victory, and defeat in one-man machines. I want this world to know how fun all of it can be. And use these regulations—this stage—to pursue my own excitement. Think of it as something like cultivating a kitchen garden to make yourself some good food down the road.”


      With a smile on her face, AR-I-CA said something that Franklin simply couldn’t ignore.


      Specifically, he noticed that she’d said “I want this world to know.” Not just “Dryfe.”


      “AR-I-CA, you...!”


      “It might’ve been fun to fill Dryfe’s duels with Marshall IIs, but that’s looking way too difficult. With Logan and his devil army at the top of the rankings in Dryfe, normal people can’t put up much of a fight, even with Marshall IIs. Sure, our Huying’s in the rankings, but even she stands no chance. Any pilot who’s not me would be demoralized and give up. Plus, the country itself’s crumbling. With the famine and the civil war, you can’t expect anyone to care about some cool and fun robot fights.”


      Indeed—Dryfe could no longer become the stage that AR-I-CA desired.


      It couldn’t host the regulations for competitions between pilots and their machines. They simply couldn’t spread here.


      And thus, AR-I-CA...


      “...So you sold us out,” Franklin said, his lips trembling.


      AR-I-CA only smiled and nodded in response.


      “You said you took the docs... Where are they now?” Franklin asked.


      “Always quick on the uptake, aren’t ya? I sure did take all the latest Magingear development docs, including everything about Marshall II, and I sold it all to a Caldinan spy.”


      She’d taken all their work, their dreams, and the days they’d spent together, and had cast it all into the roaring flame of her desire.


      “In exchange, Caldina will take me in and support me going forward. They’ll even help me develop piloting contests over there. And that’s exactly what I want!”


      “Why?” As AR-I-CA happily laid out the terms of her shady deal, Franklin, with a shaking voice and a shattered heart, gave her a question.


      “Why didn’t you tell me anything? If you’d just told me, I...” Despite always being at Franklin’s side, AR-I-CA had never told him about this desire of hers. She’d invited him to bed and even proposed to him, but despite being quite open about all her lustful urges, she’d never once mentioned that she wanted a world where Magingears could compete. She was a friend—at least, he thought she was—but she hadn’t said anything about this wish, and it now made her betray him.


      If she’d only revealed this dream to him, he would’ve surely worked toward it and...


      But AR-I-CA rejected this idea. “Nope. There’s no way. I mean... Fran, you’re too much of a good girl. You always act like you’ll go to any lengths to get what you want, but when it actually counts, you never go all the way. You pick and choose your methods. With you like that, your help would only slow me down.”


      “That’s not...!” Franklin believed he could be truly ruthless if needed—if that was necessary for his friend’s desire. However...


      “Like I already said, your dream is The Triangle of Wisdom—what it is right now. Or what it was before I blew it up, anyway,” AR-I-CA said as she jerked her thumb at the fires outside the window. “You also like the process of finding a shared objective with like-minded people, reaching an understanding with them, and advancing toward a common goal.”


      Franklin said nothing. Hearing those words from the friend he’d trusted more than anyone else—the one he thought truly had shared a dream with him—left him completely speechless.


      “And now that the Marshall II we’d set out to make is complete, you’re working hard to protect and maintain this place—all so you can keep having a great time creating things. Your current dream is for The Triangle of Wisdom to keep being what you want it to be.”


      The woman who had been Franklin’s best friend then shook her head, and made it abundantly clear that their dreams were not the same.


      “But that’s just too slow for me. Your dream needs me. But my dream doesn’t need you.”


      Those words—his friend’s final goodbye—made Franklin gasp.


      “I don’t need you to understand. I’ll be satisfied as long as my desires are fulfilled. I can work, and even cooperate to fulfill them, but unlike you, I never change my priorities.”


      AR-I-CA placed her hand on her chest. It was as though she was pointing out where her true motives lay—in her heart, in her instincts.


      “I always, without fail, act for my own satisfaction. For none other than ‘I.’”


      AR-I-CA.


      AR for Arica Rizzo, her birth name. CA for “Crazy Accelerator,” the reputation she’d built. Both of these were connected by an I—her instinct.


      “Even if that means betraying your friends? Betraying me?” Franklin asked, his eyes devoid of life. AR-I-CA frowned in vague confusion before responding...


      “Do I even have to say it?”


      Franklin’s eyes widened. Those casual words thrown out by his former friend finally pushed him to stop holding back.


      “Call—ACM!” Letting his urge take over, he summoned one of his mod-monsters—an Assault Claw Megaraptor—and set it loose.


      Not even thinking about the consequences, and with his vision bloodred—or maybe devoid of color entirely—Franklin unleashed his anger.


      The monster he created—a part of him—was boiling with hatred as it charged toward AR-I-CA. However, she evaded it as though she’d seen it coming, making the ACM crash straight into the office wall with such force that it burst straight through.


      A moment later, AR-I-CA jumped out through the hole it had left...


      “Our first fight to the death, huh?”


      ...and used an instant-release Inventory to call her cherished mech, placing herself in the cockpit.


      AR-I-CA’s Marshall II landed solidly on its feet, and ACM chased after it, going in for a swift strike.


      But once again, Cassandra saw it coming, and AR-I-CA evaded the overwhelming attack.


      Still, ACM had an overwhelming stat advantage.


      At this point, the Marshall II was only a Demi-Dragon-tier Magingear. Even with the Ace job giving AR-I-CA a level EX Piloting skill, she couldn’t match the High-Dragon-tier ACM. Stats alone didn’t decide the winner of a battle, but Franklin clearly had the upper hand here.


      Despite that, AR-I-CA wasn’t panicking even a little bit.


      “Fran.”


      “Remember when I came back with my mech all broken?” As though reminiscing upon the distant past, she spoke of something that had happened just a week ago. Franklin clearly recalled how AR-I-CA had refused to tell him how she’d broken it. “That actually happened because of a little prepayment I got from my contact.”


      Franklin’s eyes widened.


      “There’s something I fought, broke, and got. And I’m gonna show it to you right now.”


      Inside the cockpit, AR-I-CA once again touched an Inventory.


      “Connect. Music time.”


      At some point, AR-I-CA’s mech had been upgraded with parts Franklin didn’t recognize—or rather, it was covered in some strange material. It had a turquoise color, somewhat paler than the blue AR-I-CA usually favored, and it was called...


      “Turquoise Performer! Go live!”


      A light burst out as the systems began to play their song.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6 (Back): Turquoise Blue Grand Opera


      Vennsayle the Lake City; Sky, Thermosphere


      “We Go to the Sea of Stars—Byakhee” was an ultimate skill that forcibly moved anything in a large area around Byakhee to outer space. And there, this Embryo was far more powerful than it could ever be in the atmosphere.


      With its Hune Organ skill operating at max efficiency, Byakhee’s speed surpassed supersonic, and the g-forces acting upon the unit were as good as nullified. Even at top speed, Maud’s accelerated thoughts allowed him to see and track his opponent clearly.


      These more-than-supersonic wings sped through the deadly void of space, carrying Tindalos’s even deadlier vision.


      This was where the Avowed Wings truly shone. In this environment, they surpassed even the apices.


      Now moving at maximum speed, Byakhee easily spotted Blue Opera.


      “The Calamity Princess Closes Her Eyes—Cassandra!”


      Despite this, the mech was still unharmed. Maud had used his ult while looking straight at Blue Opera, but Tindalos wasn’t firing.


      “Tin!” he called out, his eyes going wide.


      “I see it! Woof...! But I can’t set it as a firing point! Woof!” This was a new phenomenon to both of them. They could clearly see the acute angles on the mech, but using the skill returned some sort of error. “I can see it, but it’s like it doesn’t actually exist!”


      “Her ult!”


      Maud guessed that this was caused by AR-I-CA’s ultimate skill. He hadn’t known about it ahead of time, but Cassandra was a Superior Embryo that foresaw danger, enabling its user to evade it. It made sense that its ultimate would evade danger more directly.


      “What do we do?” Scala asked.


      “I don’t know if it’s conditional or timed, but it must have limitations. If it didn’t, she would’ve used it earlier.”


      Based on the way AR-I-CA had fought so far, Maud assumed that unlike Carl Lourlou’s, this invincibility wasn’t permanent.


      “So, what’s the plan?”


      “Tin and I will keep our eyes on it! You attack it with Byakhee!”


      “All right!” Cassandra’s ult had to have conditions, a limited duration, or limited uses. Whichever it was, the Edwardses concluded that it wouldn’t last long and went on the offensive.


      They still had the overwhelming advantage. The ultimate skill was only a temporary setback for them, and AR-I-CA couldn’t win with its power alone. Even if her piloting surpassed Scala’s, and her Embryo had briefly countered Tindalos, AR-I-CA stood no chance against the wings of the black void. Even when operating at full capacity, Blue Opera’s wings couldn’t possibly keep up.


      As though fully aware of this, the blue mech stayed in place, even as it was exposed to the Edwardses’ attacks.


      Neither Tindalos’s sight nor Byakhee’s machine gun could target it, but it wasn’t able to do anything against them either. Even the song of its engine couldn’t be heard in the vacuum of space.


      Blue Opera was simply floating like a hunk of space debris.


      “Hm...?” Maud found this a bit strange. It was true that Blue Opera couldn’t possibly keep up with Byakhee as right now, but it made no sense for AR-I-CA to just stay still and do nothing.


      If this invincibility is timed or has limited uses, she would surely take the opportunity to strike back against us. Maybe the ult requires her to stay still?


      That was Maud’s guess, but he wasn’t satisfied with it.


      AR-I-CA was a Superior who moved in incredible ways simply to avoid Tindalos’s gaze. An ultimate skill that forced her to act like a turtle hiding in its shell didn’t seem like an appropriate trump card for her.


      Upon realizing this, Maud couldn’t shake the feeling that something just wasn’t adding up.


      And he was completely right.


      AR-I-CA’s ultimate skill wasn’t her real play here. It was only meant to buy enough time for her to activate her trump card that could fell even mythical monstrosities.


      Maud’s eyes widened. At some point, before he’d even realized it was happening...


      ...an inverted cross in a faint sky blue had appeared in the black void right next to the blue mech.


      An instant-release Inventory... It’s an MVP reward! With his accelerated mind, Maud quickly understood what he was seeing.


      His Identification gave him the name “Skysong Platecross, Turquoise.” He couldn’t read its skills, but the fact that AR-I-CA had pulled it out at this moment was enough for him to know that it was dangerous.


      The inverted cross featured angles that were perfect for his skill. He tried to fire from it right away...


      “I can’t set it! Woof!”


      But that returned an error too.


      So the skill works not just on her and her unit, but even her possessions! She doesn’t even have to equip them!


      Having failed to activate his ult, Maud watched as the blue mech and the sky-blue cross combined. The inverted cross opened up and clung to Blue Opera’s surface like a second suit of armor before spreading out metallic tubes to connect to every part of the unit, including Aircluster.


      The cross’s opening revealed gemlike stone within. Shining in its very middle, it almost looked like a UBM’s core.


      And when the blue mech and the sky-blue cross became one...


      “A...song?”


      ...the engine began to sing—something that could not exist in the void of outer space. A wave of sound that couldn’t reasonably travel through this vacuum.


      This wave was joined by sounds other than song, soon becoming more like music played by an orchestra.


      For a moment, Maud felt as if he’d been whisked away from his seat in the fighter jet and sent back to the opera house he’d visited in Italy on his honeymoon with Scala. But then, he realized how bizarre it was that despite being inside Byakhee, traveling at a speed beyond supersonic, he could hear this music without any Doppler effect.


      Combined with its ability to be heard even through the vacuum of space, this sound seemed like a sign of an unknown danger that defied logic.


      “Scala! I’m not sure why, but I think this is really bad...!”


      “I know what you mean! I’m getting away from her!”


      “Do that! We’ll attack from a distance and— Huh?”


      “What?”


      Maud and Tindalos both gasped.


      They hadn’t let their guard down. They hadn’t relaxed for even a moment. They’d already spotted the blue mech, and they had no intention of looking away just because their ult wasn’t working on it. They’d kept on staring at it, ready to activate their skills the moment it became usable.


      That was exactly why they were so surprised by what they just saw.


      The blue mech vanished from their sight...


      ...and was now flying alongside Byakhee, aiming a gun at them.


      “Ah...!” Scala swiftly sped up and changed trajectory to avoid the gunfire. Aiming to increase the distance between them, she continued accelerating, raising the speed to such a level that g-forces could be felt despite Hune Organ operating at maximum efficiency.


      Even so, the blue mech wasn’t falling behind.


      “What is that?!” Despite his accelerated thoughts and superhuman ability to process visual information, Maud couldn’t see it move. In fact, he and Tindalos had actually completely lost sight of it again.


      It once more began flying around, avoiding their gaze all the while.


      “It’s like a UFO!” said Scala.


      All she could see was a trail of blue—an erratic light, moving in lines, curves, obtuse and acute angles, as well as arcs. It was nothing like a proper aircraft.


      She understood that those were the movements of the transformed blue mech...


      ...and that it was now moving about as fast as Byakhee.


      They were still faster, if only by a little bit, and they still had a means to reach their absolute maximum speed, but the fact remained that Blue Opera’s speed had suddenly improved by leaps and bounds.


      “So that MVP reward is like a power-up item!” Scala said. It was clear that all of this was happening due to the sky-colored inverted cross—“Turquoise.”


      However, when they’d looked into AR-I-CA ahead of this trip, they hadn’t seen anything about this.


      Scala herself had an ult that maximized her power, but could only be used under certain conditions, so she wondered if this item had something similar.


      However, her pondering was cut short by a sudden fit of coughing from her husband.


      At first she thought that the increase in g-forces from her acceleration had injured his trachea.


      However, the reflection in the canopy showed that he was coughing blood.


      “Dear...!”


      “Master!” Despite the g-forces being far lower than in the atmosphere, Maud was clearly suffering.


      “I... I see now,” he said, blood beginning to leak from his mouth and nose. He finally understood exactly what was happening. “That’s not a song.”


      “Forget that. You need to heal...” Scala said, but Maud raised his hand to dismiss his wife’s concern.


      He now knew what was causing his rapid deterioration, and he had to warn his wife.


      “That song is more like radioactive waste!”


      He had to tell her about the true danger of the blue mech—and the inverted cross.


      ◆◆◆


      About a certain weapon


      In this world, there existed a Superior Job that greatly increased the effectiveness of equipment powered by magic.


      It was called “King of Magic Gear.”


      Very versatile even by SJ standards, it was known to be extremely powerful.


      The most recent King of Magic Gear—Count Friebel—was armed with pre-ancient weaponry and had fallen in a battle against four of IF’s Superiors, but the fact that he could even put up a fight said all that needed to be said about the job’s power.


      King of Magic Gear also grew stronger as magic weapon technology improved—as civilization became more advanced.


      Because of this, during pre-ancient times—the height of such tech—research was conducted to mimic this SJ using machines.


      Even Flagman himself had taken part in these efforts, and thus, the grand artificer had created the item known as Turquoise Performer.


      Able to take the form of both an autonomous weapon and additional equipment attached to an existing item, it could wield magic weapons itself or connect to and empower other magic weapons.


      Additionally, its power multiplier greatly surpassed that bestowed by the King of Magic Gear job.


      Turquoise Performer should have sparked a new generation of weapons that could greatly enhance the countless magic artifacts of the era.


      However, in exchange for this incredible power, it had a fatal flaw.


      Whenever active, it released a byproduct—a life-threatening curse that scaled with the magic it used.


      That alone was enough for Flagman to write the entire thing off as a failure. But despite that, the country that had sponsored this research still wanted to have it.


      Upon taking it, they tested it on a large magic machine—one equipped with a skydragon-tier power core once given to them by Flagman himself.


      The moment they activated it, everyone involved in the test, as well as the ecosystem in a several kilometel radius, instantly died.


      If connected to powerful weapons with immense magic, Turquoise Performer became little more than an engine of self-destruction, killing the weapons’ operators and everything else around them. Even when attached to weapons with relatively modest power, it was still harmful to the user and everything around them.


      Putting it simply, it was a complete failure. Putting it positively, it was a powerful bomb. Putting it negatively, it was a deadly stain on the history of technology.


      That was the essence of the Turquoise Performer.


      Following the test, they’d considered dismantling it, but then the Extra-Continental Vessel had arrived, and any such plans were forgotten in the chaos.


      The weapon vanished from everyone’s memory, and the pre-ancient civilization eventually met its end.


      Many years later, in the now-ruined base where it was kept, the Turquoise Performer became a UBM.


      This wasn’t that uncommon. The Drim Roeg used by Imperator Claudiah had come from a pre-ancient machine golem, and the Imperial Glory that had recently become a UBM was originally a Magingear equipped with a pre-ancient power core.


      This world was a place where a collapse in balance could make even machines transform into monstrous UBMs.


      In Turquoise Performer’s case, it became a monster because it touched and amplified magic weapons that were swamped with undead grudge.


      It became the Ancient Legendary “Skymourn Platebot, Turquoise,” and it wandered the ruins as a living weapon that killed all who entered.


      But eventually, thanks to a certain deal, AR-I-CA had been led to it—and after an intense clash, it became her MVP reward.


      Its name was now “Skysong Platecross, Turquoise.”


      But despite it having become an item, its power and related risks remained unchanged.


      It was still something that empowered connected weapons, while releasing a curse that scaled with magic used.


      There weren’t many MVP rewards that sported such obvious risks and returns. It still couldn’t be used on something that was too powerful, though. As proven in the test during the pre-ancient times, using it on anything with a power core would instantly kill the weapon’s pilot.


      Even if a particular pilot was willing to accept some risk, the most it could reasonably do was modestly multiply the power of a small unit.


      That made Turquoise difficult to use effectively. However...


      If there was a weapon that amplified standard amounts of magic at the highest possible efficiency...


      If it was used by someone who could come back to life after death—like a Master...


      And if it belonged to someone with incredible piloting skills...


      Then this failure... This bomb... This stain...


      It would become one of the most fearsome weapons of all.


      ◇◆◇


      Vennsayle the Laketop City, Sky, Thermosphere


      Using his own experience and skills, Maud came to understand the nature of Turquoise, and went on to relay this to his wife.


      “That mech is a lot more powerful than before. It’s not even a comparison. But in exchange, it’s leaking out incredible amounts of polluted magic... This song isn’t a sound, but a magic wave. It’s a mix of a curse and life-threatening dark magic... If that was used on the surface, everything around it would die in just a few minutes!”


      A deadly nocturne. A siren’s call, inviting people to their deaths.


      Anyone who listened to its beauty would surely perish, unable to escape.


      The reason AR-I-CA had never used it in Hugo’s presence was because it simply couldn’t be used in towns or near anyone she wanted to keep alive.


      However, there was nothing like that here—no town to protect, no land to pollute, and no allies fighting alongside her.


      On this deadly stage, she stood alone, and there was nothing to keep her from weaving her hellish song.


      “Ah!” As Scala listened to Maud’s explanation, she felt blood begin to drip from her own nose.


      “I guess it affects anyone with lower stats first. Like END...” said Maud. “If she used it in town, there’d be corpses everywhere.”


      “Yeah... And there’s something that makes this even scarier.”


      “And that is...?”


      “The pilot herself probably can’t reduce this effect much either. If anything, it would hit her even harder, since she’s right next to the source. Any protection would probably be pointless.”


      Perhaps it was different while her ultimate was active, but Maud guessed that it had already expired. This was supported by the fact that AR-I-CA was once again evading Tindalos’s gaze.


      That meant that the Ace was slowly being killed by both the deadly vacuum and her own lethal song.


      Yet despite this two-pronged torment, her movements were still perfectly dextrous.


      “It’s terrifying that she was even willing to use it at all, but to use it so well?” said Maud, suddenly doubting that AR-I-CA was even a fellow human at all.


      As her husband shuddered at the sight, Scala glanced over at the enemy unit—the mech that had put up a fight against a Superior Embryo, in a battlefield that moved faster than the speed of sound.


      The mixture of blues in its current coloration was easy on the eyes, but the sight evoked only dread.


      The result of Skysong Platecross connecting to Blue Opera and AR-I-CA’s MVP rewards was a truly unidentifiable flying object, weaving a ghastly song played in unison by the songstress-mech and her weapon-instrument.


      It was such a raging choir of destruction that mere “opera” didn’t do it justice.


      Thus, if one might still call it a Magingear, then it surely had to be given a different name.


      A Super-Dragon-King-tier Magingear—Turquoise Blue Grand Opera.


      It was the most powerful Magingear of all, with specifications surpassing even Imperial Glory—the ultimate masterpiece of The Triangle of Wisdom.


      “Looks like she’s got way higher specs now, but...!” Though she recognized the enemy’s power, Scala wasn’t remotely afraid. “We still have the advantage!”


      Indeed. Though Blue Opera was far more powerful than before, the situation hadn’t changed. This was the vacuum of space. Though empowered, the enemy unit still wasn’t adapted for this environment.


      Additionally, the cursed song of Turquoise would surely reduce the time AR-I-CA had left—and she still had to be wary of Tindalos’s gaze.


      Most importantly, despite Grand Opera’s empowerment, Byakhee still had a higher maximum speed here, and with how much magic she was using, AR-I-CA would certainly lose an extended fight.


      Even if she could evade Tindalos’s attack, if neither side had an effective way to finish the other off, AR-I-CA would be defeated when she ran out of either life or magic. There were still many ways for the Edwardses to win this.


      Thus...


      “Dear.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I’m going full speed.”


      “Do it.”


      As alert as ever, the Superior couple took their fight to the final stage—the greatest speed Byakhee could reach in a vacuum.


      The eldritch fighter jet accelerated to a velocity not even the enhanced Aircluster could reach, the g-forces straining their bodies even though their effect had been significantly reduced.


      With Maud already injured by the cursed song, these g-forces were almost enough to kill him.


      Regardless, he entrusted himself to his wife’s piloting and kept his eyes wide open, searching for his prey.


      They weren’t going to simply wait for AR-I-CA to die—they intended to bring her down.


      This was because their instincts as experienced Superiors told them that she was not an enemy you could afford to take lightly.


      Scala moved as fast as she could to prevent AR-I-CA from retaliating, and Maud used Tindalos to keep aiming at her.


      Meanwhile, AR-I-CA was evading his sight, chasing after them all the while.


      We’re faster than you. Faster than even your bullets!


      Bullets from Magingear rifles were slower than Byakhee in a vacuum. With the mech chasing from behind, no shot could possibly land.


      Perhaps because AR-I-CA was aware of this herself, she had Grand Opera discard something.


      It was the rifle it had been holding, and it was obvious she’d dropped it to replace it with something else.


      She’s switching to...a laser rifle! Scala recognized the new weapon Grand Opera equipped.


      It was indeed a laser rifle—a light magic gun sometimes found in pre-ancient ruins, though this one was clearly enlarged for Magingear use.


      Created in Kalute’s workshop using his reverse engineering, it couldn’t be used by Opera due to power issues. That wasn’t a problem, though, when wielded by Grand Opera.


      Lasers were composed of light and thus could travel at full speed in a vacuum, making this weapon more than capable of shooting down Byakhee.


      “I wonder if you can hit me, though!” Maintaining top speed, Scala made Byakhee fly in a complex, hard-to-read pattern.


      Even with laser weapons, it was extremely difficult to hit anything moving at such a speed. If anything, the fact that lasers flew and moved at the speed of light made precise targeting even more important.


      They would evade the lasers, maintain max speed to open the distance, then finish this with Tindalos. That was the path to victory the Edwardses had chosen, as well as...


      “BANG!”


      ...the path that was closed off when a laser pierced Byakhee’s wing.


      “Huh...?!”


      “What?!”


      After not hitting them once throughout this entire battle, AR-I-CA somehow struck their wing with startling precision. While Byakhee didn’t fly using dynamic lift, her wings were still important for controlling her flight. Like a leaf falling in the wind, the fighter jet now spun wildly as it flew.


      “Ah...!”


      Within her spinning vision, Scala saw Grand Opera. It was holding the laser rifle, clearly intent on finishing them.


      However, the weapon in the mech’s hands wasn’t moving one bit. AR-I-CA wasn’t adjusting for Byakhee’s erratic movements—she had her aim fixed on a very certain point.


      It was as though she was waiting for them to arrive there, completely certain that they would.


      “No way!” As Scala was about to reach some sort of realization, light burst from the gun.


      The laser that escaped its barrel shot through Byakhee’s cockpit, making the Edwardses vanish.


      ◇◆


      Ace.


      Even though it was equivalent to a “King”-type Superior Job from the pilot grouping, it wasn’t exactly a direct upgrade over the similar jobs ranked below it.


      One of the conditions for acquiring it was to destroy 555 enemy units when both sides were riding in some kind of magic-based machine.


      Despite being in the pilot grouping—or perhaps precisely because it was—Ace was a job meant to kill fellow pilots.


      While it was difficult to acquire it in a world where magic machine technology had declined, AR-I-CA had managed it through the tests conducted by The Triangle of Wisdom.


      Earned through such mass destruction of hostile machines, the Ace job had traits that matched AR-I-CA’s outlook and the legendary ace pilots its name evoked.


      To avoid being shot down, one needed great positioning and piloting skill, which AR-I-CA fulfilled with Cassandra and her natural piloting flair.


      But what did one need to shoot one’s enemy down?


      That was where Ace’s ultimate job skill came in.


      “Target Insight”—a skill that predicted the enemy’s future position.


      Cassandra predicted and enabled the evasion of incoming danger. Ace predicted the hostile’s location and ensured a hit.


      These were the two worlds only AR-I-CA could see.


      If she had the necessary speed, weapons, and technology too, then theoretically, she was unstoppable.


      This was supported by the fact that she’d just felled two Superiors.


      It’s been a while since I’ve used this. That was fun! she thought with a smile, still floating in outer space after having shot down Byakhee.


      The last time she’d used Grand Opera had been in the fight before Sefirot was established—truly long ago.


      The battle against the Superior couple was among the most intense she’d ever experienced.


      Combined with the fact that they fought in a similar manner, she’d had a really great time here.


      That was swiftly coming to a close, though.


      It’s almost time, she thought. Even as blood began to flow from her eyes and mouth, AR-I-CA accepted this result.


      Though she’d defeated the Edwardses, her own HP was at its limit. The vacuum of space and the curse of her empowering gear were both lethal to her.


      The moment she’d been brought to outer space, a draw was the best she could’ve hoped for.


      What if dying makes me drop Opera? she wondered, her smile suddenly becoming a strained grin. As far as the death penalty went, that was the thing that scared her the most.


      She purposely carried around lots of unnecessary items simply to reduce the odds of that.
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      Then again, she was acting on the president’s orders, so she was fairly sure that that wouldn’t happen here.


      This was my first time in space, though. I imagine there’s other Embryos that put you in extreme environments, so maybe I should ask Kalute to make me some flight gear that can double as a space suit. I don’t really like cramped clothes, though, and Kalute’s designs can be a bit much. When it comes to that, nothing beats Fra—


      AR-I-CA started to think about the future, but stopped herself when she remembered the name of a person who was no longer by her side—a person she herself had abandoned.


      She opened her mouth as though whispering something, but the vacuum kept her silent. Soon after, she also melted into bits of light and vanished.


      Her face as she faded didn’t seem full of joy from the exciting battle.


      Instead, it was the face of someone waiting—someone gazing at both the past and the future simultaneously.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Magical Apex???


      “I want you to participate in the negotiations too.”


      “Why, you ask? You’re the mayor. Your presence there would slightly change the future.”


      “You don’t seem very enthusiastic about it.”


      “Well, I hear you’ve been very busy lately. You’re selling off all kinds of rights and ancestral lands in Vennsayle en masse, aren’t you?”


      “Now why would anyone do that? It would be a massive loss in the long term.”


      “It’s almost as if you know that those things will soon lose all their value.”


      “What am I talking about? Amvenn, obviously.”


      “I know about it too.”


      “With that in mind, I wonder how I should handle you... And I wonder what you’ll do.”


      ◇◆◇


      The Ruins of Vennsayle the Laketop City


      “N-Ngh... What...?” Mayor Daniel Vennsayle mumbled, looking around. He had just woken up in the heart of the destroyed city, atop the canopy—the Hollow Earth Theory—that loomed above it.


      Though not quite awake yet, he observed the remains of Vennsayle.


      Collapsed streets. A shroud of dust. An ongoing battle. Lights flashing from behind the smoke.


      Bearing witness to this scene...


      “I’m alive... I survived...! Ha ha! The Earth is actually useful, isn’t he?!”


      ...he was just happy to be alive.


      Surrounded by the ruins of the city he ruled, but he felt nothing but relief.


      This was because he knew that his Vennsayle would be destroyed...and he’d known this for a long time.


      Not because he saw this future or was informed of it.


      Quite the opposite—this was actually something that had been passed down to him.


      Vennsayle had prospered as one of the few environmentally rich areas of Caldina.


      However, this prosperity stood upon thin ice... Or perhaps live embers.


      The Vennsayles that ruled this city had known for a fact that it would eventually be destroyed.


      That was exactly why they’d established a connection with the ice magic practitioners of the Sarion family. For centuries, the Sarions had used their powers to keep this calamity at bay, but it only delayed this fated destruction.


      “The death of that useless fool Sarion had me concerned, and yet here I am...”


      “Why do you call him ‘useless’?”


      “Because he had a job to keep that in check, and he didn’t do it! That’s why this happened in my generation! He even gave me false hope with some worthless Orb!”


      The mayor recalled his last conversation with the recently deceased head of the Sarion family. Mayor, our power is no longer enough to keep it restrained. I will see if I can manage it with my brethren and the Orb I recently procured, but there is no guarantee this will work. There is still time left. You should begin evacuating the people.


      As the head of the family tasked with protecting this land from its promised destruction, King of Glaciers, Sarion had possessed a strong sense of duty. He’d tried to safeguard Vennsayle using the “frost Orb”—one of the national treasures of Huang He that had been stolen and brought into Caldina.


      But before he could fulfill his duty, he was killed, and the Orb was taken from him.


      While it had ultimately resulted in nothing, the fact remained that he’d tried to do all that he could.


      But had Mayor Vennsayle—the head of the family that ruled this land—done the same?


      The answer to that was the devastation all around—the city that had vanished with most of its people still inside.


      “Were you unable to evacuate the citizens?”


      “Evacuate?! Are you an idiot?! There were too many! There was no way I could evacuate them all! And if they became refugees, they’d have no place to go! And I’m expected to lead them? To be the target of their complaints? What a pain in the ass! No way I’m doing that! It’s better for all of us if they just die with the city!”


      Vennsayle was among the most prosperous city-states in Caldina. Moving all its people to another land was a feat requiring immense labor, wealth, and responsibility. Yet the city’s own mayor, Daniel Vennsayle, rejected the idea wholesale.


      “I sold off lots of land and rights before this happened! All that’s left is to take the wealth and move to another country! My family and I will continue to prosper!”


      “So you weighed your duty against self-preservation and chose the latter?”


      “My duty? I just pulled the short straw! My ancestors kept delaying this, and I was the one forced to deal with it! What’s so bad about minimizing my own losses? Am I not allowed to seek happiness?!” Those were the true feelings of a man who’d spent his entire life hearing that the land he ruled would someday be destroyed—a warning which had gradually turned into “would eventually be destroyed,” and had become “would soon be destroyed,” then “would now be destroyed” in quick succession.


      In his mind, the city of Vennsayle wasn’t something to protect, but a time bomb set to go off sooner or later. All that mattered to him was his own survival and ensuring his own happiness.


      When it had become clear that the end was swiftly approaching, the president of Caldina had ordered him to stay, but the Contract he’d made with The Earth in exchange had ensured his survival. Daniel didn’t know why the president had given him those orders, but he’d made it out of this alive, so he didn’t care much.


      “Ever since the day my father told me this city would be destroyed, I... Wait, huh...?” As Mayor Vennsayle was shouting, pouring out everything that was currently weighing on his mind, he realized that something just wasn’t right.


      “Who am I even talking to?”


      There was no one else on the canopy.


      Collapsed streets. A shroud of dust. An ongoing battle. Lights flashing from behind the smoke.


      Flickering and twinkling, these lights seemed to pierce his eyes and reach directly inside his very thoughts.


      “I used hypnotic lights to loosen your tongue, but if those are your real feelings on the matter, then I have no need to be merciful.”


      A voice rang out from above him...


      “Perish, and pray you are forgiven by Sarion and all the others who died thanks to your choice.”


      ...and with those words, Daniel Vennsayle’s mind was melted into nothingness.


      ◇◆


      “Good grief...”


      A lone man stood in what remained of Vennsayle—the winner of the intense battle that had just taken place there.


      “He’s stronger on land than I expected,” Fatoum sighed as he watched Antimicrobic Soy Sauce melt into bits of light and vanish.


      He himself had lost his right arm, severed at the shoulder. For some reason, though, the blood dripping from the wound transformed into sparks and disappeared.


      The battle had not been remotely one-sided.


      “He’s a lot for one person to handle, even if that person is me. This tells me we’d have quite a hard time battling Granvaloa at sea.”


      An intense clash between Superiors had just taken place on this land and the sky above. Caldina had lost two, while Granvaloa had lost three.


      However, Miro had taken Melisande to safety, meaning that Granvaloa had achieved their strategic goal.


      Both sides had revealed some of their cards too, so overall, the situation worked out to a painful draw. Even taking into consideration all the things he wasn’t told, Fatoum felt that this had played out mostly as he’d expected it would.


      He felt relieved, confident that his partner would be satisfied with these results.


      “Though...why did the city blow up like that, anyway?” Fatoum asked. As he was all alone here now, he expected no answer...


      “Because an entity sealed in this land was on the verge of awakening.”


      ...and yet an unfamiliar, almost childish voice actually gave him one.


      Fatoum said nothing, somewhat stunned that he hadn’t sensed this person’s presence until they spoke up.


      Is this a stealth-focused SJ? Maybe an Embryo? I thought the former were all claimed already... Ignoring Fatoum’s confusion, the voice continued.


      “The entity bears the name of ‘Amvenn’—the ‘Flame of AM.’”


      “Amvenn... Just like that sightseeing spot, huh?”


      “The lava tube is naught but ore touched by the body heat of the dormant Amvenn. The entity itself is a creation and servant of the most ancient High-End—‘the All,’ AM. It is one of the Seven Stars—a pinnacle of elementals.”


      The voice casually revealed the truth behind the lava tube lurking beneath the city.


      “...Well, that’s a lot to take in,” Fatoum said, with nothing but honesty, before turning to the source of the voice.


      There, he saw a figure clad in a robe of ancient design, complete with a hood that covered most of their face. Their small frame and the youth evident in their boyish voice made Fatoum think he must be speaking with a young boy.


      “Long ago, the Sarions were summoned to these lands for the purpose of quelling its flames. They honed their magic by keeping its mighty fires silent. Amvenn is also the reason this land brims with life—the wilderness around it feeds upon the power it radiates. That is the hidden truth of this city, known only to the Vennsayles and Sarions.”


      Despite the stranger’s young appearance, he spoke of ancient things in great detail.


      “But in recent years, with the approach of its awakening, the seal upon it has reached its limit. The Sarions considered accepting external help, but with the death of their leader, that option has been taken away.”


      “Well, you sure know a lot about this. And? What happened to this awakened elemental?”


      “My apprentices and I sealed it away once more. We took advantage of the opening created when it dispersed the power it had amassed.”


      “Ohhh, so that power dispersal was what triggered the steam explosion. The one that blew up everything around the lake.”


      “That violent dispersal was necessary for us to seal it again.”


      “Is that so...? Hm?” As Fatoum focused on his conversation with the figure before him, he noticed the smell of blood in the air.


      It didn’t belong to him or Antimicrobic Soy Sauce. An attack by Antimicrobic had made it so Fatoum’s blood was still igniting into sparks when it met the air, while Antimicrobic’s own blood had vanished when he’d gotten the death penalty.


      Whose blood was he smelling, then?


      It didn’t take long for him to get his answer.


      “The resealing is complete—but it was impossible to achieve it without the dormant Amvenn releasing its power and destroying this land. Thus, there should have been no people here. Sarion must have petitioned for the locals to be evacuated. Yet this man here refused to consider it.”


      At some point, a corpse had appeared next to the figure’s feet. Fatoum immediately recognized the mayor of this destroyed city.


      Daniel Vennsayle had been murdered.


      “He chose not to speak of the incoming calamity, and met this tragedy through lining his own pockets. An untold number of lives would have been saved if he had simply revealed the truth. Thus, this is righteous punishment.”


      Fatoum was suddenly racked by a coughing fit, blood trickling from his mouth.


      This was caused by all his stats being halved—the price he’d paid for failing to uphold his part of the Contract with the mayor. The debuff would continue even through avatar restoration.


      The fight against Antimicrobic Soy Sauce had left him badly injured, and this loss in stats had made the wounds even worse.


      “And there is another who knew the truth, yet allowed these sacrifices to come to pass. You.”


      As Fatoum’s strength began to fail and he felt death approaching, the mysterious figure continued his accusation.


      “Thus, I have resolved to act. Though you are progressing toward the Infinity reached by the custodians, I will, for the sake of this world, crush your vile ambitions.”


      “And who are you, anyway?”


      The figure slowly removed his hood, exposing pointed ears characteristic of the long-lived elves, and a visage that seemed to belong to a teenage boy.


      However, the name he gave said far more than his appearance.


      “I am The Atmos, Snusmumriken. He who will gladly kill one man, if it would save the world. The hand of the custodians.”


      That was a name only known by the truly powerful. The Magical Apex of today was now face-to-face with the true Magical Apex, who had once disappeared into the shadows of time. He had culled more of The Evils than anyone who’d ever lived, taken part in sealing away even King of Kings, and was a living witness to a vast amount of history.


      Having lived since the pre-ancient times, he was the pinnacle of magic.


      I see, Fatoum thought. It was here that he finally understood his partner’s intent.


      The plot against Granvaloa was secondary. No matter the result, it wasn’t worth sacrificing Vennsayle.


      What she was after wasn’t any Granvaloan ship or their military might...


      She wanted to draw out the true enemy of The Evil, Fatoum concluded. She was after him—The Atmos.


      She’d used Fatoum, the mayor, and even the people as bait in a plot to lure out perhaps the greatest obstacle to their design—to place him on the board as a clear and defined enemy.


      Heh... Man, what a way to use us all like pawns... Fatoum thought, shaking his head in disbelief at just how much she’d kept hidden from him.


      He wouldn’t criticize her for this, though. He was confident that it must’ve been necessary.


      If Fatoum had been told everything, or if the mayor hadn’t been present or hadn’t made the Contract, The Atmos might not have been lured out like this. Fatoum didn’t know the details, but he could only assume there had been no other choice.
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      As Fatoum reached this understanding, The Atmos simply stared at him.


      “What is it?” Fatoum asked.


      “How...aberrant,” the young boy said.


      “Aberrant?”


      The Atmos nodded before putting on a questioning look. “I witnessed your battle. Your magic far exceeds mine. The power you display with it reminds me of the mighty pillars of the Era of the Peerless Three. And yet...you are weak.”


      The true Magical Apex just claimed, with complete confidence, that the Magical Apex of today left much to be desired.


      Fatoum said nothing as The Atmos continued. “You shore up your lack of skill with your overwhelming magic, but even with that accounted for, your combat instincts fall far behind. No amount of effort could make you a capable fighter. This is common among the custodians’ kin, but it is especially striking in your case.”


      “I can’t exactly deny it...” Fatoum—and his real self, Atum—knew full well that The Atmos was completely right. His nature was that of someone who stood at the top—not of a fighter. Even if he had some combat prowess, he was far from possessing true power.


      Though he was called an Apex, it was solely because of his immense MP pool. If he possessed the same stats and skills as they did, he would never match up to the Physical Apex and the Apex of the Four Seas, let alone the Technical Apex. The result would be similar to his old rival, Shu.


      And now, The Atmos saw this clearly. Except...


      I see. So another part of this plan was to have him correctly gauge my own power, Fatoum thought.


      The fact that his partner had allowed The Atmos to see right through him caused a wry grin to spread across Fatoum’s face.


      He was already well aware that even at his best, he could never defeat this true Magical Apex alone.


      He’s basically my opposite, Fatoum thought. The Atmos had said that Fatoum’s magic far exceeded his, but Fatoum had already realized something that made this point moot.


      There was natural magic flowing through this world, carrying an overwhelming volume of power—and somehow, it was coursing through The Atmos, as though this one person functioned as a place of power—as though he was a key feature of this planet’s terrain.


      A man who had more magic than anyone else in this world, and a man who controlled this world’s magic as if it were his own.


      There was no significant difference in the volume of power they commanded, but needless to say, the latter far exceeded the former in skill.


      With that realization, Fatoum also came to understand that he and his partner, together, would eventually kill this Apex.


      Unfortunately, he would be defeated here and now, but he felt no regret or disgrace at this fact. As long as he still lived—as long as they would win in the end—any one defeat was meaningless.


      This was something he’d learned from his experiences in real life.


      Still, I should at least do the best I can do here. Fatoum had already been preparing one of his Four Grand Spells—the true form of his Hollow Earth Theory.


      It was a card he hadn’t even played while fighting Antimicrobic. If used, it would surely deal a mighty blow to his opponent.


      “Holl—”


      However, the true Magical Apex wasn’t about to simply let him cast it.


      “Let there be light.”


      The Atmos spoke just those four words, and Fatoum instantly vanished.


      The magic unleashed with that brief chant evaporated the man’s body from this world.


      Perhaps Fatoum might have been able to cast his spell if he hadn’t been afflicted by the Contract’s debuff, but regardless, the results were clear.


      “If he is like the custodians, then death will not be his end. We will meet again... The one I must strike down is the tian who commands him.”


      And with that proclamation, The Atmos himself also vanished from this land.


      ◇◆


      Thus, the battle at Vennsayle came to a close.


      A city was destroyed, countless people died, and six Superiors were scattered to the wind.


      This incident worsened relations between Caldina and Granvaloa, heralding an increase in the number of armed conflicts between them.


      It was also the point when a group called “The Atmos Organization” began to operate from the shadows of Caldina.


      What roots would spread from these seeds, and what fruits would they eventually bear?


      At this moment, there was only one person who knew the answer.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue (Back)


      Eil-Class Battleship, Bullhorn


      Following the incident in Vennsayle, things in Granvaloa became extremely hectic.


      The Caldinan plot had ruined any chance of negotiation, the city itself had vanished, and three Granvaloan Superiors had been defeated.


      All that had occurred would surely have major consequences.


      And to top it all off, Caldina put out an official statement that Vennsayle’s destruction had been Granvaloa’s doing.


      The investigators sent to the scene from the nearest town had reached this conclusion based on circumstantial evidence. They’d reported that to their superior, who’d passed it to the Caldinan congress, who’d then issued the statement through their press.


      Because this was all the result of people simply believing one of many likely possibilities, Truth Discernment had never registered it as false. Granvaloa and their navarch reacted to this by designating Caldina as a pro tempore enemy and putting out a counterstatement.


      As a result, the relations between the countries quickly worsened, and they were now one step away from a war that would rival the one between Altar and Dryfe.


      Granvaloa now had no choice but to prepare for potential Caldinan aggression.


      While Melisande had come back from this in one piece, she blamed herself heavily for the outcome, considering it a failure of her own negotiating ability—even though the result would not have changed had anyone else been in her place.


      And Melisande wasn’t the only one who was lamenting her powerlessness in the face of what had happened.


      Despite being the only Superior who’d survived, Miro felt something similar.


      Watching the horizon from the ship heading to Granvaloa, she let out a heavy sigh. She’d protected the person she was tasked to protect and fulfilled her duty, but she couldn’t bring herself to be proud of it.


      Her fellow Superiors would likely have been confused by this outlook. They would insist that she’d done great—by taking Melisande to safety, after all, she’d prevented the worst-case scenario.


      Despite this, the fact that she hadn’t been able to contribute to the battles between Superiors made Miro feel awfully weak.


      She once again realized that she was the weakest of the Seven Great Embryos of Granvaloa.


      Part of the reason for this was that despite having a Superior Embryo, she still hadn’t unlocked an ultimate skill.


      True battles between Superiors seemed awfully distant to her—she couldn’t truly shoulder to shoulder with the rest of them.


      “I wanna grow stronger...” With a tone that was a far cry from her usual cheerfulness, she spoke her earnest wish into the salty wind.


      ◇◆◇


      Roving Dragon King, Drac-Nomad, Classified Storage


      Deep in Drac-Nomad’s city hall, there was an elevator leading to a very special area.


      Even among staff, there were only a few people who could enter—the only ones allowed inside were the president who currently ruled over Drac-Nomad and those who answered directly to her.


      The man who’d just entered—Moneygold—was among those who had permission to be here.


      The moment he stepped inside, he felt someone’s gaze on him. It belonged to a Selkie whose red hair suggested that she was the one they called “Red.”


      However, the hair color seemed slightly different than that of the “Red” he’d seen at Restaurant Malkuth or Kalute’s workshop.


      Not saying a word, she greeted Moneygold like a guest and led him deeper into the area.


      After a brief walk, they exited a passageway, and something instantly entered their vision—a structure massive enough to take up most of this storage zone.


      “Man... Just how far ahead can she see?” Moneygold muttered as he looked up at it. “After what happened to Eltram, the company operating it was on the verge of collapse. They had to let go of a precious power core just to make up for the losses, and it ended up in the hands of the congress.”


      During the Eltram incident, both Dryfe’s Legitimate Government and Illegal Frontier had tried to take the vessel’s pre-ancient power core. However, neither had been successful, and the core had ended up in the hands of the Caldinans.


      “The Amnir LS Ergo Sum had on him was just a branch...but it was bigger than a large ship. Even if we use it for every repair on White Rose and set aside a bunch for later, we could still have almost ninety percent of it left. And since we’re the ones who gambled for it, all that excess belongs to Caldina.”


      They’d already gotten Hugo’s approval for this. Cyco—the true winner—said that as much as possible should go to White Rose, but that was not a problem. Even repairing several Magingears would scarcely make a dent in the amount.


      “And so, we now have both a pre-ancient power core and material that can conduct its power at maximum efficiency.” Looking up at the massive structure, Moneygold let out a sigh. “The Prismatic Fortress...Rainbow. I actually thought it was already finished,” he said.


      “You’re aware of how it works. Its base specifications can never be too high, can they?”


      A response to Moneygold’s idle musings came from someone who stood near a pile of excess materials.


      “So you’re this one today, eh, prez?” Turning around, he saw none other than the ruler of Drac-Nomad, the employer of Sefirot, and the president of Caldina—La Place Phantasma. “I honestly prefer the other prez who was just casually enjoying her lunch back there.”


      “Oh? But both of us are taken. Married, even.” Bathed in an aura quite unlike the one she had during her recent visit to Malkuth, La Place gazed back at Moneygold.


      He turned away and looked at the power core and branch that must’ve just arrived here.


      “These are some impressive parts, but getting them required a lot of confusing busywork from me. I would’ve preferred if you’d told me about this sooner,” he said.


      “There may have been deviations if I had. Regardless, I didn’t, and everything went exactly as I foresaw. Consider this a demonstration of my immense trust in your abilities. In that regard, you are second only to Fatoum and Selkie,” said La Place.


      Moneygold felt that her using the name “Selkie” instead of “Chef” was a glimpse into how she really felt about them. Additionally, her claim that revealing too much could’ve caused deviations from her predictions was a silent admission that it was also the reason she hadn’t told him about the mysterious UBM back on the Eltram.


      The same could be said about the incident in Vennsayle that had occurred while Moneygold was busy with LS Ergo Sum.


      I’m guessing that not even Fatoum was told the full details of her plan, Moneygold thought. When he’d heard that Fatoum was given the death penalty, he could hardly believe his ears.


      The truth behind his death was being kept hidden, so the popular assumption was that he and Antimicrobic Soy Sauce had ended up killing each other. That was among the reasons why many Caldinans now saw Granvaloa as a major threat.


      Moneygold didn’t know the full extent of the La Place’s plan, but he felt that even all this had been within the scope of her expectations. He had his doubts about her methods, but he believed that it was best for both their country and organization if all of them simply went along with the clairvoyant president’s plans.


      Should her visions ever give her cause to discard him and his friends, though, he would be ready to stand against her.


      “It looks like your predictions rarely miss lately,” he commented.


      “What would be the point if they did? Oh, and about the Orbs... We’ll soon receive a letter like this.” La Place handed him a note written by her own hand, but with the sender listed as the first prince of Huang He.


      It was as though she’d foreseen exactly the letter they would receive and replicated it herself.


      “So they’d abandon the rights to the Orbs scattered in Caldina—but in exchange, they want us to allow passage to one of their Huang He Siling, Gray α Centauri. This is because they want to retrieve the third prince and his fiancé from Altar... I see,” said Moneygold as he looked it over.


      “All seems well, does it not?” said La Place. Moneygold had to admit that this would make it far easier for them to handle the Orbs. “Though, Drac-Nomad will still remain a bit shorthanded. Could you stay here for a while?” she asked.


      “All right. Isara will be a bit busy here, anyway.”


      They had to oversee the construction of a new orphanage for all the children they had no room for in the current one.


      Moneygold was already planning how he would protect the city and support Isara’s efforts at the same time.


      “I will be going then, prez,” he said.


      “Oh? You’re done with your business here?”


      “I only came to talk to you and confirm that Rainbow will be even crazier than it was before,” Moneygold said before leaving down the passage he’d come in from.


      Seeing him off, La Place put on a smile, and then...


      “Anyway, that should do it for him. We’re dealing with The Atmos sometime later...and then we have this...”


      She took out another text written in her own hand.


      It had also been made by looking into the future, but unlike the previous letter, it wasn’t anything official. Quite the opposite—this was a dark, personal deal that would be brought to her by an individual with an equally dark reputation.


      “An assassination request.”


      The letter said that in exchange for assassinating a particular target, Caldina would receive various benefits. They were all very enticing, but La Place felt that the request itself was just as intriguing, for it was likely to progress her ultimate goal.


      “I imagine this might require some theatrical efforts. I must say, though... This girl has no luck, does she?”


      Somewhat amused, La Place read the name of the mark.


      The target for assassination was...


      “Elizabeth S. Altar.”


      ◆


      The assassination request would arrive for real after the clock had moved many days ahead—shortly before the “Tri-Flags” war game between Altar and Dryfe.


      However, La Place was already preparing for it.


      Envisioning that moment through her closed eyes, this clairvoyant devil put on a wicked sneer.

    

  

  
    
      Aside: Promise


      November, 2044


      That day, Franklin was defeated by his former friend.


      His monsters all fell before her equipment that he didn’t recognize—the Skysong Platecross. By the time the battle concluded, the curse that had spread from it had left Franklin half dead—and AR-I-CA, who’d stepped out of her mech, seemed to be just as affected.


      “Nnnghhh... This sure doesn’t seem like something I can use all the time,” she said, between bouts of coughing. Though covered in blood, AR-I-CA smiled, looking the same as always.


      However, Franklin could already see the impassable gap between them.


      “I might’ve gone a bit too far... You okay?”


      Franklin said nothing. As he knelt, bleeding from a wound on his head, AR-I-CA approached him and leaned down to look him in the face.


      The expression she wore was no different from the one she’d had on her face when she’d cared for Franklin after his long nights developing Marshall II.


      “...Anyway. This is goodbye.”


      Those words, however, were ones of a final parting—unlike anything she’d said in those days.


      AR-I-CA would likely log out soon. Perhaps the curse would kill her first, but it hardly mattered.


      Dryfe would surely put her on the wanted list for suspected spying and sabotage, and when that happened, she would have to return using a save point she still had access to—a save point in Caldina.


      This sabotage might have been the final piece of her departure from Dryfe.


      AR-I-CA was still leaning, showing no intention of getting up—it was almost as if she were waiting for Franklin to say something.


      This made him think many things—too many to count. How could someone who just abandoned her friend and his dream be so selfish?


      Still, Franklin did actually have something he wanted to say.


      “...You said you want a stage and regulations for competitions between Magingears, right?”


      “Something like that, yeah.”


      “Then go to Caldina and have your fun there. However...”


      He looked straight at AR-I-CA, glaring. His eyes pinned her in place, and their gazes intertwined, leaving no room for falsehoods.


      “I swear that one day, you will be defeated by one of my Magingears.”


      Franklin declared that he would defeat her on her own stage.


      “I’ll be coming for your head. Keep it clean, and wait for me.”


      The expression AR-I-CA made upon hearing those words...was a smile, happier than any before it.


      It was a face not even Franklin had ever seen her make—the expression of someone dying while filled with excitement for a promised moment, like a child preparing for a field trip.


      Perhaps this was the very first time Franklin had ever come close to granting his dear friend’s dream. How curious, then, that this had happened only after this friend both fulfilled and destroyed his own dream, one that he was hardly even aware of.


      “Ooohhh, that’s what I like to hear,” AR-I-CA said. Her smile as she spoke almost made Franklin relax, but he made an effort to keep up his angry glare—to keep the pain and the dark flame of betrayal alive.


      But despite this...


      “One more thing.”


      Despite hurting badly, there was one more thing he wanted to do for his ex-friend.


      “Here... Take this.”


      With those words, he gave her an item meant to store and maintain Magingears and other machines—a Garage.


      “This is the...” Seeing the unit code on the surface, AR-I-CA understood what it was.


      “The mech with the singing engine. It’s complete, so go on and take it.”


      MGFX-001 Blue Opera—the unit Franklin had developed specifically for his dear friend.


      “...You realize I’m betraying you, right?”


      “It’s not like anyone else can make good use of it. It’d just collect dust here, so it’s better if you have it. Plus, it would just remind me of all this and piss me off every time I see it,” Franklin said, only half joking. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to add ‘prototype theft’ to the list of your crimes.”


      “Gee, thanks!” AR-I-CA’s response was as casual as ever, but she took the Garage and held it like it was something precious.


      She then stood up, gazing down at Franklin who was still on his knees...


      “Anyway, Fran... Bye.”


      ...and said only that before disappearing, still with a smile on her face.


      AR-I-CA had chosen to part ways with Franklin, but promised to meet again before simply vanishing.


      “She always does things her own way...until the very end,” Franklin sighed. With AR-I-CA gone, he was now all alone, and perhaps that was why dark emotions and doubts began whirling within his mind.


      The things that rushed through his head were his current problems, delusions about what had led to this, memories of the past, AR-I-CA’s departure, and the implications of her theft of their research data.


      He considered meaningless hypotheticals: What if Dryfe’s duels had been set up more like she wanted them to be? Would this have happened if Logan wasn’t around? What if Dryfe was in a better state? What if he’d been more ruthless?


      And finally, he recalled the good times—some of the most fun both Franklin and Francesca had ever had in their lives.


      But that was all lost now—truly gone beyond reach.


      “She really is gone, huh...?”


      A stark contrast. While AR-I-CA looked to the future, Franklin saw only the past.


      ◇◆


      Perhaps this was the trigger.


      It was only after this that Franklin had started being more thorough and meticulous, layering plan upon plan to an almost paranoid degree, crushing the unexpected, and ruthlessly using even the most despicable of methods, earning him the title of “The Weakest, The Worst.”


      Shortly after this parting of ways, Dryfe was thrown into a civil war.


      What waited beyond that was the conflict with Altar, where Franklin would meet the man who would become his nemesis...


      The man called “Ray Starling.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Cat: “It has been a while... I am the ‘Cat,’ Cheshire...”


      Bear: “And I am the ‘Bear,’ Shu Starling.”


      Cat + Bear: “WE ARE DEEPLY SORRY FOR THE LONG WAIT!”


      Bear: “Yeah, an apawlogy feels like a good thing to start with.”


      Cat: “I certainly didn’t expect this publication to be delayed even longer than volume 22...”


      Bear: “It was announced fur spring, and came out near the end of the year.”


      Cat: “It’s finally out now, though, and both we and the author are relieved.”


      Bear: “We beary much want to release the next one faster.”


      Cat: “No need to worry. Volume 23 will be followed by SP3, so the wait won’t be too long.”


      Bear: “Fur real?”


      Cat: “By the way, Brother Bear, do you have anything to explain or say about volume 23?”


      Bear: “He went and changed the cubject... Though, about volume 23, eh?”


      Cat: “Yes. We have six pages left, so we can talk about it a whooole bunch.”


      Bear: “I see. Well, I don’t really have anything to say fur the first half... The part from the web novel.”


      Cat: “Really? Not even about the Perv?”


      Bear: “Not even the aufur knows that one’s true gender or age. What could I pawssibly say?”


      Cat: “...Wait, what?”


      Bear: “The aufur says that, ‘LS kinda just turned out this way at some point.’”


      Cat: “Is this some kind of horror story? Is the Perv some kind of paranormal creature that slips into people’s writing?”


      Bear: “When you, the person reading this, take your pen into your own paws... Beware! You too might find yourself writing about a mysterious Perv...”


      Cat: “The meaning of ‘horror’ changes a lot when it’s about a creepy loli-shotacon.”


      Bear: “Fur sure... Anyway I do have some stuff to say about the latter half.”


      Cat: “It was mentioned in the volume itself, but you actually fought The Earth once, right?”


      Bear: “I did. It was shortly befur the Gloria thing.”


      Cat: “This was touched on a bit in volume 11 and 18. Why did you guys fight, anyway?”


      Bear: “The nuance there was basically, ‘Let me test your strength.’”


      Cat: “That’s pretty common in battle-focused media, ehhh?”


      Bear: “He was going easy on me at furst, but he slowly started taking it seriously. In the end, he countered Baldr with a Mountain Puppet.”


      Cat: “A battle between a giant robot and a giant golem would be quite a siiight.”


      Bear: “Though, he made the golem using the material of a nearby dungeon, so it became a beary big mess.”


      Cat: “Ah...”


      Bear: “That was the tragic end of the Overlord Avaritia job transfer dungeon.”


      Cat: “I remember now. Some of my colleagues were really mad about that.”


      Bear: “They really chewed us out back then...”


      Cat: “So that’s what Fatoum meant when he said you ‘played around too much and got yelled at’... Why did he specifically use the dungeon, though?”


      Bear: “As far as I know, making that golem using just the desert sand is a pain in the ass. That’s why he went fur the nearby structure, including the monsters inside. I’m pretty sure the one in this volume was made using the city’s ruins too.”


      Cat: “Hmmm... I get that he’s using the environment to his advantage, but that’s just awful... I mean, we can’t even rebuild any created dungeons that aren’t the Tomb Labyrinth...”


      Bear: “He said something like, ‘To my knowledge, no one else would ever get this job. It’s fine to destroy it.’”


      Cat: “That’s clearly something he was told by someone eeelse. I guess the source is probably the same president who made a bunch of shady moves in this volume.”


      Bear: “The reason Fatoum even tested my power in the furst place was that his wife told him that I would one day become their obstacle. Makes you wonder, huh?” (Will I be their obstacle because I’m a Superior? Because I’m the King of Destruction specifically? Or because of something else...?) “Well, whatever their reasons, those two are a real nuisance.”


      Cat: “They sure are.”


      Bear: “Anyway, we talked enough. It’s time fur the serious comment by the aufur.”




      Dearest readers, thank you for purchasing volume 23. I am the author, Sakon Kaido.


      I am deeply sorry for another long wait since the last volume.


      Last year, I cluelessly hoped that with SP starting publication, we would be able to release new volumes more frequently, but this one ended up coming out in December.


      You will find out why both series ended up being delayed when more information is revealed about the upcoming SP3...and yes, SP3 will definitely come out.


      Anyway, speaking of publication, volume 15 of Kami Imai’s manga adaptation of Dendro came out at the same time as this volume.


      I recently bought all the digital volumes of his famous NEEDLESS series and reread it all from the beginning. It’s a wonderful read even today, and I had a great time noticing things I’d missed the first time around, back when I was still in school.


      As I was moved by such discoveries, I once again realized something important—that being just how blessed I am that an artist behind a manga I obsessively read back in my student years now drew the adaptation of something I created—and that this manga was still ongoing.


      The manga, the anime, and the novels—both the main series and SP. Everything that makes up Infinite Dendrogram exists due to the efforts of many, and I alone couldn’t possibly have delivered this world into your hands.


      There are circumstances that might cause more years like this one, but I will continue working with the editorial department and the artists to continue publishing this work.


      Your continued support for Infinite Dendrogram would be dearly appreciated.


      —Sakon Kaido




      Bear: “And now it’s time fur the goodbye.”


      Cat: “As already stated, next up is SP3.”


      Bear: “It’ll be a story centered around the furst SUBM, the ‘Greatest One.’”


      Cat: “Will it also have new material that wasn’t in the web novel? Just like this one?”


      Bear: “It’s about ninety percent new stuff.”


      Cat: “That’s...quite a lot of work.”


      Bear: “There’s some stuff there that’ll make even the web novel readers be all like, ‘What? Fur real...?’”


      Cat: “To find out what he means by that—and what information the author referred to—please look forward to the upcoming SP3!”


      Bear: “Hey, both you and the aufur are just using words like ‘upcoming’... Neither of you are giving much of a specific timeline, huh?”


      Cat: “Uhhh... Yeah... I’M ACTUALLY AVOIDING IT BECAUSE I’M SCARED OF JINXING IT!”


      Bear: “You’re completely traumatized.”


      Cat: “Please, please come out early this time! I’m begging you!”

    

  

  
    [image: Color1]
  

  
    [image: Color2]
  

  
    [image: Color3]
  

  
    
      Bonus Short Story: G Channel


      What Can Only Be Done On This Game’s Planet


      About Eve Selene


      In Infinite Dendrogram, Luna Clark the NASA astronaut—aka The Cannon, Eve Selene—was among the ludos who only saw it as a game.


      She took quests to hunt monsters, among other things, and used the rewards she earned to enjoy her life there.


      As she was doing this, she acquired a Superior Job and a Superior Embryo, which had caused Caldina to offer her some enticing conditions in exchange for her joining Sefirot. She was there now, but as far as Superiors went, besides her real-life occupation and Embryo power, she was a very normal, unassuming player.


      These days, her hobby was collecting magic items that could be used during tea time. She hummed as she walked through Caldina’s shops, looking for these exact things.


      This hobby of hers had developed out of her current real-life environment.


      She was a member of a project that had put her on an extended stay on the moon, and that was where she was logging in from right now.


      It was a harsh project, but an important one, meant to gather data about how mankind could live in the future.


      By using all kinds of cutting-edge technology, the discomfort of taking part had been minimized as much as possible, but there were things that simply couldn’t be addressed.


      A prime example of this was drinks. While they didn’t fly around as orbs like they did in zero gravity, the gravity on the moon’s surface was still low enough that they worked differently than back on Earth. Special measures had to be taken to drink anything, and enjoying an earthlike, leisurely tea time was difficult. Even the very flavor of the tea was different than it was back home.


      As someone who had enjoyed tea since before she left, Luna found this rather stressful.


      That was why when she logged in to Infinite Dendrogram as Eve, she made a point to enjoy some regular tea times again and bought magic items to support them.


      “Oh. This is the one that was recommended by Croccy.”


      Eve’s eyes stopped on an artisan piece that was praised by an online friend of hers.


      It was a tea canister—a type of Inventory—of a beautiful design, equipped with magical properties that prevented different leaves from mixing. It also made it so the tea that came out adjusted based on the temperature, humidity, and the mood of the one doing the pouring.


      “I can tell how great it is just by holding it. Croccy really has some good taste.”


      Even in real life, she was using an Infinite Dendrogram-centric social site, focused mainly on exchanging information regarding miscellaneous magic items. People here posted screenshots, names, effects, and creators of various curiosities they had, recommending them to others.


      The person who’d posted about this tea canister used the alias of “Tick Tock Croc.” Known for spending nearly all her money on magic items, she was seen by other collectors as a really dedicated newbie and a potential new star in the field.


      Eve... Or rather, Luna herself used the name of “Moon Rabbit” and had some good talks with this “Tick Tock Croc.” It made her glad that the project allowed using the internet as long as she didn’t leak anything.


      “I think I should use this to make some evening tea.” Eve was especially fond of drinking tea at night.


      She liked having tea while looking up at the starry sky, and that was something she couldn’t do from the moon.


      If only the moon in this starry sky wasn’t “fake,” she thought, purchasing the tea canister.




      The End


      Growing Stronger


      Granvaloa the Vessel


      Infinite Dendrogram was a game with a massive wealth of information waiting to be uncovered. But at the same time, it was a game where any information players would find helpful had an awfully short lifetime.


      This was because the world’s environment regularly changed, often affecting monster habitats and the like. There were exceptions like the created dungeons, but as proven by King of Destruction and The Earth destroying the Grave of Unwealth where people could become Overlord Avaritia, even that wasn’t absolute.


      The same could be said about UBMs. They could become powerful MVP rewards for both Masters and tians, but it wasn’t uncommon for a UBM with a reward one player wanted to be defeated by someone else before they could get it—or for it to just disappear in a fight against another monster out in the wilds.


      In Infinite Dendrogram, information that could help Masters grow stronger was in constant flux.


      However, there was some useful info that stayed fairly static.


      One major area was anything related to jobs. Barring a few exceptions—like the destruction of a necessary dungeon—the conditions to acquire them never changed. And as Masters did not have the compatibility issues and level caps that tians did, any Master could take any job as long as they fulfilled the conditions.


      With Suitable Job Diagnostics Catalogs being a common item, this information was very stable and accessible.


      The only problem one could run into here was that job crystals differed based on region, so acquiring a desired job could require some traveling.


      Any proper Master considered such factors and looked for jobs that suited them best.


      Even Superiors—the greatest of all Masters—were no exception.


      “Hrm...”


      That day, in a library aboard Granvaloa, Miroslava Swampman—one of the country’s Seven Great Embryos—was sighing thoughtfully as she looked at a Suitable Job Diagnostics Catalog.


      Having realized just how weak she was, she was looking for a way to grow stronger.


      Masters could gain power through Embryo evolutions, new equipment, and jobs. With her Vodyanoy having already evolved to the seventh form, it was hard to expect any more growth there, and she couldn’t imagine what could be done about the fact that it didn’t have an ultimate skill even at this stage.


      Getting equipment that would suit Vodyanoy was quite difficult too. Granvaloa’s Satomi could make something, but being a disagreeable and bothersome military nerd that he was, he would thoroughly refuse any request to work on a humanoid robot. He might even take it as an insult.


      MVP rewards were another option, but finding UBMs in the vast sea was a challenge—especially now after Abyss Shellder has devastated the South Sea’s ecosystem, including its UBM population.


      Because of all that, Miro figured that she had to grow stronger by taking additional jobs, but that wasn’t going too well either.


      “Most of these jobs would defeat the point of using Vodyanoy...”


      Her combat style was centered around piloting her giant robot and using its versatility and environmental adaptability to defeat her enemies. However, getting in a robot meant that there was no benefit to taking vanguard or caster jobs. Neither of those could contribute anything from the cockpit.


      She’d already taken all the pilot grouping jobs that improved her Vodyanoy, but she still felt powerless despite all that.


      She could fight in the sky, on land, and at sea, but she was outclassed by others in all three—by the Edwards in the sky, by Satomi and Rusalka at sea, and by Antimicrobic Soy Sauce on land, despite land battles not even being his specialty.


      Though very versatile, Miroslava couldn’t be first anywhere. Even in this recent clash, she could do nothing but run away.


      Having tasted the true extent of her powerlessness, she couldn’t just sit idly by and do nothing about it.


      “I can’t expect to grow much stronger with high-rank jobs... But if I got an additional SJ...”


      The pilot grouping had several Superior Jobs.


      One of these was “Ace.” Held by AR-I-CA, it was unlikely to open up again. However, with the recent death of the tian who’d claimed it, the Over Pilot SJ was currently up for the taking, and Miro thought that she could grow much stronger using that job.


      “I’m not getting any message, though.”


      Despite having fought a great many battles inside her Vodyanoy, she wasn’t getting a message for the job change quest. If the conditions had something to do with levels or defeating bosses, then she was sure she’d already more than met them. Miroslava suspected the job must have an unorthodox prerequisite—she just had no idea what.


      First, she considered that it could require a specific sub-job, but she couldn’t find anything in the Catalog.


      “Over Pilot... It’s not a hybrid SJ, but a direct upgrade to the high-rank jobs below it, so I’d expect the conditions to be pretty simple...”


      Miro continued racking her brain when...


      “Master Miroslava. Is anything the matter?”


      ...someone addressed her.


      “Oh. Sir Olca.”


      This “Olca” entity wasn’t a human. A metal matryoshka doll with limbs, it was a retro-looking robot—a pre-ancient remnant that the pirate fleet had owned for quite a long time now. Able to communicate as well as a human and handier than it looked, this robot often assisted people all over Granvaloa. That duty must have brought it to the library.


      “You seem troubled.”


      The robot had no expression to speak of—but strange as it was, Miro felt that it was worried about her.


      “Um... You wouldn’t happen to know the prerequisites for Over Pilot, would you?”


      Miro didn’t want to answer its concern with something dismissive so she went ahead and asked the question that was on her mind, not expecting anything at all. However...


      “Yes, I do. Would you like to hear them?”


      The response she received shocked her.


      “Huh?! Seriously?!”


      “Yes. The conditions to become an Over Pilot are: a combined pilot grouping job level of 250, a combined 1,000 hours of using the Piloting skill, and 100 enemies defeated while fighting alone and using a machine with overall stats lower than these enemies.”


      As Miro was still gaping in surprise, Olca revealed the entire mystery.


      The first condition was easy to understand. Many jobs had similar prerequisites. The second one also made sense—it was somewhat like a skill use count. Knowing that real-life pilots had to spend a certain amount of hours behind the controls to become licensed, it only followed that pilot jobs in Dendro might require something similar.


      As for the third condition...


      “Overall stats...lower than these enemies?”


      “Yes. You must overcome a great many foes not by the quality of your machine, but fighting technique. It is that experience which truly makes the Over Pilot.”


      “...I see,” Miro nodded.


      It all made sense to her now. That was the exact condition that she hadn’t fulfilled.


      Her Vodyanoy was a truly mighty robot, but because of that, she had little experience fighting and winning against stronger enemies. This also explained why her fellow Superior Scala also hadn’t taken this job. On top of Byakhee being another advanced machine, she always fought with Maud at her side.


      Miro now fully understood why neither of them were qualified to become Over Pilots.


      That only made the job’s previous holder—Curtis Eldona—seem even more impressive, though. Fulfilling that condition as a tian with only one life was no small feat.


      “Sir Olca! Thank you very much!”


      “You are most welcome.”


      Regardless, Miro knew what to do now.


      She resolved to find a machine other than Vodyanoy and try to defeat stronger monsters without her Embryo.




      Whether that would go well, or if someone else would claim the job before her...


      That was a story yet to be told.


      Bonus SS: King of Curses and Overlord Invidia


      About Legendaria


      Masters generally thought of Legendaria as a country of perverts, deviants, and similar types of people.


      This was because many of their Superiors, rankers, and other Masters had—or at least seemed to have—some particularly strange...proclivities.


      One of the most striking examples of this was Bulk Bolkan—the Legendarian Superior and duel champion widely known as an exhibitionist.


      In his own mind, though, his power was merely something that forced friends and foes alike into a battle where they had to rely on their body alone. Exposure wasn’t really his goal, though he did want to show off his well-built physique and wrestling skills, so the result was ultimately similar.


      And of course, Legendaria had many tians with special features that certain players found especially appealing.


      Such things made outsiders regard them as perverts, and most Legendarian Masters were basically at peace with this reputation their country had.


      This was because it was actually one of the better things it could be known for. It would be best if people thought of it merely as a land of fantasy and magic.


      Behind this charming façade, there were secret feuds and discrimination between tribes, oppression perpetrated by the privileged races, a massive wanted list that only grew longer every day because each tribe had their own laws—none of these were things a Legendarian would be comfortable explaining to a foreigner.


      There was a reason Legendaria had more Superiors on its wanted list than Superiors who were actually loyal to it. Any other country would at worst end up with an even split... Though, half of Legendaria’s lawful Superiors probably deserved to be on the list too.


      Anyway, this was why many Legendarians actually gave up and simply accepted their country’s evaluation as the land of perverts.


      It wasn’t completely inaccurate either. Many Legendarian Masters ended up on the wanted list or left because of its reputation, leaving a greater proportion of pervs—those who simply accepted the label or adapted to meet it.


      With that in mind, Legendaria actually did have a loyal Superior who represented the country’s perverse side, as well as a Superior who represented the wanted.


      The former was King of Curses, LS Ergo Sum—a gentleman whose mantra was “Yes Loli-shota, No Touch” and who possessed a sincere fixation on children.


      The latter was Overlord Invidia, G—an honorable outlaw streamer who spread her activities far and wide.


      The following was an unknown encounter between these two.


      ◇◆


      One day, after returning to Legendaria, LS was strolling through town when the shadow beneath him began to move like water.


      “Hm?” Finding this suspicious, he tried to jump away, but his legs sank into the watery shadow before he could.


      A moment later, he found himself in an unfamiliar reception room.


      “This is... Mm-hmm. The change in the shadow suggests that I am in G’s R’lyeh.”


      “Correct. You’re right. It sure has been a while, lolicon.”


      As LS muttered to himself, a girl entered the room and welcomed him.


      Her devilish horns and tail made it obvious that she was one of Legendaria’s wanted Superiors—Overlord Invidia, G. LS had fought her many times, making her somewhat of a regular enemy.


      In response to her words...


      “I cherish not just lolis, but shotas too! Children are the treasure of the world, and I do not discriminate between boys and girls! Please, refer to me as a loli-shotacon!”


      ...he corrected her on what he felt was the most important point.


      “Ughhh... You don’t change, do you? You’re the same as ever.” G was just as weirded out by this as anyone would have been.


      “Speaking of change, you certainly did,” said LS. “You rarely show yourself right away. I would expect you to first put me through some dungeon or a game right out of a comedy show.”


      “Yeah, I’ll be counting on you when I do this again, but that’s not what I want from you right now. This is for something else, so I’m off stream.”


      G’s words made LS tilt his head. The fact that she wouldn’t make a video out of this, and that she wanted to talk in R’lyeh—a place where no one could eavesdrop on them—told him that this was something she wanted to keep quiet.


      “I recently broke into Titania’s concert and challenged her to a music battle.”


      “Ohhh... That hag did mention something like that when I came back.” He recalled Titania saying something like, “I’ve lived a long time, but that was my first band battle ever. It was a good time!”


      “Anyway, the video I made from that was really lucrative, so I wanted to give some of it back. Every performer should be paid, right? When I talked to my brother, he suggested that I should give it to you, so you could spend it on child welfare,” G explained as she took out an Inventory full of money and put it down on the table.


      While this Overlord put entertainment above all else and often caused major trouble simply as video fodder, she wasn’t actually a completely awful person.


      If her adversary was evil, G would take entire territories from them, even if they were a tian; this had landed her on the wanted list of every country. If she was up against good people, though, she always felt that she had to give some of her profits back to them once the chaos was over. With Titania being the most good-natured figure in Legendaria’s ruling class, G felt obligated to return some of her earnings to the country.


      “If that is what you want, then I will gladly send all of this to our schools and orphanages.”


      And despite appearances, this pervert here was a massive donor to children’s facilities all throughout Legendaria. Though he was a disgusting creep who extracted the air from such places for his own gratification, there was no denying that his actions had improved many children’s lives.


      These two were on the opposite sides of the law, but they shared one quality—they both had good and bad sides to them.


      “Thanks. Much appreciated. I’m wanted, so a direct donation from me could cause problems, and I didn’t wanna donate somewhere shady and just end up lining somebody’s pockets instead.”


      “Well, Legendaria is a bit of a minefield in that regard,” LS said, nodding at her words. He had a feeling that if he had not established contact with Titania early on, he himself would’ve been wanted by now. However, he also believed that there were things that he could only protect while on this side of the law.


      “Though, would this not count as some sort of shady dealing?” he wondered.


      “We’re doing good here. I’d say that makes it pretty bright.”


      “Well, good point!” LS laughed and took the donation Inventory.


      He and G had fought each other many times, and these fights sometimes ended with death penalties.


      But that was that, and this was this.


      Their conflicts would surely continue, again and again, but they had nothing against cooperating when their goals aligned.


      There was a strange kind of trust between them—a certainty that neither of them would cross the lines they’d deemed uncrossable.


      A certain incident would eventually make this connection especially important...but that was a story for another time.
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A master formally affiliated with the Dryfe Imperium, currently
out of the country. AR--CA caught him as he was traveling and
made him into her disciple. Franklin’s younger sister in real life.

Cocytus

Hugo’s Embryo. Pure in all things, she even has a bizarre quirk
that causes her to only eat white-colored food. Typically
sarcastic in demeanor and expressionless to a fault.

AR-I-CA

A Superior affiliated with Caldina, known as the Blue Sky
Songstress. Possesses an Embryo with just eyes that can sense
surrounding danger. As an Ace, she pilots the Blue Opera, a
mighty flying machine that soars the skies. She has no particular
preference for men or women, but loves casual flirtations.

Antimicrobic Soy Sauce

A Superior affiliated with Granvaloa, known as the Human
Bomb. He can turn liquids into explosives, and can even cause
himself to detonate. After doing this, he can regenerate. He
has many regrets about his name.

Fatoum

A Superior affiliated with Caldina, known as The Earth.
Possesses the largest MP pool in the world, and can utilize
those vast resources in various ways. His wife is a tian,

La Place, and one of Caldina’s finest.
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