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      Chapter 1: The Cursed Hero’s Rampage


      The Holy City of Adrateio, a sovereign state located within the borders of the Principality of Amnesphia and the heart of the Holy Church, the world’s most dominant religion, was currently embroiled in a panic the likes of which it had never seen before. And this was true of not only Adrateio. The same was also true of Amnesphia, the superpower nation that dominated the continent’s north.


      The reason was plain and simple: The Tower, the half-destroyed structure that had been floating high up in the sky for the past millennium, was suddenly coming down. Someone or something had gone and finished what the Evil Dragon had left undone, removing the “half” from “half-destroyed.”


      Adrateio had been founded on the land where parts of the Tower had fallen the first time. Since then, the generations of high-ranking believers allowed to live in the city had gotten used to the rest of it floating overhead. No matter how abnormal the sight was, and no matter how massive the Tower was, seeing it every day had turned it into the ordinary. The ability to assimilate new threats or changes in one’s environment into everyday life was something all living beings did, sometimes even being key to the survival or prosperity of an entire race, and humans were a prominent example of that.


      But at the moment, that normalcy was falling apart. It wasn’t like the residents of Adrateio or Amnesphia had any right to complain, of course. They were not keeping the threat of the Tower at bay through any effort of their own. They had simply believed that because it had been at bay yesterday, it would continue to be so tomorrow and onward. There wasn’t anything they could do about it even if they wanted to, though presumably the Tower had been created by humans in the past. It was a structure of mind-boggling size that was exploding into countless pieces while falling from an incredibly high altitude. Though the scene gave the odd impression that it was unfolding in slow motion due to its sheer scale, the debris was careening toward the earth, captive to the inescapable force of gravity. If those pieces were to land, the kinetic energy released would easily erase every trace of civilization in the area.


      The distinctions of age, wealth, status, and authority faded to insignificance in that moment. The gaze of every single person was drawn to the sudden explosion in the sky, and the same sense of powerlessness washed over them as their jaws dropped in unison. Then their survival instincts kicked in, spurring them to action despite their knowledge of how futile it was. And in a modern city with high population density, that translated to a massive panic.


      That panic didn’t last long, of course. Regardless of how slowly they appeared to be moving, there was no doubt the pieces of the Tower would touch down soon, reducing the entirety of the region around Adrateio to scorched earth. It was only now, when it was falling, that those who had been living nonchalantly underneath realized how unbelievably gigantic it was. In any case, the difference between dying from the commotion caused by its approach and dying from being crushed by it was negligible. Everyone was going to die all the same.


      By now, the first few pieces of rubble were mere seconds away from hitting the ground. At this distance, the speed at which they were traveling and the fact that they were large enough to crush entire districts were plain to see. Right behind them were more of the same size, as numerous as raindrops and spread out over an area far too large for man or horse to escape in time. As if that weren’t enough, the main portion of the Tower loomed above it all. The sight was so imposing that terror was pushed out of the beholders’ hearts by overwhelming despair. Their minds and bodies became petrified, like a toad before a snake. Most living beings shared the tendency to succumb in the mind before the body when facing inevitable death.


      Needless to say, this was not, as everyone thought, the end. As abruptly as the crisis had begun, a beam of light burst from the southwest and streaked across the sky, disappearing beyond the horizon in the north. Just like that, the closest piece of debris was obliterated. A beat later, a high-pitched whine that was difficult to put into words reached people’s ears, likely caused by the light and the boom of the building material being destroyed. Their faces remained dazed, but with the alarm draining away as the beam of light started swinging in all directions instead of fading as they had expected.


      Though the beam appeared thin from ground level, it was actually dozens of meters in width. It burned through every last fragment that was coming down with precision, erasing them from existence. This was a breath cannon fired by one of Luna’s Astrals from high up in the sky above Atriesta, the capital of the newly restored Holy Kingdom of Crystania. The world’s ultimate spear was, at the behest of the All Dragon’s liege, being used as the ultimate shield.


      However, despite how well the falling debris was being dealt with, it was hard to imagine that the same means of elimination would work against the main bulk of the Tower. Although the beam could disintegrate any matter it touched, the structure was simply far too enormous. It was akin to a swordsman wielding a sword that was able to cut anything trying to stop an avalanche or tsunami by swinging it really fast.


      It was good, then, that Luna was currently in the service of Sol Rock, the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters, and that this position came with certain boons. She could shrug off being struck by something of this size without a scratch, but if she had been attempting the feat alone, even in her prime when she could call forth her Augoeides, protecting an entire city below was entirely beyond her.


      With Sol’s support, however, she was nigh all-powerful. Fueled by an unlimited supply of mana and buffed in power, the breath cannon smoothly expanded in size until it seemed wide enough to punch a hole through the planet itself, consequently swallowing up the rest of the Tower all at once. The barrage that had covered the sky and seemed on course to devastate the entire northern expanse vanished into the supersized torrent of light, leaving behind a cloudless blue sky.


      The people below, despite understanding that they had been saved, could not help feeling a shiver run down their backs. The deadly light that had erased every last trace of the ancient ruins that had been about to kill them all remained burned into their eyes, and they knew with chilling certainty that that power could be directed at them on one person’s whim.


      For those living in a world where a real god or someone possessing godlike powers was present, it was essential that they held on to overwhelming gratitude and fearful awe at all times and expressed it through absolute allegiance. Disrespect toward an absent god could be overlooked, but assuming an inappropriate attitude toward a present deity was simply asking to be blessed with death.


      Ishli Duress, the new pope of the Holy Church and a member of those in direct service to Sol, understood how vital it was to control that gratitude in the masses. And so, he promptly broadcast his image into the sky above Adrateio using the display window system that those in power were fast getting used to, revealing a handsome face restored by a successful diet regimen. Naturally, his goal was to inform the believers that the Libertadores, led by Sol, had already finished dealing with the sudden catastrophe, and there was no cause for further consternation.


      “There is nothing to worry about. As you just saw for yourselves, the invincible All Dragon, Lunvemt Nachtfelia, heeds Lord Sol’s bidding and protects us from calamities that we are powerless against.”


      Ishli flashed a perfect smile filled with calm and reassurance. This prompted a smattering of applause from those watching, which eventually swelled into more enthusiastic cheering. However, there was a certain hollowness to it. Under normal circumstances, there was nothing Ishli could say that would convince people to simply calm down and move on. There would have been a nonstop onslaught of “What happened?!” and “What was that about?!” and “Are we really safe?!” and the like. Such was the incorrigible nature of man. But at the same time, despite his insolence and foolishness—no, because of his insolence and foolishness—man also could not escape his base nature as a mere animal. No matter what shameless thoughts were whirling about in his mind, his survival instincts strongly deterred him from voicing them, so fearful was he that the power that had saved him would be turned on himself for a mere snide comment.


      Consequently, everyone kept their thoughts to themselves and awkwardly put on relieved expressions and sang praises of Ishli and Sol, like animals rolling over and showing their stomachs to beg for mercy. It wasn’t like they had a choice. The fact remained that they had been saved from a terrible threat that they themselves, despite growing conceited about being a “chosen” people, would have been powerless to fend off. Given that, even the most pompous, deluded idiot knew better than to do anything that could sour their savior’s mood.


      And so, the great catastrophe that had begun out of nowhere for incomprehensible reasons ended up being averted in the same incomprehensible manner by the absolute ruler who had recently been turning the world on its head. The general populace then went back to their day, with none the wiser.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Pope Ishli’s public reassurance broadcast is off to a good start,” Julia reported.


      “There is no collateral damage from the destruction of the Tower,” Reen added. “And there are no signs of unusual activity of a similar scale occurring anywhere else in the north, much less the rest of the continent.”


      “Communication with the Church’s headquarters is steady and uninterrupted, and they confirm that the panic is dissipating smoothly,” Frederica announced. “But on the other hand, almost all lost technology systems have gone silent.”


      On the bridge of Sol’s flagship, which seemed to have transcended genres from high fantasy to science fiction, reports went up one after another in quick succession as information was gathered from all corners of the continent. And one of those reports, coming from Blue Water, which now had overall control of the ship, told them that the crisis was not yet over.


      “The hostile element still remains.”


      The imminent threat to the northern part of the continent was gone, but the culprit responsible remained alive and well. In response to all the reports, Eliza was busily firing off instructions to underground organizations all over the continent as quickly as she could. Thankfully, she already had an iron grip on those who would normally take advantage of sudden crises. Since Sol’s rule began, organizations that would have aggravated the panic and exploited them for gain were now in lockstep with official local authorities, making it so that such crimes could only occur on an individual level.


      In a strange manner akin to rock-paper-scissors, those who were the most dismissive of official authority had a tendency to be the most compliant with underground elements, while those from the underground would go to great lengths not to make waves out in the open. Since most people could only move pieces on their own side, it was easy for Sol’s group to control everything, as they had pull on both sides, which they could invoke as needed.


      The latest newcomer to the group, Rosalind, had been given a seat on the bridge but had no official role and was currently just looking around with wide eyes. Of course, no one thought of her as mere deadweight here. Blue Water, which resided in her Numbers armament, Rodem, was dedicating all of its processing power to running the flagship’s systems and supporting Frederica. And because Blue Water was part of Rosalind’s mind and body, her presence was very helpful.


      Everyone in the bridge already had their foundation suits on. This wasn’t so much a matter of being ready for battle (though that would’ve been valid). Rather, upon receiving word of the sudden emergency at the break of dawn from Luna, Sol had instructed Aina’noa to gather the gang by teleporting them over right away. In other words, they had all either just woken up or been in bed and showed up in their nightwear. Sol and Frederica in particular had spent the night together. It would have been inappropriate in more ways than one to assume their stations in their getup at the time, so they had all naturally decided to make use of the suits.


      Without the exterior components covering them, the girls’ skintight suits looked as titillating as ever. However, humans were surprisingly good at becoming used to things, and no one here showed outward signs of being embarrassed. It would have been one thing if Sol had looked bothered, as the girls couldn’t help reacting to his gaze and expressions, but he was focused, so they were too. In many cases, sexual embarrassment was more of a feedback loop triggered by the reaction of a member of the opposite sex. Reen and Frederica didn’t even consider standing before Sol in only their foundation suits to be a big deal anymore. After having exposed every inch of themselves to him in bed at night, they were beyond being embarrassed about wearing something thin that revealed their curves. At least, as long as Sol didn’t react to it.


      What was actually going through Sol’s mind at the moment was satisfaction that his protocol for emergencies had passed with flying colors. On his orders, the entire continent was constantly being monitored by the All Dragon and the Demon Lord with their ultrasensitive senses and the Elven Queen through the ley lines, and the Elven Queen knew to promptly gather the inner circle as soon as an emergency arose. From there, Julia was on hand to fully wake everyone up, even keeping them at peak performance for a prolonged period with no rest or sleep if needed. While a normal organization would have been left merely gathering reports after the crisis was over and mopping up the aftermath, Sol’s group had reacted in time and completely headed it off, successfully averting all collateral damage.


      On top of having Player itself, Sol also had companions strengthened by Player, a trove of magic tools made by Gawain that were more science fiction than fantasy, not to mention three monsters of legend: the All Dragon, the Elven Queen, and the Demon Lord. The resources he could mobilize were formidable, and that was an understatement.


      “I’m not surprised,” Sol said. “What we’re looking at...is not the next Ward, I take it?”


      Even so, he was not all-powerful, as demonstrated by his losing the Tower just now to an unforeseen attack. He had been waiting to see how far he could infiltrate its systems from the access point from the Holy Church’s headquarters and had therefore put off exploring it in person, so his current tone and expression spoke volumes about how much he regretted that choice.


      Of course, he understood that it wasn’t realistic to think he could protect everyone and everything at all times. He and the people and places important to him remained unharmed, and that was all that really mattered at the end of the day. What had happened was a pity, but it wasn’t the end of the world. Moreover, if the Tower had been housing some critical function as important as that of the Four Great Dungeons, or even more so, chances were good that the destruction of what could be seen with the naked eye had not affected it in any significant way. He could go back and look into it later. As such, his top priority at present was to deal with the threat that was now on his doorstep.


      Though Sol had brought up the Wards, he was almost certain it wasn’t them. Though IX had turned out to be a complete pushover, Sol had gotten the impression from him that the Wards had a general tendency to think themselves special and chosen and therefore liked to act with more high-mindedness. In contrast, this incident seemed very brash. Crude, even. There was no hint of foresight or consideration in suddenly destroying the Tower with no concern for the casualties that it would leave when crashing down. No, this was action either spurred by emotion or as a knee-jerk response to something.


      That said, the list of those who could destroy the physical part of the Tower in practically the blink of an eye and cast down what had remained floating for a thousand years was short. Even shorter was the list of those who would do so in such a cursory way. It was only natural that Sol’s thoughts turned to the three monsters currently at his side.


      “It’s probably the Hero,” said Luna, seemingly reading his mind and confirming his guess. “I’m thinking she’s reacting to the Ward showing up the other day.”


      “The Cursed Hero,” Sol murmured.


      This would be the fourth legendary monster he was encountering. When he first chose the All Dragon, he had seen four other cards: the Captive Elven Queen, the Vacant Demon Lord, the Cursed Hero, and the Lifeless Divine Beast. The Elven Queen had since been freed and the Demon Lord was now present—though not yet returned to her Augoeides—and on his side, this situation was basically one of the two remaining monsters coming to him of its own accord. It surely wasn’t going to be easy, but this was a godsent opportunity to further bolster his ranks.


      “Massive energy spike detected!” Reen cried. “Attack of some sort incoming!”


      By the time she finished speaking, the attack had already landed, though of course, there wasn’t a scratch on the airship. It wasn’t because Reen had blocked it with Type Kuzuryuu. Instead, it had fizzled out upon hitting the barrier maintained by the colossal—large enough to make the ship look like a fishing skiff—Astral that Luna had kept manifested this whole time.


      Sol shot Luna a look. “Wasn’t that one of your breath cannons?”


      Beside the All Dragon’s breath cannon, he didn’t know of any other attack so ridiculously overpowered that it could travel nearly at the speed of light and land at practically the moment it was fired. The scale of this one was nothing compared to what Luna had fired moments ago with Sol’s support, but there was no way he would mistake it after all the times he had seen it being fired from up close. That meant that the airship was fine only because Luna had blocked it—Reen and the other Numbers armament wielders would have gotten seriously hurt trying. Human limits no longer bound them, but the difference was negligible before the All Dragon’s might.


      “It...was, yes. Which confirms that we are facing the Hero.”


      Despite how easily Luna had dealt with the attack, the rare grimace on her face eloquently conveyed how difficult an opponent the Hero was.


      The Demon Lord, Alshunna, also agreed with her for once from her perch on top of Sol’s head. “Looks like she still has Code of Good Tidings despite being cursed.”


      This alone was enough for Sol to figure out what the Hero’s unique trait was and how it was going to be a problem. Put simply, she could absorb attacks directed at her and return them, possibly with increased potency, thanks to either equipment she had on or a skill she possessed. Judging by the fact that, while Luna’s original breath cannon had been large enough to destroy the planet, what had come back had been roughly human-sized, so it was likely that the Hero could only return what she had actually been hit by. Even so, this would be an incredibly troublesome ability to face. After all, having perfect resistance to the attacks that one dished out was a convenient trope that belonged solely to bosses in video games. In real life, if someone threw a punch and took a reciprocal punch of the same strength, they would naturally be hurt by it. This was the same for humans, beasts, and monsters—even ones of legend.


      What was more, individuals whose fighting styles leaned heavily toward mana-based attacks had a strong tendency to be so-called “glass cannons” with excessive firepower but lousy defense. Case in point, it was extremely rare to see monsters fighting other monsters remain unscathed.


      It was only because the All Dragon was a master of both offense and defense that she had been unfazed by her own attack. Many others, especially when compatibility was a part of the equation, would easily have been taken out by the Hero’s—no, by their own opening salvo. The fact that the Hero seemed to have been unharmed through the process of reflection also promised to be a headache in and of itself, considering how the breath cannon had been powerful enough to thoroughly vaporize the structure of the Tower. This strongly suggested that she was impervious to attacks converted from mana like the Demon Lord was, albeit through a different mechanism. It was safe to say that no human could ever beat her, even with Player’s support.


      Without thinking, Sol said, “Well, this explains why you three—” before catching himself.


      Forget humans—according to the Kuzuifabra, even the All Dragon, the Elven Queen, and the Demon Lord had lost to the Hero a thousand years ago. There was a lot that was suspect about this account, but the fact remained that the three had become the Bound Evil Dragon, the Captive Elven Queen, and the Vacant Demon Lord. The true course of events notwithstanding, there was no doubting the outcome of their respective encounters with her. That meant that even now, though cursed, the Hero remained undefeated.


      Although Sol had stopped himself from actually saying the word “lost,” Luna and Alshunna scowled. Even Aina’noa pouted, something she rarely did. They could now grow stronger without limits thanks to him, but without a way to turn back the clock, they could never again claim to be undefeated. For monsters that lived by the mantra of strength, this loss was a stain on their past. To add insult to injury, they had been spared after being defeated. And just now, they had realized that, due to having met Sol, they were thankful that they had been spared. For that, they hated themselves more than just a little.


      The comment had been rather tactless for someone who purported to be the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters. In an attempt to move on from the gaffe, Sol adopted a lighthearted tone and asked, “Seeing how the situation is unfolding, are we heading toward a Cursed Hero versus All Dragon, Demon Lord, and Elven Queen fight?”


      Regardless of what had happened a thousand years ago, there was no way that Luna’s group would lose to the Hero with their current strength. There wasn’t a shred of doubt in Sol’s mind, and the certainty in his voice instantly restored the monsters’ moods.


      “The Hero we knew would start off saying something naive like ‘Let’s talk this out!’” replied Luna. “The fact that she didn’t means she’s not herself. I think we will soon have a fight on our hands.”


      Apparently, there was a stark difference between how the Hero used to act and how she was acting now. For those who had known her before, the brashness and crudeness that Sol had felt were out of character for her.


      “Has being cursed robbed her of her presence of mind?” Sol mused.


      Bound, captive, vacant, cursed, and lifeless were different words that served the same purpose of indicating a loss of self. It wasn’t surprising if the being that had rendered them thusly—the mastermind, it could be said—had gone further and compelled the Hero to act a certain way.


      Alshunna nodded. “It is more than plausible. However, I cannot figure out why she would attack the Tower.”


      “Oh, right. The Hero is supposed to be on the humans’ side. Or, well, the Old Rulers’ side.”


      Supposedly, the Hero had defeated the monsters before being cursed and becoming a monster herself. Given that she had been created by the Old Rulers who had shown up at the end of the Oratorio Tangram, it made no sense for her to attack the Tower, which had also been under the Old Rulers’ control. It would be one thing if her curse had been lifted by Sol and she’d drawn the conclusion that it was the Old Rulers who had cursed her and wanted to get back at them. However, she was still cursed and presumably had yet to regain her mind. Something wasn’t adding up. Especially when it seemed so likely that what had triggered this response from her was one of the Wards waking up, and those were very clearly on the Old Rulers’ side.


      “She was,” Luna confirmed. “That said, although she’s no threat without her god regalia, Alshunna and I don’t have what it takes to deal decisive damage to her either. Not without our Augoeides.”


      Ever quick to jump to violence, Luna was already thinking about how to incapacitate the Hero and have that talk in person. Put generously, it was a straightforward approach. Put harshly, it was rash and hasty. It was true that without her god regalia, the Hero was just a human. Well, a superhuman, to be correct, but there wasn’t even the slightest chance she could beat the All Dragon or the Demon Lord in a fight. That said, Luna was fully aware of what she would be facing, having lost before, and she knew she and Alshunna didn’t have what it would take to win either. The two of them had yet to regain their Augoeides and therefore relied heavily on using magic to fight, which was a terrible matchup for Code of Good Tidings. As for the Elven Queen, whose very existence was tied to mana and ley lines—suffice it to say that the Hero was her natural enemy.


      “Hmm, I see. But if my first impression is right and the Hero is moving on pure instinct and not conscious thought, I think we’ll be able to avoid unnecessary collateral damage. Rodem, go up to max altitude as fast as you can.”


      Despite having seen Code of Good Tidings used on Luna’s breath cannon and listening to her analysis of the situation, Sol did not seem alarmed.


      Without missing a beat, Rodem replied, “Yes, my lord,” and complied.


      Indeed, if the Hero was merely reacting to being attacked, her counterattacks should only be targeting Sol’s group. Even if the real her would most assuredly never throw attacks around indiscriminately, there was a nonzero chance that there was a third party currently remotely controlling her now vacant mind. And as had been demonstrated earlier with the Tower, although Sol’s group could handily defend themselves, it was beyond them to protect every single soul down below.


      As Sol had hoped, the Hero followed his airship up to the stratosphere, drawing closer with each teleport and proceeding to go on the offensive. This told him that she was now fixated on him, which assured him that she wouldn’t run away and that he no longer had to worry about stray projectiles creating casualties on the ground.


      However, unlike the breath cannon fired using Code of Good Tidings, her current efforts were laughably trivial. The weapon she was wielding was likely artifact-grade, but it was only human-sized, and she was slashing at an airship when she wasn’t slashing at the airship’s even bigger Astral guardian. Credit where credit was due, each swing did shatter several layers of magical barriers, but that meant nothing when there were so many more layered on top of each other and the destroyed ones were perpetually being replaced.


      The Astral took a swing at her, like one would at an annoying mosquito. To everyone’s surprise, she let it hit her, then unleashed a swing with the same amount of destructive force, making the Astral reel back a little.


      “Looks like you girls will be sitting this one out,” said Sol.


      “Agreed,” said Reen readily.


      As it turned out, Code of Good Tidings could be used not only on magical attacks but on physical ones too. It was hard to tell if the Hero had been completely unharmed by the attack, but she at least had the resilience to trade blows with an Astral.


      Reen and the others were very familiar with the capabilities of their Numbers armaments and knew full well that those armaments had no hope of withstanding their own greatest attacks. Well, to be fair, Reen’s and Rosalind’s were specced for defense and Julia’s for support, so they could perhaps exchange a few blows, but not many. Frederica’s and Eliza’s had such high attack power that they would definitely go down from taking just one of their own attacks.


      Code of Good Tidings was turning out to be a bigger problem than the group had thought. With a frown, Luna started weaving spells of different kinds together with more physical attacks, but the Hero threw everything back at her. Watching this banished every last thought of participating in this fight from Reen’s and the girls’ minds.


      As if there weren’t enough to worry about, there was no telling if the Hero would stop simply mindlessly returning attacks to their source and instead redirect them to the ground. It would be absolutely disastrous if she did it with one of the Astral’s attacks, but even ones coming from the Numbers armaments of Reen’s group were now more than capable of erasing a city the size of Garlaige from the map.


      Sol’s group would not lose this fight, but a clean victory seemed beyond reach. And because their opponent was out of her mind and therefore could not be reasoned with, there would be no stopping until either side collapsed. Realistically, this meant continuing until the Hero herself or Code of Good Tidings was fully spent. Not only was there no telling how long that would take, but victory likely meant she would no longer be a viable addition to Sol’s group.


      Just as everyone was starting to feel like there was a noose of silk tightening around their necks, Sol, who had been quietly observing the fight between the Hero and Astral after instructing Rodem to take the airship up, asked nonchalantly, “By the way, Luna, how much freedom do you have to alter the size of your Astrals? Can you make one human-sized?”


      Her inability to quickly overwhelm and incapacitate her opponent had really been getting to Luna. Not only was she distressed by the failure itself, she was also worried that she was disappointing Sol—the softest sigh from him would have had her on her knees in a moment. Consequently, his question took her completely by surprise.


      She looked at him with wide eyes, flustered like a real child. “I... What? I mean, I can, but... Huh?”


      Sol nodded, satisfied. “Then do it, please. I’ll use nier rubedo with it and face the Hero myself.”


      Though he had been calm while watching the seemingly invincible Hero square off against Luna’s Astral—his lean forward was almost imperceptible—this command didn’t seem to be coming from a place of overconfidence. Rather, it was clear that there was an idea he wanted to test.


      He and Luna had performed nier rubedo, an act that involved him becoming one with Luna to manipulate one of her Astrals as his own body, once before, during the reappearance of the Floating Continent. However, that was hardly enough for him to get better at manipulating an Astral than Luna herself, who considered the Astrals her actual self and had overwhelmingly more experience fighting as a dragon. That one time had been meant as a demonstration to him of what it would be like when she eventually regained her Augoeides and could offer it to him to use as his god regalia. Nier rubedo was not a Hail Mary to use when their backs were to the wall.


      In the first place, Luna couldn’t imagine how Sol could do better at taking the reins when she herself was struggling so hard against the Hero. Even Reen and Frederica, who were practically blind with love for him, seemed to agree.


      “Um, what? Wait, here?!”


      Luna’s concern had flown somewhere else entirely, though. Her dejection and concern over what her liege was thinking had been instantaneously blown away by a storm of emotions far more intense. After all, what Sol had thought of as merely synchronizing senses and taking over control of an Astral was an act that, for Luna, carried more spiritual—nay, intimate—nay, frankly, sexual—nuance. Sol had completely forgotten this, and he had no excuse, not after having it explained to him after the first time.


      “Sol...”


      “Lord Sol...”


      Even Reen and Frederica, who had already crossed that line with him, could not help but give him the side-eye. Of course, this act, when carried out between humans, had no practical application in battle. But even if it did, the two girls didn’t think they could easily acquiesce to a casual invitation right in front of other people. Luna was the undefeatable All Dragon and a member of a superior race and all that, but at the same time, she was also a girl. Her reaction was fully justified.


      Thankfully, the looks of judgment and entreaty got through to Sol and helped him realize his tactlessness. “Sorry! That was wrong of me. Luna, should we head out together?” Dense as he was, even he could grasp how big a gaffe he had made when the concept was translated to human sensibilities.


      “Y-Yes, my lord!” Luna’s face lit up but remained red. Reen and Frederica decided to let the matter go, as it wasn’t their place to pursue it further when Luna herself was satisfied with the suggested alternative.


      Frederica had qualms about sending Sol, the most important person in their group, out into battle in person. However, he was the only person who could perform rubedo with Luna, and if he, Player, the shot-caller who could always see the big picture, could do something about this opponent against whom Luna was making little headway, she for sure wasn’t going to stand in his way. She knew that situations like this where the solution required outside-the-box thinking rather than brute force had been his specialty ever since his Black Tiger days.


      “That’s not that much better,” Julia said bluntly.


      It had gotten to the point where Reen, Frederica, and Eliza would practically swoon when Sol did anything even remotely dashing, so it was up to Julia to keep a cool head and play the straight man. Indeed, “let’s do it outside where no one’s watching” was barely an improvement over “let’s do it in front of other people here.”


      “True,” Sol conceded with a wry smile.


      As red blossomed anew on Reen’s and Frederica’s faces, Luna swept past them, her heart racing at the thought of teleporting outside the airship with her liege.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Sol and Luna were floating in the stratosphere, roughly halfway between the airship they had been on moments before and the approaching Hero. It went without saying that this didn’t bother Luna, but Sol was fine too thanks to her putting up a barrier and maintaining the conditions within, thereby keeping him from freezing and making audible conversation possible. He chuckled a little inside realizing how familiar he had gotten with floating high enough to see for himself that his home was a sphere while wearing nothing more than the clothes on his back. It wasn’t just once or twice that he had heard the phrase “the Boy Who Rules the Monsters is a monster too” on the streets and had always thought it an exaggeration, but he now conceded there was perhaps some truth to it in light of how calm he was feeling.


      Seriously, what have I become? flashed through Sol’s mind. It hadn’t actually been that long since his days as Black Tiger’s “deadweight,” and the realization of how much had changed in so little time painted the difference in stark relief.


      “All right, Luna. Let’s get started.”


      In an attempt to break the stalemate between Luna and the Hero, Sol was now going to perform nier rubedo with Luna. Though they were still visible from the airship’s bridge, he figured that doing it out here, as opposed to smack-dab in the middle of the room, would alleviate her embarrassment to some degree.


      Truthfully, he didn’t really understand why she felt the way she did regarding nier rubedo. All it really involved was Luna clutching his head to her abdomen and groaning as she heated up and sweated really hard. At the same time, he conceded that she likely didn’t understand what was so embarrassing about what he did with Reen and Frederica in bed at night either. Respecting each other’s values was the key to races as fundamentally different as humans and dragons staying together. Calls for coexistence from those incapable of doing so were empty words.


      This rare occasion of Sol entertaining a sensible thought in his mind didn’t last long. Luna, despite beaming with excitement at the thought of joining with her liege again, seemed to have a suggestion to make.


      “A-As you wish, my lord. But, um...”


      “Yes?”


      “Well, if it’s a human-sized body you want, instead of shrinking an Astral, how do you feel about using”—she hesitantly pointed to herself—“this one?”


      There was no sign of the overbearing All Dragon in Luna’s demeanor. Instead, she was every inch a reticent little girl asking a favor from a strict yet understanding father. An extremely outlandish favor, that was. And it came across sounding rather suspect due to them appearing to be a teenage boy and an underage girl.


      “Is that even doable? Don’t you need that body as a relay?” Sol asked, surprised but seemingly receptive to the idea. Being in human form would make it easier to do what he was planning.


      Having expected to be refused out of hand, Luna lit up at his affirmative tone and quickly blurted, “It’s true that rubedo requires direct physical contact as a general rule. However, there’s a way to get around it for a brief while—a few hours, which should be more than enough for a fight!”


      “I’m all for things being simpler.”


      “You’re really all right with it?!” Luna exclaimed, more out of astonishment than straightforward delight. She had posed her question as a shot in the dark and had not expected to get a yes so easily.


      “There’s probably a catch...but yes, I’m in.”


      Luna’s reaction was setting off warning bells in Sol’s head, but after everything they had been through, he was certain she would never intend him harm. That said, while humans might sometimes be reserved or try to be considerate when wanting something, dragons simply went for it. Luna was blushing, but that was purely from embarrassment. She was not being coy to gloss over a request that she knew to be brazen.


      For her part, Luna could tell from Sol’s apprehensive manner that she had started on the wrong foot, but she had come too far to back off now. Keeping her real intentions to herself, she came straight out with what was needed for rubedo with her current body.


      “In that case...please...allow me to ingest your fluids too, my lord.”


      Sol paused, then sighed. “I had a feeling that’d be it.” “Too,” huh? So that’s how she sees what we do.


      It would be a lie to say that Sol had not seen this coming. Luna constantly monitored his use of magic so that she could protect him at the drop of a hat. Needless to say, he had given her strict orders to envelop the whole room in a barrier when he shared the night with Reen or Frederica and to not look or listen inside, no matter what. She had always complied—a small part of her was perhaps curious but nowhere near enough to disobey a direct order, and she had little interest in copulation between humans anyway. However, getting handsy wasn’t necessarily restricted to the bedroom, and Sol had been sneaking away to corners for passionate smooching with the two girls with increasing frequency as of late. Obviously, Luna was fully aware of it all.


      Reen knew that Luna knew, as did Frederica. As such, when they did it “in the open,” there was a certain intentionality—a certain exhibitionist nuance, to say it more elegantly. Sol was still unsure whether to be scared of it or to think it adorable, but there was no denying that they all enjoyed the spice.


      Expressing love by pressing mouths together, sometimes going so far as to entwine tongues, was foreign to dragon culture, so Luna didn’t think much of it when it happened. She had a generally positive view of it, since she took it as her liege and his mates getting along well. Over time, however, they did it so often and Reen and Frederica always left with expressions so different than usual that Luna’s interest was piqued. As it just so happened, she was now in human form, which meant she could perform the same act with her liege. In fact, to her bewilderment, imagining it made her heart beat faster, whereas it did nothing when visualizing doing the same thing in dragon form.


      Come to think of it, she had rarely seen Sol get as flustered as that first night when it had suddenly occurred to her to look like an adult. It had gone over her head at the time, but now she understood that her liege had been aroused by that appearance. Another thing she now understood was that her cluelessly bringing up “night services” had amplified the effect further, and it would forever be one regret of hers that she hadn’t pushed harder at the time.


      Now, although Luna didn’t fully comprehend the act of kissing, she cared very much that it resulted in an exchange of fluids between the participants. The essence of rubedo was the joining of body and mind of two individuals, and the ingesting of each other’s fluids seemed extremely symbolic in that regard. Given that Luna currently spent most of her time in human form, it had really only been a matter of time before she’d wanted to give it a try.


      “Can you be...bigger?”


      He didn’t think he could talk Luna out of the idea, not when she knew he was doing it with Reen and Frederica. Moreover, she was only seeing this as putting their mouths together and exchanging saliva. Considering the benefit of being able to perform nier rubedo with a humanoid body, as opposed to a dragon body like last time, it was a small price to pay. And if the ingesting of fluid definitely had to be reciprocal and one-sided wasn’t going to cut it, kissing was indeed an efficient method. Saliva was much easier to share than blood, obviously.


      Sol accepted that this was happening. It wasn’t like he was against kissing a cute girl, and Luna’s human appearance was exceptionally well crafted. There were two big problems, though: One, she didn’t fully understand what the act meant, and two, said appearance was simply far too young.


      There wasn’t much that could be done about the first, as it was less a lack of comprehension and more due to possessing drastically different values. Luna was the one making the request, so that was that. The second issue, the more obvious one, was that her appearance was simply far too young. Unlike one, two was something that could easily be addressed. The whole reason that Sol had forbidden her from assuming an adult form again was that he had been so taken by it that he was afraid he couldn’t stop himself from laying hands on her.


      “Would somewhere around Lady Reen’s and Lady Frederica’s age do?”


      “Huh? Uh, yes. Please and thank you.”


      With how long she had been around Sol, and having seen for herself the harem that was forming, Luna wouldn’t make the mistake of thinking that Sol wanted her to simply expand in size. At the same time, she also recalled how vehemently he had rejected her adult form. Therefore, she was asking if taking the middle option—somewhere close to Reen and Frederica—was what he wanted. There was no other intention.


      For his part, Sol was thinking a teenager would be easier to handle than an adult femme fatale. After all, he now had experience. He was no longer the same boy as the night he’d met Luna.


      “How about this?”


      Sol’s inflated ego instantly popped. His brain froze as, in the blink of an eye, Luna was suddenly in her late teens. Him falling for Reen after having known her since childhood was one thing. Him also falling for Frederica after just meeting her wasn’t something he was proud of. But now, though he wouldn’t venture to make a general claim about all guys, he realized that he, at least, was a base, incorrigible simpleton who would easily become smitten by any pretty girl he met.


      Ironically, the experience he thought would give him some degree of immunity was making him react even more. Luna even had her eyes closed and her face lifted up, likely in imitation of Reen and Frederica, further adding to the impact of the sight. In her lack of experience, she was puckering up a little too much and therefore looked silly, but her features were so stunning that even this added to her charm. A lot of boys had a soft spot in their hearts for a little ditziness in girls.


      Sol finally understood why so many kings and emperors created harems, using justifications like ensuring that their noble blood did not die with them. Before, he had understood somewhat on an unconscious level but generally became distracted by musings such as “Won’t having too many heirs cause succession struggles?” and “Wouldn’t it be hard to treat all the girls equally?”


      There was no point lying to himself any longer. At last, Sol accepted that this was a perk of his position, and his and Luna’s lips met, and their tongues entwined. The surprisingly innocent reaction from the All Dragon tickled the sadistic streak in him as nier rubedo began. Like last time, he felt the boundary between the two of them melting into each other until he was her and could no longer feel his own body.
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      Since this wasn’t true rubedo, his body wasn’t taken into her Augoeides. Instead, she wrapped it up in a protective barrier and stored it in an extradimensional pocket through Player. Once that was done, she braced herself to bear the overwhelming waves of pleasure and excitement that came with rubedo and to focus on supporting whatever her liege wanted to do in her body. At least, that was her intention, but the synchronicity of exchanging bodily fluids greatly exceeded her expectations, and she was nearly bowled over by the sensation of having Sol inside her.


      Allowing this sensation to be passed on to Sol in full would reduce him to a breathtakingly beautiful girl twitching like a broken puppet. Thankfully, Luna was able to alleviate it to the point where Sol was aware of the state she was in but could calmly take stock of his new self.


      All right, slight hitch right off the bat.


      Last time, Luna had been on hand to carry out everything that Sol wanted to do in the Astral, ranging from casting spells to unleashing breath cannons. That clearly wasn’t going to happen today. But it was Sol’s second time, so he had slightly better control. In the first place, he didn’t need magic or skill-based attacks for what he was planning.


      Through a display window, Reen asked, “Is... Is that you, Sol?” She sounded slightly concerned, understandably so, seeing Luna age by roughly a decade and do something outrageous—but not altogether unexpected—followed by Sol disappearing. At the same time, she was a little tickled hearing a clear, more mature inflection of Luna’s voice accompanied by what were clearly Sol’s mannerisms and expressions.


      “Yep, it’s me on the inside. I had Luna take on a slightly older look.” To cover for Luna, Sol added, “She’s really focused at the moment and can’t speak.” He figured even a dragon would be embarrassed to be outed for being so excited and aroused that she couldn’t form a coherent sentence.


      “You look amazing,” Reen blurted, dazed by Luna’s beauty. The aura surrounding Luna as a result of her dismissing the Astral and concentrating all her power in this one vessel made her look almost divine.


      “I’m sure I do,” Sol replied.


      While Reen was coming to terms with Luna’s glow-up, Sol was marveling at the torrent of power coursing through his body. It was hardly a surprise, considering that the Astral from earlier had been made from this body, but Luna had gotten significantly more powerful than the last time he’d performed nier rubedo with her. Having raised his level above a thousand, Sol’s own body was capable of incredible feats of prowess, but Luna’s was so far above his in stats that he was honestly a little worried he might lose control of it. The difference was like someone who was an old hand at driving a normal car suddenly finding himself behind the wheel of an F1 race car. The gap between human and dragon was simply that stark, even when the latter was just a fragment.


      Sol was quite sure he wouldn’t be able to use Luna’s body to its full potential. If he was to stop using Thought Acceleration for even a split second, making the slightest movement would send him tumbling around, or worse. He realized that, given what this body was capable of, there was no particular reason for Luna to summon Astrals aside from when she needed to multicast. And yet it was something she did often, perhaps because she had a preference for fighting in her original appearance or because she was growing increasingly hesitant to act like a dragon when using the form her liege liked to keep at his side. From what he could tell, the former had been true at the very start, but the latter was growing more relevant by the day.


      Despite the comparison, Luna’s body wasn’t as quirky as an F1 race car, and Sol could reproduce all the movements of a normal human body well enough. At the end of the day, the Hero was just a human too, albeit with greatly amplified capabilities.


      He moved around one last time to familiarize himself with his body, then said, “I don’t think I need to say this again, but just in case: Don’t attack, no matter what.”


      “We understand,” Reen replied.


      “It’s not like there’s anything we can do against an opponent that even Luna can’t beat,” Julia quipped, half to lighten the tension in the air and half to help drive Sol’s point home. She knew how strong the other girls’ urge to intervene would be if they saw Sol in danger, but there was a serious chance they might ruin what he was trying to do by intervening, even with good intentions. Not to mention it would be ineffective—attacks from Numbers armaments or the airship wouldn’t do anything against an adversary who had been tanking attacks from the All Dragon mere moments prior.


      “That’s true,” Sol said gratefully. “All right, here goes.”


      A chorus of “Best of luck!” echoed, then nothing further was said. Reen, Frederica, Eliza, and Rosalind got the message that there was nothing for them to do but to place their faith in Sol and simply watch. The power they had received from him made them head and shoulders above all other humans in strength, and that dynamic gave them the tendency to see Sol as someone they had to protect. But with clearer heads, they realized how presumptuous that attitude was. Their borrowed powers wouldn’t even scratch an opponent capable of getting past the three monsters permanently at Sol’s side. On the contrary, they were aware that they had been protected by those very monsters before at his behest. Rather than feeling chagrined, however, it made them happy, which spoke volumes about how far gone they were.


      Where Reen and the others could be of help to Sol was in dealing with other humans and monsters on their travels. Only legendary monsters could handle other legendary monsters.


      Now then, will this go the way I hope?


      From behind the eyes of the All Dragon, the first monster who had joined him, Sol squared off against the Cursed Hero. Not only had she defeated the All Dragon, the Demon Lord, and the Elven Queen in the past, but even the All Dragon with Player’s full support had been unable to overcome her.


      And yet, what was in Sol’s face wasn’t fear or unease but excitement. He was confident that he would win.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: Who Cursed the Hero


      In the absence of conscious thought, the Cursed Hero was apparently locked into a stance of returning attacks tit for tat. Though the airship was already marked as an enemy in her mind and therefore a target to be taken down, she merely looked at Sol warily when he came out and did not attack. It was clear that she had no intention of launching a preemptive strike and would not attack unless he did.


      Maybe the nature of her ability has something to do with it, Sol surmised.


      Without further ado, Sol got to work figuring out the exact rules of Code of Good Tidings. To start, he began throwing punches as fast as Luna’s body would allow. He restricted himself to pure close-quarters fisticuffs with Thought Acceleration but no weapons or spells. His fists flew so fast that even the Hero struggled to evade them. Though her cursed armor offered some degree of protection, every one of his attacks landed squarely where he wanted. The straight face that he maintained somehow made the barrage seem even more merciless.


      These were simple punches, but needless to say, they all carried devastating power. Despite all her training, the Hero was sent flying so far away that it seemed like a slapstick gag.


      So, my punches actually landed. And she’s not truly impervious.


      Sol could feel through his hands that his punches had indeed shaved points off the Hero’s HP barrier. Player was incapable of analyzing her—a problem common to all legendary monsters before they joined Sol—and therefore could not quantify her HP and MP the way it did for all other monsters. However, thanks to his past combat experience, he could at least tell how effective an attack was. The clincher was that he had seen the white sparks that showed when an HP barrier took damage. This told him that, regardless of the Hero’s ability to return attacks, she was by no means invulnerable to damage.


      Something else he had noticed was the golden glow that had flashed right after the Hero got hurt. As someone who could give other people HP barriers, he immediately recognized that glow. It revealed that not only was the Hero’s HP extremely tanky, it was also constantly being repaired.


      Up to this point, Sol had never encountered anyone who possessed their own HP barrier besides other monsters or those humans he granted it to through Player. The Hero being an exception to this rule could only mean she had access to at least a portion of Player’s abilities. This gave Sol the suspicion that it was the same being who had granted both him and the Hero their powers. Going further, as the prevailing rule before his time had been that only monsters could have HP barriers, maybe this being was also the one who had created—and who could therefore break—the natural rules that governed this world.


      It was ironic that the more Sol got to peek behind the curtain at the inner workings of this world, far more than the average devout lay believer, the harder it was for him to deny the existence of God. Or, at least, a being with the authority and power to be God. At the very end of both magical and scientific pursuits was the presence of some being who had set the rules that determined how this world worked.


      In any case, it was now clear to Sol that in order to beat the Hero, he had to either continuously deal more damage than her HP barrier could restore or land one massive strike that shattered the barrier entirely. It was safe to assume that when she absorbed magical attacks, she not only returned them but also used a portion of that mana to restore her barrier. And given that even the All Dragon’s most powerful attack, boosted with everything Player had to offer, couldn’t finish her off, it wasn’t an exaggeration to consider her nigh invincible.


      She may be nigh invincible, but she’s not invulnerable. She gets hurt and then recovers. Well, there are plenty of ways to exploit that.


      The results of Sol’s first test were as he had expected. True invulnerability was so unreasonable that his group would have had to take an approach completely different from their conventional view of battle, and that was not something they could simply pull out of their hat on the spur of the moment. Sol nodded with satisfaction at the confirmation that the Hero had to play by the same rules he did.


      Speaking of, just as he expected, she teleported from wherever she had gone to right behind his back, with her sword already in mid-swing. Instead of dodging, he chose to block with his right hand and confirmed that the attack packed nearly as much force as his own from earlier. The point where the sword landed even came with the same exact number of slashes as punches he had thrown, as if she had been diligently keeping count.


      An eye for an eye it is, then. And the attack not being boosted or amplified in any way is because my attack didn’t land on her shield, I take it?


      To test this hypothesis, Sol purposely threw an attack at the Hero’s shield, then waited for it to come back. It was quite a bit stronger but shy of double. This confirmed for Sol that he was in no danger. She also started actively attacking him now that he had shown himself to be hostile, but her own attacks were even less of a threat, being weaker than those she was returning. In the first place, she couldn’t keep up with his mobility, which meant he was entirely free to dodge or neutralize her attacks as he pleased. To further support his analysis of the situation, he started going down the list of magic and skill-based attacks in his repertoire. Nothing happened that disproved his hypothesis.


      What was mere experimentation for Sol seemed, for onlookers, nothing short of the final battle between the Hero and the All Dragon. The residents of Atriesta far below could faintly hear the sonic booms generated by this exchange of blows and see the light beams brighter than the sun crisscrossing the sky. Sol’s airship, being so much closer, deployed all of its shields out of a serious concern that it might be shot out of the sky. Even his own companions were looking on in stunned silence; the normal humans on the ground thought their hearts were going to jump out of their chests.


      All right, I’ve gone through everything I wanted to test. And it doesn’t look like she’s improving with me drawing things out.


      One concern of his was that because the Hero was moving on autopilot, she would automatically learn from fighting him and gradually get faster and more precise with her attacks. It would be extremely troublesome if that were the case, but what he had seen so far allayed this fear. She was bound by her own limits, and as long as he surpassed them, he would not lose to her.


      The All Dragon and the Demon Lord had surely drawn the same conclusion themselves. Where Sol differed from them was in his experience utilizing the abilities at his disposal to defeat enemies in the most efficient way possible without participating in the fighting himself—in other words, strategizing like a player before a board. In a way, the Hero was just another opponent, and he already had a few ideas about how to deal with her, with part of the credit going to Luna and Alshunna for sharing what they already knew about the Hero beforehand. What he had been doing just now was laying the groundwork and confirming his assumptions. Prior information could greatly affect how a fight went, and studying ahead of time didn’t invalidate a victory.


      I’m glad what Frederica taught me is now proving useful.


      Sol was aware that the other girls suspected him of having other designs in asking Frederica to teach him submission holds, an aspect of the fighting style that she had mastered as a Pugilist. It hadn’t been that long—less than a full year, in fact—since Player had effectively given her this class through stats and skills, and she’d taken it up in earnest. The brief moments of training she managed to cram into her extremely packed schedule would normally result in less skill than even someone taking up boxing as a hobby. Besides the actual skills from Player, she was a complete novice who relied solely on her exceptional physical prowess to throw punches, and mere punches did not make a martial art.


      At least, that would have been the case if she hadn’t also had Thought Acceleration. Merely adding this to the equation made it possible for her to actually become a true master in record time. After all, it enabled her to see the moves of the greatest practitioners in what was effectively slow motion, and she had the physical ability to perfectly reproduce those movements. All the level-ups also gave her incredible kinetic vision and mental processing speed, making it so that she could learn a technique after seeing it only once. Thanks to all that, she had outstripped everyone else with the class and was matched only by Sol, who had quickly caught up under her tutelage.


      By now, Sol’s group had gotten used to the benefits of having levels in the thousands. It enabled them to reproduce absolutely any move with a simple demonstration and a supplemental explanation from someone who fully understood the theory behind that move. This was true even for what would take a normal person ten years of training. They therefore came across as geniuses the likes of which showed up only once in a blue moon. It wasn’t fair, but such was the result of having superhuman specs.


      In Sol’s specific case, he had the added benefit of having grown close enough to Frederica that training with her was no longer restricted to the dojo. When passing on techniques that required prolonged close contact between participants of opposite genders, not having to worry about crossing boundaries made it much easier and faster to make progress.


      For her part, Frederica was quite passionate about teaching Sol because she wanted him to test what he learned on her. After each lesson, she invariably asked him to take away Player’s buffs so she could fully enjoy being powerless against him. She passionately explained to him that the only way to truly test whether he had learned a technique properly was to have someone try to break out of it for real and to tighten the hold to the point where they actually felt pain. Despite being slightly weirded out, he took his teacher’s words to heart and consequently developed a grappling style that was truly without mercy or exploitable openings.


      One time, she actually asked him to keep going until her bone snapped, but he slipped away with “Well, anyone can get out of any hold if they’re willing to lose a limb”—hardly the best answer, but it was all he could come up with in the moment. He honestly still didn’t understand why she wanted to go that far. It was true that Frederica could always just ask Julia to heal the broken bones and make them as good as new afterward, but he seriously wondered how she would do so with a straight face.


      In any case, he was now confident he had the measure of Code of Good Tidings. The Hero was relying on her extremely beefy HP barrier to tank incoming attacks, then returning them through some unknown mechanism. Additionally, when she took an attack with her shield, her HP remained unharmed, and she could amplify that attack when throwing it back. As he had thought earlier, his only options were to either surpass the rate at which her barrier was recovering or blow it all away in one go. This was why the All Dragon and the Demon Lord had concluded that there was no way to break the stalemate without their Augoeides.


      Of course, it was an extra leap in logic to “we need our Augoeides,” but this was an understandable leap to make for the two of them, as they had lived by their overwhelming strength and magic. It wasn’t necessarily wrong either. They had been born powerful from the start and therefore had never been interested in the efforts that the weak had to expend to challenge those beyond themselves. Those like the All Dragon merely trampled on the knowledge, techniques, and equipment that the weak diligently built up over generations without sparing them a second thought.


      This was why, when that buildup had finally reached the tipping point, the Hero had taken down these legendary monsters who had been born strong and stripped away their conceit. But in doing so, the Hero herself had joined their ranks and become a member of the elite. It was her turn to be studied, analyzed, and have countermeasures thought up against her. To make matters worse, due to being cursed and therefore losing her mind, she no longer had access to the very faculties that had carried her to her new status.


      She had actually been doing pretty well in her rematch with the All Dragon, but then another opponent had tagged in, one who specialized in observation, analysis, and problem-solving in Black Tiger. As she no longer even had the presence of mind to make an effort to hide her weaknesses, it was only a matter of time before he fully broke down Code of Good Tidings and worked out a counter to it.


      The most glaring restriction was that the Hero had to use her sword to return attacks. After careful, repeated testing, Sol was sure of it. Also, she could no longer fully use the vast array of martial arts that she had previously mastered before becoming cursed. They came through in glimpses every now and then, when certain moves were theoretically the best answer to certain situations, and they hit much harder than they would coming from a normal human, but the physical prowess of Luna’s body allowed Sol to handle them with ease. He intentionally allowed a few to land and found that not only did they not harm his HP barrier, but they didn’t even send him flying.


      As it turned out, the situation was much simpler than it had seemed. It had never even occurred to the All Dragon or the Demon Lord to trap the Hero’s sword arm. Even dodging an attack bordered on being shameful. Standing still and taking them head-on and being fine was the way of the strong. In contrast, Sol’s life in Black Tiger had been one where he risked death merely standing behind his companions. He wouldn’t hesitate to remove an opponent’s greatest means of attack from the board as soon as possible.


      The essence of grappling was to render an opponent unable to move in order to attack them without fear of retribution. Being superior in speed made that much easier to achieve. Tricking a master into revealing an opening would be a challenge, but Sol merely had to fire a big spell to make the Hero concentrate all her attention on her shield.


      Therefore, that was exactly what he did. He launched countless beams of light from midrange that targeted the Hero from every single angle. Her shield was big, but nowhere near big enough to protect her from every direction, which left her no choice but to absorb the rest with the sturdy HP barrier that she trusted so much. And since she was on autopilot, she naturally directed her shield toward the area where incoming attacks were most concentrated. It was then child’s play for Sol to crank up his speed to get behind her and clinch her right arm in a lock.


      The spells that he had used as a diversion could fly, so she could still return them to him without moving her sword. She did not hesitate to do so despite knowing a few would hit her again, showing her confidence in the remaining health of her HP barrier. On the other hand, Sol had yet to master the usage of his current body to the point where he could defend against countless lasers.


      This was where Luna proved she wasn’t entirely out of the picture. She was still wrestling with her high fever and unable to form a word, but that did not diminish her pride in the least. Almost out of pure instinct, she pushed through the burning fog of arousal and pleasure to protect the person she had given her true name to. As a result, every last attack that would have touched Sol was shot down. Those that came from the Hero’s shield had been amplified in strength, but as Sol had been holding back in the first place, there was no problem.


      Realizing how ineffective the returned barrage was but now fully locked in a hold, the Hero started struggling as violently as she could. Unfortunately for her, the whole point of submission holds was to make it impossible for someone to bring their full strength to bear. She needed her sword to fight back and therefore twisted her right arm so hard that it normally would have snapped, but she let up when sparks flew from the HP barrier protecting that arm, realizing her own actions were whittling down the barrier at breakneck speed.


      There was no point in holding her for no reason, so Sol promptly exerted Luna’s full strength. The shower of sparks appeared again, much more angrily this time, indicating that the barrier was draining even faster than before. The Hero instinctively resumed her struggle, but that only added her own strength to his. After some time, the barrier finally bottomed out. The fact that it had been going down meant, of course, that it hadn’t been recovering fast enough to replace itself.


      It was because Sol understood the properties of the HP barrier better than anyone else that the idea of using grappling had occurred to him. Submission holds could deal continuous damage, no matter how the victim struggled, and temporarily keeping the hurt away did nothing to improve their situation. This made such moves the most effective way to overwhelm an HP barrier’s self-restoration. From the bridge of the airship, Luna and Alshunna sighed with admiration at Sol’s brilliance.


      Even when the Hero’s barrier was gone, Sol did not let up. While he had firmly refused to break Frederica’s arm, he did not hesitate for a second to do it to the Hero. She groaned, a sound that did not travel far given how thin the air was in the stratosphere. Apparently she could still feel pain despite being unconscious—her body was literally screaming of its own accord. Her voice was that of a normal young girl, which would’ve painted Sol in a bad light if the moment had been captured in a photo. But he didn’t stop. Upon confirming that her right arm was truly out of commission, he changed his position with the smoothness and quickness of a snake and proceeded to snap her left arm too.


      It was a bit rude, but at that moment, Sol was thinking, Man, it sure is hard to fight in a girl’s body. Though Luna’s body was much stronger than his own, it was much softer. It wasn’t like it had no muscles, but it felt off. Most of all, the lumps of fat on his chest were really in the way. He loved them when “wrestling” in bed with Reen or Frederica at night, but trying to fight with them attached to his own body was unbelievably bothersome. This late teens version of Luna had ones that were a little more modest than Reen’s or Frederica’s, but they were shapely and asserted themselves enough. He shuddered to consider how handicapped Julia would be should she choose to take up hand-to-hand combat. It wasn’t his place to say such things out loud, but honestly, if he did, Julia would likely reply with, “Yes, thank you! I feel heard.”


      Moreover, it felt like what the Hero was wearing was a bio-armor of some kind, which allowed Sol to feel her real body through it. Her chest was so impressive that her chest armor was doing a bad job covering it all, and it commanded even more of a presence than Julia’s due to the Hero being taller. Sol from not too long ago would have been greatly flustered by the sensation, but thankfully that was no longer the case, as he had built up some familiarity with them and it was now merely a matter of differing sizes and feels.


      With zero mercy, he swiftly went through and crushed the Hero’s right arm, left arm, left leg, and right leg in turn, evoking a guttural scream from her each time. He knew he didn’t have to hold back, because Julia could heal everything later. Of course, he didn’t forget to also pick up the sword and shield that the Hero had dropped in pain.


      Sol had been wary of her possessing regenerative powers as potent as Julia’s magic, but that fear was allayed when he saw her right arm showing no signs of healing. Even so, he kept his guard up, and after thoroughly destroying all four limbs, he put her in a choke from behind, to the point where he could snap her neck at a moment’s notice.


      Needless to say, he wanted to add the Cursed Hero to the cards in his hand. Though he had managed to incapacitate her with ease, he now fully understood what a fearsome opponent she made. An asset who could stand up to the All Dragon had to be properly restrained. He firmly believed that the responsibility would be solely his if she managed to get away and caused trouble elsewhere, and he therefore wasn’t beyond choosing to kill her here and now. There was still the final option of Julia resurrecting her with magic, after all, and he would much rather choose that than let the Hero go, knowing she would be a threat.


      Seems like she really is done now?


      On top of still being fully unconscious, the Hero was now completely limp in Sol’s arms, so he figured there was no point just waiting around. He didn’t like it, but he decided to tighten his hold to finish her off. Suddenly, the curse covering the Hero from head to toe twitched, squirmed, then began crawling over to Luna’s body.


      Just as I expected!


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      In a turn of events that surprised no one, the pitch-black substance that marred the Hero ostensibly blessed by God was abandoning its broken host to take over a stronger one—a host powerful enough to have defeated the Hero. It crawled all over Luna’s body from where she was in contact with the Hero, receding from the latter. The Hero’s armor, having been merely held in place by the curse over the past millennium, crumbled into dust during the retreat. This eventually happened to her helmet too, thus revealing her surprisingly youthful and charming features. Her cheeks were wet with tears due to the pain Sol had caused her, but it was just a physiological reaction, and it was clear that she remained unconscious. This meant she still wasn’t herself, as the greatest defining trait of a hero wasn’t her strength or equipment but the will that shone from her eyes.


      The curse marks carved into the Hero’s skin also started to fade along with the inky darkness. In turn, her sickly pale skin regained a healthier ruddy glow. This could be seen all over her skin, in fact. If her artifact-grade armor hadn’t survived the passage of a thousand years, obviously neither had her clothes. Before he knew what was happening, Sol was clinging to the Hero in her birthday suit. Thankfully, he had her in a choke hold from the back and therefore could not see her bareness. He also currently looked like a slightly older version of Luna, so the case could be made that the composition of them together wasn’t entirely without artistic value.


      Joking aside, the curse leaving the Hero’s body meant that Luna’s body was being taken over. And yet, while someone else might have been hopping around in a panic and trying to get the curse off, Sol was staying still and merely thinking, This feels pretty immoral. He was also worrying about what Reen and Frederica would say about it later and already groaning at the jokes that Julia was going to tell at his expense.


      The reason for his composure was that he and Luna had expected this development and were fully prepared to deal with it. In broad strokes, they were dealing with it the same way they had the Old Rulers’ booby trap from the Oratorio Tangram. First, the All Dragon was naturally resistant to curses, and Player helped raise that resistance even higher. Second, with Gawain’s help, they had put a system in place to capture and isolate the encroaching curse.


      Sol was of the mind that, after making diligent and thorough preparations, one shouldn’t hesitate to give things a try. Success was never guaranteed, and that was just something to take in stride. He would never just stop and wring his hands before an unavoidable hurdle in the way of his goal, even if he had to put not only his life on the line but also the lives of those he was responsible for. Sometimes, he would fall on his face, but he would simply pick himself back up and learn from it, as challenges inherently came with the chance of failure. Conversely, being scared of failure and not attempting something was, in essence, the same as failing outright. As one who claimed to be an adventurer—one who ventured—Sol was always ready to dance with death at a moment’s notice.


      In any case, based on his experience dealing with the other monsters, Sol had predicted that the curse would be his real enemy when he faced the Cursed Hero. The Bound Evil Dragon’s real body was fettered with chains inside the false moon. The Captive Elven Queen had been restrained with cursed tools. The Vacant Demon Lord was being kept from her Augoeides by an unknown presence that was still out there. The true enemy had always been the bindings, not the monster herself.


      Furthermore, Sol believed that Player would give him what was needed to free the monsters—if not at the moment, down the road, after more growth. Just as Uncurse had been instantly effective in the Elven Queen’s case, he was sure there existed perfect answers for the All Dragon’s chains and whatever was keeping the Demon Lord out. It was up to him to figure out what each key was, but as soon as he did, chances were high that their situations would be resolved right away. For the moment, he had a whole array of anticurse abilities ready to test out on the Hero’s curse, from Uncurse to everything in the repertoire of the monsters already under his rule. He had also been helping Julia to develop her healing magic in preparation for the Lifeless Divine Beast, and she already could bring anyone back from death resulting from unnatural causes.


      Everything’s going according to plan so far. Now, let’s see if our countermeasures work against this curse.


      All sensations from Luna’s body were being transferred to Sol in full, so he could feel the curse crawling all over and trying to burrow through his skin. Knowing that he wasn’t in his own body and that he was letting it happen on purpose didn’t do much to alleviate the intense discomfort of the experience. Furthermore, the thought that Luna was being subjected to the same sensation rankled him. After everything that had happened recently, he had started developing self-awareness as a master and a man, which translated to a certain level of possessiveness.


      “Frederica, the curse is leaving the Hero! She’s still not waking up, so go ahead and start the process to capture it!”


      “Right away!”


      The encroaching curse had yet to significantly affect his range of movement, but Sol was leaving it to his companions to deal with instead of overstraining himself. He was putting so much effort into gathering as many allies as he could precisely because he knew he couldn’t do everything himself. This was one such occasion, so he was being honest and relying on them.


      To prevent the curse from running back to the Hero in the event that the countermeasures prove effective, Sol let the Hero go the moment the curse finished its migration. After watching her falling body teleport away safely, he stopped acting helpless.


      That’s as far as you go!


      Not only was the curse eating into the skin of Luna’s body and branding her with marks, but its main bulk was trying to crawl in through her orifices. That was when Sol sprang his trap. An astronomical amount of funds had been expended to gather the skills and mana used to make said trap, but it was very simple in design.


      To start, a powerful spherical barrier was deployed around Luna’s body that blocked even teleportation, cutting off the curse’s escape. Right after that, five holy beads embedded throughout the body—which every high-ranking member of the Holy Church had prayed over with single-minded dedication for as long as possible, forgoing rest and sleep—exploded to life. Though the curse was still more powerful overall, the sheer amount of diametrically opposed power released in that split second successfully forced the curse out of Luna’s body.


      Of course, since the holy beads didn’t have enough power to fully purify the curse, they were doing nothing more than buying time. This strategy also betrayed the fact that Sol had failed to come up with a safe way to control the curse after baiting it into moving to Luna’s body—in other words, it was a gamble. And since the curse was still trapped with him, he needed to deal with it, and fast.


      Upon confirming that the curse had indeed been fully expelled, Sol retrieved an orb made by Gawain from storage and shattered it. The spacious area inside the barrier was promptly filled with a different curse. Simply put, Sol was fighting fire with fire. Or, in this instance, curse with curse. The original curse from the Hero had possessed a sort of intentionality, but it had no way to keep itself distinct from a soup of curse energy thick enough to be visible. All that was left in the end was one big mass of grudge energy that bristled against everyone and everything. This was a phenomenon that Sol had confirmed through prior testing.


      In their journey to seize control of the continent, Sol’s group had eliminated countless people thus far, from the party of adventurers from Hecatoncheires who’d fallen afoul of the All Dragon to underworld elements that Eliza had determined were beyond saving. However, in this case, elimination did not mean death. They had not been spared out of mercy. On the surface, it was to make examples of them, such as inflicting a punishment truly befitting of their deep evil. In truth, however, they were being kept as subjects to produce curse energy.


      The fate of anyone who opposed those who had overcome death was so terrible that death itself, that which spelled an absolute end and struck fear into the hearts of all men, was a mercy in comparison. Specifically, Luna, who was more accurately a black dragon by race, had extracted the souls from these undying villains, which had turned into pure curses so that Sol could experiment on them.


      Sol was by no means an agent of justice or humanity’s protector. To realize his dreams and protect those he held dear, he was willing to be as ruthless as he needed and to brandish the full powers of the monsters in his service. Needless to say, those monsters didn’t care a whit about human rights or the dignity of man when charged with an order from the lord they had given themselves to.


      Though this wasn’t something they should do openly, there was no denying that the world had gotten much better. If anyone was still inclined to complain, they should spare a thought for Frederica’s troubles. If she hadn’t met Sol when she had, then influenced those in power to be receptive to the direction he wanted to steer things in, it was very likely that he would have become far more removed from the plight of the common man and adopted much more heavy-handed policies. She was well aware of this and therefore had little patience for those who crossed the lines she set, pulling rank as needed with zero hesitation.


      As a result, Sol had sources who were producing curses that ranged from rather mild to extremely concentrated, and he had discovered how to mix them together for offensive purposes or to use them as a form of energy. This was what he was throwing at the Hero’s curse, hoping that he could dilute it into mere energy. After all, if it was fundamentally the same as the curses that he was already familiar with, he would know how to handle it. In this case, the plan was to simply release it into space, where it could roil and rage until it spent itself. And if this resulted in those former enemies of Sol’s who were still spewing curses receiving respite in one final moment of sanity and true eternal rest, they surely would not mind.


      But this was not what happened.


      The churning of the curse energy that filled the bottom half of the large barrier like a sea of black sludge quickly settled into a synchronized pulsing. Despite not possessing vocal cords, the sludge then let out a bestial cry that no one in this world had ever heard before.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Sol murmured, “Things never are that easy, are they?”


      There was still no concern in his demeanor. Of course, it would have been best if the curse had devolved into pure energy, but he had already achieved his goal of separating the curse from the Hero and successfully foiled its attempt to take over Luna’s body. He had also kept his expectations in check from the start, as he hadn’t really thought that curse energy gathered from fewer than a hundred thousand normal humans would be enough to subdue a curse that had tarnished the Hero for a thousand years.


      That said, this development did not call for alarm. Torn away from the Hero and without a host, whatever it was that was seizing control over the massive pool of curses and molding it into a shape was now merely a straightforward enemy with a visible form. It didn’t matter that it used to be curse energy; if it was to convert that energy into physical violence and start swinging, there was no way the All Dragon would lose. This was exactly why whoever had sought to suppress the monsters had used roundabout methods.


      Normally, Sol was all for hitting an opponent hard and fast, especially if they launched into a monologue or started transforming. However, instead of firing a breath cannon right away, he was now patiently watching the mass of curses take shape. This was because of the silhouette that it was forming. It was one that, like the cry still ringing out, was unfamiliar to the people of this world.


      More than a few monsters were based on it, and there were wild beasts with more than a passing resemblance. The word for it, based on the muffled “mraaoowwww!” as well as the rounded back, the bristling fur, the tail standing up straight, and the bared claws on all four limbs, was “cat.” And cats did not exist in this world.


      Sol, however, recognized the form. Of course, he had never seen a cat in person before. But he recalled the illustrations on the five cards that had been presented to him when he’d used Summoning. And one of them, the Lifeless Divine Beast, was a dead ringer for what he was now looking at.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: The Lifeless Beast


      According to the Kuzuifabra, the Divine Beast had greatly ingratiated itself with God and, by merit of that, had been raised to stand over all beasts of the earth. The therianthropes had accepted the Divine Beast as their god, which humans had twisted to interpret as acknowledgment that therianthropes were inferior to humans. This view, added to the insistence that other demihumans could only claim the Elven Queen as their figurehead and that the One True God oversaw humans alone, spoke volumes about the haughtiness of the human race. At the same time, all this also illustrated how the people saw the divine not as beings who were removed from their world but rather woven into its very fabric.


      The form of the Divine Beast was one of the two most dominant races that had once lived with humans in the old world: a cat. More specifically, it was a black cat. This suggested that the being who had come to be known as God in this world, which was the exact opposite of the old world, was a cat person, not a dog person. And if God had never had a pet, the position of Divine Beast might have remained empty or been filled by some other creature. To further read into this, perhaps God had been part of a social class and culture where keeping pets was commonplace.


      Of course, Sol and the other residents of the current world had no way of knowing any of this. All they could discern was that it was the Lifeless Divine Beast that had been cursing the Hero for the past millennium. And now, the Divine Beast was forcibly bending the body of curses made by Sol to its own will and aiming it at Sol and Luna.


      Things sure have taken a strange turn.


      When he had first chosen Luna, Sol had seen five cards. Thanks to that, he was the only one present who knew that the large figure taking shape from the subsumed curses was the Divine Beast. That realization, however, was at odds with what he knew, causing him no small amount of confusion. He had always thought that the Divine Beast was a close ally of the Hero, both being so closely aligned with God. While the Kuzuifabra spoke of the Elven Queen being on the Hero’s side but then betraying her in the end, there was no mention whatsoever of the Divine Beast dying and cursing the Hero from beyond the grave.


      “Everyone, it looks like we’re facing the Lifeless Divine Beast. That’s who has been cursing the Hero. I still haven’t the faintest clue how that happened, but for now, we’re going to wait and see how this plays out.”


      “Understood.”


      The Demon Lord and the Elven Queen had probably recognized their fellow monster at a glance, but the same wasn’t true for Reen and the others. So Sol made sure they were looped in before mentally readying himself for battle. Just like with the Hero, he was thinking that the best strategy was to incapacitate the Divine Beast as quickly as possible. After all, everything would be rendered moot if he spent time theorizing now and lost. At the same time, he recognized how lucky he was for this to even be an option. So lucky, in fact, it was like God had set it up on purpose.


      The Divine Beast roared, as though declaring itself the king over all curses. Its appearance was terror-inducing and sublime at the same time. The pool of curses surrounding its cat form churned irregularly, at times revealing the twisted faces of the human souls trapped within. The vast body stained the sky like a floating lake of sludge, invoking horror in all who beheld it.


      In the eyes of a normal human, the Divine Beast would have seemed like the embodiment of despair. For Sol, however, it was just a black enemy with a fluid form. In terms of scale, the Floating Continent had been far more impressive. He also was having no trouble intercepting every attack being thrown at him from the pool of curses. They were all spells or skills that he had seen before, so it made no difference that they were fueled by curse energy instead of mana. They were susceptible to his counterattacks and therefore not some unknowable threat that he had no recourse against.


      While he was distracted by the flashy barrage, a sneak attack managed to grab his foot, sapping away a sizable portion of his HP barrier. This made Sol rue letting his guard down, but at the same time, it also confirmed that the Divine Beast didn’t have anything up its sleeve outside the laws of what he knew to be possible and ironically reassured him more than anything else.


      What Sol feared most was something that could not be reasoned with and was beyond the bounds of reason. For example, something that would drive him crazy at a glance. Or something that would kill him in a mere confrontation. Or, even dialing it back a little, something that could one-sidedly affect him, such as a sickening sight that he would be forced to see even when closing his eyes or a sound that he could not shut out and that would drive him mad. He had no way of defending himself against such attacks because they followed a whole other set of rules. It wouldn’t even be a fight.


      When it came to a face-off in the same ring, however, even if a power strong enough to destroy the world was involved, the issue was a simple matter of who had the bigger stick. Although “death” and “curses” were concepts that everyone vaguely understood but couldn’t really define, if they generated the same old spells or skills in swanky new colors, that was just plain old violence.


      Inwardly, Sol had been quite apprehensive about facing the Cursed Hero and the Lifeless Divine Beast. His group’s dominance was substantiated by brute force, which had no answer for unknown variables like “curse” and “death” that might go beyond simple strength. That concern had been a major factor behind his experiments extracting curse energy from people. He was understandably wary of attacks of a different nature than those based on mana, which was the basis of his current followers’ strength.


      In this respect, Sol was currently feeling relieved. The Hero had turned out to be a handful with Code of Good Tidings, but she didn’t operate outside of normal logic. The curse that Sol had been most worried about was, in fact, the work of the Lifeless Divine Beast, with the curse itself being little more than an alternate fuel source for magic that he was familiar with and that was practically the same nature as that he had extracted from common humans. He was still keeping an eye out in case there was a last-minute upset, but was pretty sure he no longer had to worry about first-timer traps that could only be foiled with prior knowledge. Being stomped into the ground without being able to lift a finger was one of the worst ways to go.


      All strength in this world lay on a spectrum, and superiority was determined solely by one’s position on it. Given that, defeating the pairing of the All Dragon and Player—the avatar of brute strength and the supplier of limitless mana—was categorically impossible.


      What was more, all five cards that had been offered to Sol at the start of this journey were now effectively in his hand, albeit in incomplete states. This was a milestone of a sort for the journey of Player, a roundabout course involving choosing one of the five monsters to start with and using it in an effective way to obtain the others. Of course, he couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the intention was for Player to use the first monster to defeat the others, but after being joined by the Elven Queen, then the Demon Lord, there was more to support the theory that cooperation was the correct route.


      Furthermore, it was probable that gathering the full hand was the minimum requirement for whatever quests or game stages the self-professed Game Master had in store. Assembling all five monsters in a state where they had at least a limited ability to carry out orders—in other words, truly becoming the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters—was the very first part of the scenario, and failure to complete it meant being ushered to a “bad ending.”


      If all this was true, Sol’s most pressing concern was to find the way to the “true ending” that the Game Master—presumably “God” himself—had in mind. Of course, the right route had to be followed to reach that ending, and making a crucial mistake could lock him into some other ending he would not like.


      Sol’s dream was to conquer all the world’s dungeons and, in so doing, fully uncover the secrets of this world. Even so—no, therefore—he could not afford any missteps. All the more so because after everything was over, he wanted to “live happily ever after with everyone,” a surprisingly decent yet optimistic denouement.


      Despite how close to being a real god Sol was, at the end of the day, he was but an actor given power to carry out a role. If he failed to carry the story to the ending that God wanted, he just might be dismissed and his stage torn up to make way for a whole new production.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Getting his head into the game, Sol ordered, “Fritz, go ahead and erase our curses.”


      He was addressing the former emperor of Istekario, who was currently in a secret facility deep underneath Emelia’s royal palace. That had been his post and his home ever since his very public death during the Oratorio Tangram, and he almost never left it. There, he was applying everything he had learned from reigning over a court mired in schemes and intrigue to head a secret outfit that handled matters too deep and too dark even for the underworld that Eliza managed.


      Frederica held each nation to a high standard and represented Sol in the public sphere. To do both, she needed to maintain a squeaky-clean image. Rather than constantly outplaying every other country’s intelligence agencies, which was a bit much even for Sol’s group, it was easier for her not to dirty her hands in the first place. That was where Fritz’s organization came in. It was part of their mission to back up the ultimatums that Frederica issued. This organization could not be publicly denounced due to its very nature, and Fritz had no public image to maintain, being officially dead. And if any of the other agencies learned about and reported the fact that he was, in fact, still alive, it would only serve to curb foolish ideas from their host countries. All the more so if it was paired with intel about the atrocities that his organization was involved in.


      The Panhuman League was so large and being pulled in different directions by so many competing wills and agendas that the occasional demonstration of power from Sol and Frederica at official conferences was nowhere near enough to keep everything running smoothly. There was always some genius who thought he could give them the runaround and had a million and one sophisms on the tip of his tongue. Consequently, Sol needed people he could task with taking out the trash coldly and dispassionately with no questions asked. A group that possessed the strength and mentality to carry out any order without having to worry about how things looked made for a heck of a silver bullet for many problems. Though his monsters fit the bill, some situations required a human perspective.


      Sol was now contacting Fritz because Fritz was overseeing the subjects producing the man-made curses that the Divine Beast had seized. The newly built special facility underneath the Emelian palace had endless rows of tanks. They looked like the ones previously used by the Old Rulers to create the Hero but were filled with those sentenced to “worse than death” by the Panhuman League and those who, as a result of being intentionally antagonistic toward Sol, had been stripped of every single human right and degraded to living flesh. Floating in liquid and connected to countless tubes, these subjects could not move a finger and were kept alive to suffer all manner of experiments. In this facility, nothing was ethically or morally off-limits.


      A mere glimpse into this place would convince even the most peace-addled idiot that the age of peace brought on by Sol’s rule was by no means based only on the righteousness that the world lauded him for. The new order that Sol, Frederica, and Fritz had come up with was not just a pretty pipe dream; it was rooted very firmly in realism and utilitarianism.


      “As you wish. I will monitor the effects on the subjects and keep you updated. On a different matter, the Hero has already been put into a tank. She hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but her vitals seem fine. Her equipment has been isolated and locked away. And just in case, the Elven Queen and the Demon Lord are now guarding her tank.”


      Instantly understanding exactly what Sol wanted, Fritz verbally conveyed the bare minimum while sharing further details through the display system. At the same time, countless orbs of mana appeared behind Luna’s body, primed and ready to fire. Every reasonable measure regarding the Hero had been taken. There was no problem with the Elven Queen and the Demon Lord temporarily vacating the airship, since physical distance was no longer a hindrance thanks to the former’s mastery of teleportation. And last but not least, the setup to observe and record any changes within the subjects producing curse energy was good to go.


      Satisfied that everything was in order, Sol promptly set off the orbs, and highly concentrated laser beams burst from all of them at once. It was simply impossible to dodge attacks traveling at the speed of light. Even if someone could react and move fast enough, the barrage created an encirclement that tightened just a little more every few seconds. There was no escape. A target’s only options were to deflect the attacks or rely on something like an HP barrier to ride out the assault. However, the man-made curses were incapable of either. As a result, they were quickly burned away by the blinding white light.


      “Subjects convulse violently, then fall limp. They stop producing curse energy but aren’t dead.”


      “Got it.”


      The account from Fritz was succinct but illuminating. Apparently, erasing the curse energy produced by stimulating the human soul resulted in stopping the soul’s function. This suggested that there were limits to the soul’s ability to produce any energy, even that which normally fueled human will and spirit. At the moment, there was no way to know if the subjects’ souls would start up again in time. If they did, however, perhaps this was a viable energy source, in which case further exploration would be merited.


      Something else now made clear was that Sol’s and Luna’s powers could control curse energy with ease. As such, there was no longer cause to fear it, and production could therefore be ramped up.


      In the new world, countries could choose not to be involved with Sol. They just had to say so, and as long as they didn’t actively seek to undermine him, he would leave them alone. It was just that not a single head of state had taken that route. Of course, if any were to purposely ignore the writing on the wall and try, they would find themselves quickly replaced by a mysteriously well-funded and well-equipped insurrection.


      In light of the interpretation of crime as intentional sabotage of social order, there was a case to be made that having someone make up for the harm they had wrought by becoming a source of energy for the world was more meaningful than simply dying. Some people were just beyond redemption, and trying to straighten them out would be a waste of time and effort. Extracting energy from a soul caused the subject indescribable agony, but that was unavoidable, and it wasn’t like they were being tortured just for the sake of cruelty. Those who did not want to suffer this fate simply had to not commit crimes commensurate with such a punishment. It was a straightforward matter in Sol’s mind.


      “All subjects have ceased functioning. Some seem weaker than others, but all are still alive.”


      “A pity we can’t erase the Divine Beast the same way.”


      “It is called ‘lifeless,’ after all.”


      “Yeah.”


      By now, Sol and Fritz were quite knowledgeable about the curses they produced. However, curses were not only created by the living. In fact, it was common knowledge that curses generated by the dead were more powerful. And whatever the Divine Beast was, it was not alive. According to the card that Sol had seen, its real body was hidden somewhere and skewered with enough spears to fill an armory. Being dead certainly explained how it had managed to keep the Hero restrained for a thousand years.


      By successfully imbuing its will into its curse, the Divine Beast also served as “living” proof that physical death was not necessarily the end. There was an exploitable loophole in the rules that God had made for this world. However, while this was a fortuitous discovery, Sol was currently faced with a more pressing problem. Put simply, he was concerned that the Divine Beast was its curse at the moment and that erasing it would kill the monster for good.


      “Gawain’s magic tool...doesn’t work.” Sol chuckled. “I guess we’re not going to see him for a while again.”


      As a test, he had thrown a copy of the magic tool that had held the man-made curse energy at the Divine Beast, but it had simply fizzled and died upon contact before sinking out of sight. Clearly, the monster’s curse was far too voluminous and potent to be suppressed by the available technology. Of course, “impossible” was just a challenge for true inventors like Gawain, and Sol could already see him getting fired up and slamming his workshop door shut.


      “I mean, we could whittle down the curse until it could fit in the magic tool, but...”


      This idea sounded reasonable, and Fritz was about to agree until he heard the “but,” which hinted at something else that Sol wanted to try first.


      “Is there another way?”


      “I’m pretty sure that curse energy can be regenerated without limits as long as the body is alive, rather like concentration and stamina. Without a body, however...I can’t say. Moreover, we might be able to learn something valuable from analyzing this curse.”


      Instead of answering, Sol was merely laying out his reasons for the “but.” It was obvious that he wasn’t sharing what he had in mind on purpose, either because it was dangerous or because it was hard to properly convey in a few words. Fritz got the hint and did not press further.


      The Divine Beast’s attacks were extremely simple. In sharp contrast to when it had had the curse energy stolen from Sol, it now stuck to close-quarters physical combat, likely due to having learned earlier that spells and skills did not work. The sneaky attempt to touch Sol directly had also been foiled by his HP, so the beast had concluded that it had to destroy that barrier first and therefore repeatedly threw its large bulk at him.


      Sol was glad for this choice. The Divine Beast’s large size made it easy for him to dodge its attacks and land his own by keeping his distance. He could whittle down or even kill the monster any time he wanted. Unfortunately, he wanted to capture his opponent without doing either, and that was much harder.


      He turned his mind inward to the voice that had been panting heavily this whole time. Luna, can you talk?


      The All Dragon gathered all she had to form a reply. Y... Yes, my lord. Somewhat. She was barely hanging on by the skin of her teeth, but not answering when directly addressed by her liege was absolutely out of the question.


      Can you devour the curse in your current state?


      Luna was originally a black dragon, a race with high resistance to curses. This had already been proven and tested when she’d flipped the Old Rulers’ trap back on them. At the time, it had been lost technology. This time, it was some supernatural power from God. Though different in source, both sought to invade a target, seize its autonomy, and reduce it to a puppet. Hacking and curses were, in effect, the same. Furthermore, the Evil Dragon and the Divine Beast were fellow monsters. When two beings were sufficiently similar in nature, the stronger one naturally had the right to dominate the other. The Divine Beast had demonstrated this very principle moments earlier with the man-made curses.


      I can, but I’ve never tried to preserve a curse while taking it in. Not even in my Augoeides.


      I see. So you normally convert it into pure energy.


      Doing so would effectively be the same as killing the Divine Beast. It wouldn’t entirely be a waste this way and so was slightly preferable, but what Sol wanted was to capture the curse, and this wasn’t it. Luna’s ability to add what she devoured to her own strength, be it a curse or mana, was incredibly powerful but unsuitable for subduing and subjugating a curse.


      Wait, during the process, is conversation possible?


      Maybe? The other side would have to be willing too, though.


      It occurred to Sol that Luna devouring something and making it a part of herself wasn’t instantaneous. There were likely steps, such as breaking it down and converting it into energy. So if she could stop that process halfway and, if it was possible to then conduct negotiations, that would technically achieve what he wanted. He was just as inexperienced with trying to talk to a curse as Luna was, but at least he would have the advantage from literally holding its life in his hands. If one had to illustrate the dynamic with a more fleshed-out representation, he was a beast with his jaws clamped around his prey’s neck. Or, in human terms, holding a sword to the neck of someone who had all four limbs tied up.


      Communication was not possible under the current circumstances, and pounding the Divine Beast with more attacks or spells would take negotiation off the table entirely. So Sol decided to roll the dice on his idea.


      Go for it, Luna.


      As you wish.


      There wasn’t the slightest hesitation in her reply. The Divine Beast’s curse had crept inside the Hero and successfully kept her incapacitated for a whole millennium, and Luna was now charged with putting it into her mouth on purpose. Of course, Sol had issued his command with full faith in Luna’s strength, and Luna had confidence in herself, plus several countermeasures lined up and ready to be fired off at the first sign of trouble. Above all, this master and servant shared a detached acceptance that death could come for them at any moment should they ever fall short in strength or ability. Sol believed this to be the bare minimum in terms of conviction, given how high a dream he was reaching for, whereas Luna would much rather die than fail to carry out her liege’s wishes. Luna, in particular, had gained the view that death was a form of salvation after the thousand years she had spent chained up.


      The pair was not against giving things careful consideration, and they would not skirt corners when making preparations. They were simply at peace with death, which gave them the ability to put their lives on the line without a shred of hesitation when necessary.


      Having confirmed through the exchange that they were on the same page, it was time to take action. Their current form, which they had assumed to deal with the Hero, was unsuitable for absorbing the Divine Beast’s bulk all at once. Therefore, Luna retrieved Sol’s body from storage and created the biggest Astral she could. Of course, she wasn’t going to let this precious opportunity to engage in rubedo go to waste and intended to keep it going.


      For a split second, this worried him, as she maneuvered around to hug his head again like last time. A normal person’s neck would snap from having to support the full weight of a late teen, but thankfully, Sol didn’t have that problem thanks to his high level. No, what he was actually worried about was that, with her larger size, there was less direct contact between them and it wouldn’t be enough to maintain the connection. The truth was that the contact itself wasn’t actually important, but Luna would never admit that. Instead, she made a face like she had hit on a great idea, then shifted around to hug Sol from behind. She was choosing the back and not the front to avoid being in the way when he manipulated her Astral, but then she regretted it upon realizing that she would be doing most of the controlling anyway, so it didn’t matter in the end. The very next beat, it occurred to her that doing so might prompt him to ask, “Wait, we don’t need to rubedo anymore, do we?” and that would just ruin the whole thing, so she told herself that she had indeed made the right call.


      As a result, they ended up in a position that looked a little inappropriate for a serious fight. Thankfully, Sol was the kind of person who could focus hard when needed, and rather than getting jealous, the two with actual experience who were watching from the airship merely thought, Aww, how cute in response to Luna flushing all over.


      The Astral that had fully materialized was overwhelmingly larger than the Divine Beast. In fact, the word “overwhelming” didn’t do it justice. Instinctively comprehending how hopelessly outclassed it was, the beast raised its hackles and started prancing aggressively. This elicited a chuckle from Sol, but Luna couldn’t care less. Since the creature was now her enemy, she was going to crush it. Even though it was tiny compared to her and her order was to absorb it for the sake of parleying with it, she wasn’t going to hold back.


      With the swiftness characteristic of cats, the Divine Beast swiped at the Astral to create a wound it could directly pour its curse energy into. To its shock, its claw disintegrated and was absorbed upon contact. It reflexively jumped back, but Luna was not one to let an opening pass her by. She ruthlessly swung her colossal right arm and smacked the beast head-on.


      A slightly funny yowl lingered in the air as the Divine Beast was fully absorbed by the Astral. Immediately after that, a stream of mana flowed back out in the form of rings inside the spherical barrier, which in turn clustered together to form what was presumably the Divine Beast’s core or soul.


      “That took less than a second.”


      “I was once a black dragon. I would never lose in a fight against a curse.”


      Luna, whose small face was resting on Sol’s right shoulder, flushed in surprise upon suddenly being spoken to. She didn’t understand why, even though she loved her liege and was clinging to him of her own will, she felt a flash of heat shooting through her that almost made her let go. She also noted that, compared to last time, her heart was racing faster and she was sweating more profusely. That meant part of her body was transforming into sweat and escaping her control, and for some reason, she felt embarrassed about the phenomenon, about that sweat getting on her liege, and about him noticing.


      Additionally, she felt a strong urge to initiate a kiss with Sol, that act that she had been merely interested in before. It took all her self-control to remind herself that to ask was beyond her station as a servant and to hold herself back. From what she had seen, even Reen and Frederica had always been on the receiving end, so it was entirely inappropriate for her to make the request. She might have thought differently had she seen what Sol got up to with the other two at night, but that was neither here nor there.


      What further confused Luna was why she felt angry with Sol for the blank look on his face that told her he hadn’t a clue what she was struggling with. But in any case, she had to get a move on. So she quickly turned to the Divine Beast, which was now fully under her control, to interrogate it.


      “This is our first time facing off, but surely you can tell that you stand no chance against me as a mere curse without a body. I now charge you to submit to my liege.” To prevent Sol from catching on to her inner turmoil, Luna spoke with a little more haughtiness than needed.


      “Hisssss!”


      The response she got was that of a beast that did not actually understand how dire its situation was. This was a surprise not only to her but to Sol as well. In fact, he laughed out loud a little. He had been fully under the assumption that the monsters depicted on all five cards were capable of human speech. Now that he thought about it, however, he realized the ones he had encountered so far were capable of speech merely by merit of their identity.


      Dragons were more intelligent than humans, elves and devinians were demihumans, and the Hero was straight up human. It was a given that they could converse. The Divine Beast, however, was just a beast that had been granted power, and beasts didn’t normally speak. On second thought, even the Elven Queen communicated entirely in melodies, not words. There had been a very real chance from the get-go that the Divine Beast couldn’t speak. It made more sense for it not to. And perhaps God wasn’t a fan of beasts being anthropomorphized or even just speaking in human tongues.


      But the theorizing could wait. At the moment, they were getting nowhere. This was an opponent that didn’t understand the concept of negotiation, even when its life was being threatened, and it would likely continue resisting needlessly until it dashed itself to death against the wall.


      “Luna, a confirmation. You’re holding off on fully absorbing this curse, but it’s already totally under your control, right?”


      “Yes, my lord.”


      “I take it that means it’s now a part of you? In that case, is it possible to directly connect with the Divine Beast’s consciousness, like when we perform rubedo?”


      Luna looked at Sol in surprise. “I’ve...never tried it before, but I think so.” The idea to make contact with the mind of what she was devouring had never occurred to her. But now that it had been suggested, she realized the logic was sound.
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      “Would it be dangerous, though?” Sensing the uncertainty in Luna’s demeanor, Sol was struck with apprehension. He had never seen her like this.


      Picking up on the fact that she had made her liege uneasy, Luna said quickly, “N-No, I am still fully in control, so there is no serious risk. It’s just that this will be my first time doing it. I do have to say, though, there’s no telling if we can comprehend how a beast thinks or remembers things. Joining with a consciousness that’s completely different in nature could affect our minds in some way.”


      There was no serious risk to their minds or lives, and though rubedo had been mentioned, the Divine Beast’s consciousness was not actually going to flow into their own, and they were not all going to fuse for real. That said, contact with another mind, even when carefully managed, could have an effect. And considering that the other party in this case was a beast that likely organized its thoughts in a completely different, nonlinguistic way, those effects could be quite obvious.


      “Specifically, how so?”


      “We could end up acting like it.”


      “I-It’s reversible, right?”


      Sol was now worried for a different reason than the one he had started out with, and Luna’s reply confirmed that his fear was legitimate. He shuddered to imagine himself meowing like a cat or behaving like one in front of his companions. Going full cat and for only a short time was perhaps not that bad a trade-off for what he stood to gain, but being only partially affected, such as unconsciously pronouncing “na” as “nya,” would be unbearable. Frederica, for one, would immediately lock him up until he recovered. He was expected to always carry himself with his usual composure in public. Cuteness veering on silliness would undermine that. Needless to say, there were certain concessions when he was alone with Sol’s Girls, though.


      “Of course. The effect would only be temporary.”


      Political concerns meant nothing to Luna. What rubbed her wrong was a mere beast influencing her liege, even if for a brief while. However, she fully understood the necessity of what Sol wanted to attempt, so she bit her tongue. She settled for stressing the brevity of possible effects and disguising her displeasure as concern.


      “In that case, let’s go for it. If the Divine Beast really is God’s beloved pet like the myths say, we might learn His true identity.”


      If the worst-case scenario was him being embarrassed for a while, Sol was fully ready to accept that risk. There was no point in hemming and hawing any longer. The information he stood to gain was worth it.


      “As you wish, my lord.”


      Despite Luna’s grave tone, the continued meowing in the background prevented the atmosphere from getting too serious. At this moment, Sol and Luna hadn’t a clue what they were getting themselves into.


      How did this world come to be? Why did the Old Rulers refer to themselves so? Who really was the being who had interfered in the fight with the Demon Lord? What was the planet they had seen at the very bottom of Abyss, and why did it end up looking the way it did?


      All that and more would be revealed very soon.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: The Day the Worlds Converged


      Sol and Luna were floating in a pitch-black space. Not in their own bodies, of course, but as projections created by Luna so that they didn’t lose sight of themselves inside the Divine Beast’s consciousness. As a result, they were pale blue and translucent, as if they were ghosts. Furthermore, all the visualizing was being done by Luna, so Sol was about twice as handsome as usual. If a third party had been present, they would have burst out laughing seeing it.


      “I successfully connected to the Divine Beast’s Augoeides through its mind. But what we’re looking at...”


      Hearing the consternation in Luna’s voice, Sol made a snap judgment. “If we are in danger, take us back out right away.”


      “Yes, my lord. Uh, not yes to us being in danger but to escaping if needed. The thing is, unlike mine and Alshunna’s, all signs point to the Divine Beast’s Augoeides being completely dead, not just bound. But that doesn’t make sense because it would mean we’ve been caught in a trap.”


      Sol relaxed at the confirmation that they weren’t in immediate danger and let his curiosity take over. “What does that mean?”


      “It’s impossible to connect to an Augoeides that’s completely dead, even for the consciousness that used to dwell in it. We superior magical beings can live on as just mana, but a dead Augoeides would no longer be our body. As in, it isn’t considered a part of us anymore. We call that state ‘Augoeides death.’”


      And yet, Luna had been able to connect with the Divine Beast’s Augoeides. That was irrefutable proof that something was wrong. Plus, according to her, the fully dark space they were in was not how it looked inside a still-living Augoeides.


      “So we’re still in hot water.” Having been convinced that they were indeed in a trap, Sol mentally readied himself to be there for the long haul, as it wouldn’t be up to them when they actually left.


      “Yes. However, even though we are entirely at the mercy of whoever set the trap, not only are they not doing anything to us, they’ve left the door wide open. That’s what confuses me. Why did they set all this up, then?”


      Sol’s eyes lit up. That changes things.


      “The Divine Beast is being used as an event flag to move the scenario along. The person who set this trap—very likely Unknown, the being who showed up during our fight against Alshunna’s Augoeides and called himself Game Master—wants to give us the information we’ve been looking for, presumably because we need to know it for whatever comes next.”


      “Uh...I’m sorry?” Luna was taken aback again, but this time it was at how fast Sol seemed to be grasping the situation.


      “Yes, we’re probably being played like puppets at the moment. But based on where we’re going, it’s safe to say that Game Master isn’t the final boss we’re meant to face. In that case, our best course of action for now is to simply play along.”


      Unfortunately, Sol’s best effort at presenting his deductions was flying over Luna’s head. There was only one other person who could follow along, and that was Frederica, who had read the same materials he had.


      As if to confirm his insight, the pitch-black space abruptly switched to a view they were familiar with—that of a planet from orbit. However, the planet in question was not the one they lived on, nor was it the one they had seen at the bottom of Abyss. It was a miraculous blue marble that dazzled the eye against the backdrop of space. It was Earth.


      For having followed the correct route, Player was now being rewarded with a backstory info dump.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      On June 3rd, 2077 AD, on the third planet of the solar system, humanity perished due to its own overdevelopment, in much the same way that the saber-toothed cat had died out from developing fangs that became too long and sharp. After obtaining full control over the weather and climate in the 2050s, humankind went on to reach such heights in knowledge and technology that it reigned over all life as the apex species. Unfortunately, that growth was not accompanied by wisdom or maturity, proving that they, too, were mere beasts at the end of the day. They failed to learn from their long, storied past and fell victim to conflict, the devil that had remained on their shoulders since the beginning of time.


      Technology beyond a certain threshold was weaponry that as yet mentally immature humans had no business waving about like mere toys. However, up until that point, the weapons they had been bandying about had been too unsophisticated to drive the Earth itself—as well as the countless other species that called it home—over the edge into oblivion.


      That changed when the Doorknocker, a bomb that destroyed everything in a three-thousand-kilometer radius by shaking the very fabric of space, was developed. From that point on, it was only a matter of time until the world went up in flames. There was no going back, not when a single Doorknocker could destroy the entirety of Japan and every nation possessed more than one. Earth wouldn’t even remain a sphere.


      The worst thing about the Doorknocker was that it would still explode with full force even if it wasn’t detonated but destroyed by an external cause. It was impossible to intercept an incoming Doorknocker without setting it off and erasing everything within its blast radius. There was simply no way to defuse one after it was primed.


      Humanity had yet to devise a defense against the atomic bomb, let alone the Doorknocker. The invention of this weapon therefore pushed the species into the ultimate glass cannon state. And when everyone kept waving around these weapons that would destroy them along with those they were threatening, their arms inevitably grew tired. It was all the more shameful that they were driven by flaws such as pride and mistrust, when real issues like disease and famine had been largely eliminated thanks to technological advancements.


      Normally, only the biggest superpowers could afford to develop, build, and maintain such potent weapons. However, the Doorknocker developed by Professor Juan Eugea Iwakura, the central figure behind the technological revolution of the fifties, was easily within reach of even the poorest country, with the only barrier being a lack of knowledge of how it worked. In effect, anyone with sufficient funds and determination could build one. That accessibility made it that much more of an abomination.


      When Professor Iwakura announced and shared this invention that used a living human as the explosive material, the whole world turned against him and denounced him as the Devil incarnate, despite the countless contributions he had made to science. At the same time, however, countries scrambled to arm themselves with Doorknockers that they could point at their enemies—their fellow man—and their citizens applauded it.


      There existed no better example of how the race of man itself was the incarnation of evil. People came to tacitly accept the turning of others into bombs, the act they had so vehemently protested before, as long as the victims were criminals. After all, by that point, it was just self-defense. A country couldn’t afford to be without such a weapon when all its neighbors had one.


      The worst flaw in man’s nature was the propensity to think of things as someone else’s problem if it didn’t directly harm him in the here and now. Humanity’s shortsightedness made it impossible for them to responsibly handle the many other inventions that Professor Iwakura had introduced: a lineup that, weaponry aside, touched on everything from city infrastructure to home appliances.


      There was perhaps a case to be made that Iwakura hated humanity—including himself—more than anyone else, and that his rancor was so great that he had given their species toys to destroy themselves with so he could watch and laugh in scorn.


      It was on June 3rd, 2077, that the world, richer than ever before yet precariously balanced on a razor’s edge, met its inevitable collapse. The first Doorknocker went off in the holy city of a newly established cult that had seen a meteoric rise over the past decade. The fact that it wasn’t actually a country that pulled the trigger suggested that maybe humanity wasn’t entirely a lost cause, but in any case, the holy city was located somewhere in rural Japan, and so almost the entire country disappeared in an instant.


      Although the Japanese government had sworn up and down that it did not possess any Doorknockers, it did, in fact, possess more than a hundred of them, all of which were set off by the first one. Although Okinawa was outside the range of the first explosion, the successive blasts reached it with ease, thus completing the annihilation of the entire nation. As it turned out, the biggest concentration of Doorknockers had been in Okinawa, which wasn’t necessarily Japan’s fault, but it wouldn’t have been a surprise to any Japanese had they survived.


      The destruction caused by Doorknockers could not be picked up by observation equipment of any kind, including satellites. As such, there was no way to tell whether the first one had been an intentional detonation, an attack, or an accident. At this point, countries were so quick to point fingers at their neighbors that even if there was no evidence of who was responsible, many would have panicked and launched preemptive strikes as a knee-jerk reaction. Thankfully—though this word is used ironically, given the number of casualties—Japan being an island nation gave everyone the space and time to cool their heads.


      Or at least, that was what should have happened. At the time, many were of the very vocal opinion that the deployment of Doorknockers was the ultimate form of deterrence. The logic went that, should Country A attack Country B with one, Country B could promptly do the same in turn, and given that there was no way to defend against Doorknockers, both would be annihilated, so both would be wise enough to leave each other well alone. And yet, as it turned out, Japan hadn’t even had the opportunity to hit back. Another possible outcome, then, would have been the world looking at this incident and going, “Ah, it was a tragedy, but we can learn from it,” before proceeding to squabble over the now ownerless territory. But that also did not happen.


      Indeed, it was humanity’s very nature to err, and its fate had been sealed the moment nations had taken a weapon they had no control over and convinced themselves it was okay to arm themselves with it.


      To start with, the chain of explosions in Okinawa reached Taiwan. The storm of destruction then hopped over to the Philippines and the coast of China. From there, it traced the coast north to obliterate the Korean Peninsula and headed to Mongolia, where it set off the bombs Russia had put in place along its borders and made it to Europe at large. Down south, the explosions hit the Vietnam-Laos-Thailand-Cambodia cluster before traveling through Malaysia to Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Australia, the Solomon Islands, and then New Zealand.


      Since becoming the world’s greatest economic superpower in the 2030s, China had continued to develop until it was filled with futuristic cities straight out of science fiction novels. The chain of Doorknockers going off ultimately sped through these cities to reach India and the Middle East. The entirety of Africa was gone before anyone living there even knew what was happening.


      If countries had stuck to keeping their Doorknockers on their military bases, there was a slim chance the Americas could have been spared. Thanks to the US being a melting pot of races and cultures, humankind might have been able to slowly bounce back and reclaim the parts of the world that had been so abruptly vacated.


      Unfortunately, this was also not to be. Despite having been banned from doing so by international treaties, each military submarine deployed throughout the Pacific Ocean carried Doorknockers onboard, and in the double digits, no less. They had been spread out to cover more area for strategic reasons, but this now served as a path for the chain of explosions to travel to Hawaii. From there, they spread throughout the US mainland, then went north to Canada and south through Mexico to the Caribbean and South America.


      The fact that the regulation-breaking submarines in question belonged not only to America but also every other supposedly advanced nation, and that they were the reason that the disaster spread farther than it otherwise would have, was truly the most illustrative example ever of humans being humans. Roughly ten percent of the planet escaped the explosions and therefore complete and instantaneous obliteration, with some of that space actually inhabited. However, mega hurricanes, tsunamis as tall as skyscrapers, and impossibly violent earthquakes quickly followed to finish the job. In a way, the people living there met far more tragic ends than those who had been instantly wiped out by the explosions that traveled through matter and therefore could not be escaped even in underground bunkers.


      A few minutes—a mere blip in humanity’s long history—was how long it took from the moment the first blast went off in Japan to the entire planet being reduced to a smoldering graveyard devoid of all life. It turned out that there had been around 120,000 Doorknockers in total, a number far greater than the reported 70,000 nuclear bombs at the height of the Cold War. The 120,000 sacrifices who had been turned into Doorknockers under all sorts of pretexts had ended up taking the world with them as they knocked on the door to hell.


      There was a small handful of people who had watched the whole sequence of events unfold with their hearts sinking into the pits of their stomachs. These people had been in space at the time.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Was that...?” It was rare for Luna to be so lost for words, but it was fully justified. Having footage of an entire world being destroyed and all relevant information flowing directly into her brain had made for a very bizarre experience indeed.


      “Another world,” Sol replied. “I’m pretty sure that’s the world that produced the majority of the books from Biblioteca that Frederica and I have been going through lately.”


      He was stunned too but was more occupied with coming to terms with the revelation that the world mentioned in his books actually existed and that it had destroyed itself with its own weapons. Furthermore, he was now sure that the planet he had seen in Abyss was what remained of the beautiful blue ball currently before his eyes. Though it was another world, there was a definite connection between it and the one he was living in.


      “And someone left a record of its final moments?” Luna asked.


      “No. What we watched must be a re-creation. Assuming that it was made by Unknown, however, I daresay he made it as accurate as possible.”


      Apparently, the idea of someone videotaping their own demise in a matter-of-fact way was too crazy even for the All Dragon. It was obvious to Sol, though, thanks to his rather extensive knowledge of Earth, that the footage had been made afterward. He had a rudimentary understanding of AI and CGI, partly from the lost technology that the Old Rulers had left behind in Adrateio. What was more, they had yet to see how Earth was connected to their own world. In other words, there was more to come.


      As Sol expected, after everything cut to black for a moment, a second chapter began playing.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The Doorknocker’s range was impressive, but it was nowhere near enough to touch geostationary orbit, which was around 36,000 kilometers above sea level. This orbit was mainly used only by weather and telecommunication satellites, but unbeknownst to most people, the satellites had been joined by four habitable space stations sent up by a handful of visionaries who had foreseen the events of June 3rd. Though space stations for humans normally operated in low Earth orbit at around two thousand kilometers up, conventional Doorknockers could easily be launched as missiles that, even if intercepted, could easily reach that high. Therefore, the four space stations were created in secret and sent all the way up to geostationary orbit, with a supermassive space station called Lunar Gateway circling the moon 385,000 kilometers away from Earth and overseeing all of them.


      In light of the incredible speed at which technology—especially in the field of weaponry—was developing, the Lunar Gateway was equipped to be a final bastion in case humanity needed a completely fresh start. Those who spearheaded this effort were a very small group of top scientists and patrons of significant but not preeminent wealth. They possessed the foresight and objectivity to see that a day like June 3rd was coming and therefore dedicated themselves to seeking a path of survival for humankind. They didn’t do so out of a sense of justice, and naturally, some of them did dream of seizing power and riches in the postapocalyptic world. In fact, this was true of many of them. At the same time, some were kind souls who understood the scientists’ concerns and blended in with their mustache-twirling peers in order to fund real solutions.


      Whatever their reasons, everyone involved shared the understanding and certainty that it was only a matter of time before the world met its end, and there was an urgent and pressing need for practical action. After a brutally honest evaluation, they quickly reached the conclusion that attempting to save the world in its current state would be an exercise in futility. Those in power held everything in a vise, and though they could see that the world was precariously perched on the edge of a cliff, they hadn’t the faintest inclination to let go of their vested interests to do anything about it. On the other hand, the masses wallowed in their comfort and mocked the scientists’ warnings as mere conspiracy or doomsaying. They weren’t entirely blind to the situation but were convinced there wasn’t anything they could do to make a difference.


      One thing that all humans shared, regardless of wealth, status, age, or gender, was the ability to close their eyes to danger that they themselves stepped into with a blind optimism that would thoroughly confound an objective observer. The fact that they did not wake up even when the number of Doorknockers reached the point where they could destroy the entire world made it abundantly clear that they had not changed at all since the Cold War in the late 1900s. As long as the world’s power structure remained the way it was, a mere few intellectuals with access to so-so capital would never be able to effect all the necessary changes.


      So they pivoted, abandoning the idea of stopping the apocalypse and redirecting their energy to thinking about how to get humanity through it, even if they had to start from square one. Accordingly, they started gathering and preserving information on all life on Earth, from plants to animals and even fungi, in utmost detail. Furthermore, sperm, eggs, and seeds of all species were frozen in enough numbers to kick-start a new population in the new world. Obviously, the apparatuses and energy needed to support everything were likewise secured and adapted to weather the ravages of time as much as possible. In short, modern Noah’s arks were built. They were even outfitted with the necessary functions to become seedships, just in case Earth itself was left too damaged to sustain life—a very likely possibility given the nature of Doorknockers.


      Reaching this decision was like a paradigm shift for the group. Those whose role was to carry out instructions from the top minds accepted that they would die in the event. In exchange for the promise of their genes—or, should they be so fortunate that the apocalypse happened to the next generation, their children’s genes—being preserved on the seedships, they were going to live their lives to the fullest, having no regrets, while fulfilling their duties. It was surprising how much humans could take in stride after knowing they had made their mark on history.


      On the other hand, the top scientists leading the team immersed themselves in finding a way to upload themselves to servers. In their conceit, they included their memories and consciousnesses in order to ensure that their knowledge and skills would be used “in the right way.” In other words, they were looking to immortalize themselves.


      It was really at this point that the organization started veering off course. According to every story from the dawn of time, those who sought eternal life, no matter their justification for doing so, invariably went mad. There was a surprising amount of overlap in the roots of the cult that ultimately pulled the trigger to end humanity and this organization that sought to ensure its survival. And ironically, or perhaps as intended, the scientists succeeded by working on a fundamental theory that Professor Iwakura had come up with. A few years before the event in 2077, five of them underwent the process. They had made it in time.


      Each of the extracted minds, now fused with AI and referring to themselves as “sages,” was housed in one of the five man-made space stations, and it was from there that they, along with the handful of humans who were employed at the stations at the time, witnessed the moment that Earth met its demise. While they were devastated by the sight, there was also a spark of near-fanatical glee in their hearts. The inferior human race had ruined themselves in their folly, but they were superior beings who had risen above that pathetic state and were now going to build the perfect race in a perfect world.


      Thus their transformation into deviants who felt elated at the sight of the world breaking apart—despite knowing it was also swallowing up their family members and everyone else they had ever known—was complete. The story of rebirth about to be penned by a group of authors led by five minds who were no longer human was, from the very first stroke, corrupted beyond redemption.


      But then the survivors witnessed something unbelievable that no one had ever seen before.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “So, those were the Old Rulers.”


      In short, a small group had survived the end of their world—not caught off guard and left with nothing else but the clothes on their back but rather equipped with more than enough knowledge and equipment to support their limited numbers. Consequently, they took to calling themselves the Old Rulers. It wasn’t the most creative name, but it made sense.


      “Those who thought they could do as they pleased with our world were mere remnants of another world that they themselves destroyed?” asked Luna.


      “I guess so. But if the planet we saw in Abyss is this Earth of theirs...”


      How the Old Rulers had managed to cross from their destroyed world to the one where Sol and his companions lived, bringing their equipment and knowledge to assume the mantle of “ruler,” had yet to be revealed.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The Doorknocker was a weapon from hell that shook space itself in a three-thousand-kilometer radius around the point of explosion, breaking down everything within that range. Each one was fueled by a living human. Their age and gender didn’t matter; the only requirement was that they were alive at the moment of detonation. Because of this, Doorknockers didn’t last indefinitely and had to be replaced every so often. In fact, the greatest cost in maintaining one was in the support system that kept its fuel source alive, a fact that was both ironic and deplorable at the same time.


      Aside from its inventor, Professor Iwakura, no one really understood how such destruction could be wrought in exchange for a single human life. However, that was where another trait of man came into play—he could be extraordinarily confident that he understood a phenomenon and was in complete control of it just from knowing how it worked and not why.


      A demonstration was conducted on the far side of the moon to showcase the Doorknocker’s effectiveness. It ended up erasing a fifth of the planetary body in the blink of an eye. Since the moon still looked the same from Earth, many claimed the experiment was a hoax. The moon didn’t implode or break apart either, which some had expected, but since lunar travel wasn’t restricted to the superrich at this point, there ended up being a rather significant number of people who got to see the resulting crater for themselves.


      It was thanks to this demonstration that the Doorknocker was taken seriously as a weapon that surpassed even nuclear bombs, and countries considered it a necessary addition to their arsenal. The first country to possess one, the United States of America, naturally kept the production method highly classified. And yet, in no time at all, that knowledge was in the hands of not only other countries but the general public too. In hindsight, it was obvious that Professor Iwakura had had a hand in its dissemination.


      Unfortunately, this was where human nature reared its ugly head again. Now that they, too, had access to such a weapon, the concerted protest from other countries against America and the Doorknocker died down, and in less than a decade, the number of deployed Doorknockers reached insane numbers. Anyone could see how dangerous that was, but the momentum could no longer be stopped.


      What humanity didn’t know was that the Doorknocker actually had another effect. It seems strange to use the word “fortunate” in this context, but no further experiments with the Doorknocker had been conducted in public after the first one. The effect of one going off was so great that it was simply impossible to cover up, so it was safe to say none of the countries even tried. It was absolute madness that they still made so many, fully expecting them to work—all the more so considering that each one was a living human.


      Unfortunately, it was very easy for individual rights to be left by the wayside for the sake of the “greater good.” Ironically, it was from looking at America, the self-appointed world police and the country that proceeded to frantically deploy more Doorknockers after conducting the one experiment the world saw, that the other countries felt reassured that the ones they had manufactured did indeed work and were every bit as potent.


      In any case, when the entire planet was enveloped in detonating Doorknockers, a phenomenon that the small number of survivors had not expected took place. Even the sages had never witnessed it before; they hadn’t even known it was possible.


      Put simply, the wall between dimensions cracked open.


      The Doorknocker only erased matter when set off in isolation, but that was no longer the case when multiple blasts overlapped. With the former, chunks of the planet, including both land and sea, were gouged out like someone taking a scoop to a mound of ice cream, and that was already a major catastrophe. The Earth losing its shape wreaked havoc with everything that had been in equilibrium thus far, throwing the atmosphere and oceans into disarray, upsetting tectonic plates, and causing thunderstorms that raked the surface with lightning. With the latter, however, cracks appeared in midair that spread, then collapsed inward.


      At first, no one knew what was happening. They were watching the gouged-out surface and churning seas, but somehow, at the same time, they were watching an entirely different scene. It was like one big optical illusion or a fever dream. Some even wondered if they had gone mad from the shock of seeing the world torn apart.


      The truth was that this was the true purpose of the Doorknocker—what it had really been made to do. Overlapping Doorknockers resonated with each other and became exponentially more potent. The vector of this increased potency wasn’t in range or destructive power. Doorknockers worked by shaking the fabric of space, and it was that amplitude that was affected. When that shaking crossed a certain threshold, it straight-up tore the fabric of space, punching a hole through to another dimension. The more Doorknockers that overlapped, the bigger and deeper that hole was, reaching more and more dimensions. This phenomenon swallowed up the whole planet, thanks to the thorough coverage of the chain of explosions.


      Of course, the severity varied across locations, with hot spots being largely concentrated at military bases and submarines, but just like a single point of failure could ruin the structural integrity of a glass bead and cause it to shatter in full, the cracks caused by the Doorknockers proved more than enough to completely pulverize the dimensional walls. Countless immaculate spheres superimposed over the disfigured mound of ice cream, shattering all at once as the air rang with the weirdly beautiful sound of their destruction. As many dimensions as there had been Doorknockers, some perhaps filled with peaceful and vibrant life, died instantly without knowing what was happening as the destruction propagated through them to reach even more worlds like an out-of-control wildfire.


      Eventually, the theoretically infinite number of worlds all became one, their shattered remains accumulating in Earth’s dimension. Thanks to the other worlds already being half destroyed when pulled from their dimensions, they were the ones that succumbed from clashing with Earth, thereby leaving it the last one standing. Through the paradox of this happening an infinite number of times in a single moment, all the alternate branching dimensions that had been created since the dawn of time were reintegrated back into one. All because one of them had broken through its walls.


      Though now trapped with nowhere to return to, the energy of the other worlds did not disappear. Rainbow light overflowed in this world that was now all in one, repeatedly tangling and untangling while swelling in size. By appearances, they were vying with each other for dominance. In fact, that was indeed what was happening, with each light being the aggregate of all power from its respective dimension. This wasn’t only the conversion of all mass and space of a world but also the life energy of every being that had lived and died in it, all mixed together in a soup of primordial power of colossal scale.


      The fierce struggle between these clusters of all-encompassing potential imbued with the will of their worlds proceeded apace, seizing or losing control. The winners absorbed the losers, leading to the remaining orbs of light growing in size with each face-off, like thread being spun into increasingly bigger balls of yarn. Once again in defiance of the concept of time, infinite clashes started and ended in a split second, bringing the infinite number of worlds down to billions, billions to millions, millions to thousands, and thousands to dozens. It was like an infinite number of main characters suddenly having been robbed of their own stages and forced to take part in a tournament to fight for the right to stand on the only one that remained.


      The next moment, there were only five lights remaining, each larger than Earth itself. Instead of immediately lunging at each other like they had been doing, they were hanging back, whirling away warily as if locked in what someone from Earth might call a Mexican standoff.


      Gradually, the spheres changed shape and took on distinct forms. The largest became a dragon. The others, all similar in size, became an elf, a devinian, a therianthrope, and a plain old human. In the shape of what their worlds believed to be the ultimate representations of strength, these five monsters formed from the aggregate power of infinite worlds were just about to launch into one final showdown when giant chains of pure darkness suddenly materialized and strung them all up.


      The monsters resisted by turning the strength they had been about to use on each other to the chains, but the chains fed on that strength to become even larger and more numerous. Before long, all five were bound so tightly they couldn’t move a muscle. These chains, formed from the absence of light, were this dimension’s power, with the form it took representing the fools who had not only ruined themselves with their brilliance but also dragged all other life with them into oblivion. This world, this great sinner that had devoured the entirety of the multiverse to become the All in One, was as yet unsatiated. True domination was but a step away, and being broken and ruined was no obstacle to its burning greed.


      Sadly for the other avatars, in spite of the senselessness of the situation, and in spite of their sacrosanctity as aggregates of every possibility from every world, it was always strength that determined dominance. This world was foolish and corrupted beyond salvation, but it was also the strongest. The chains that represented all that it was—with the exception of the small number of survivors and the evolved consciousnesses they looked to for command—proceeded to subdue the five clusters of power.


      The self-proclaimed sages who had been all gung ho about creating the perfect new world and ensuring that it tread the right path this time realized now that they were, in fact, not the protagonists of this story. The true protagonist was the one who had orchestrated everything that was happening. They had deluded themselves into thinking they could become gods when they were but side characters, left to their own devices because nothing they did would significantly affect the actual plot. In fact, it was probably more correct to say that they had been deliberately spared by the mastermind because he had wanted a little spice in the world he was building.


      It was only now that the Old Rulers realized how unnatural it was that their brazen plans had gone so smoothly and how all the knowledge and skills they needed had practically been handed to them on a silver platter. Everything they had achieved while fancying themselves minds without compare had been but extra entertainment for someone capable of this spectacle of overwhelming scale. It was not lost on them that even now, should the mastermind change his mind, the five seedships that housed the five entities could be reduced to space dust with the mere flick of a single chain.


      Then again, given that they had been allowed to watch the extravaganza from start to finish, it was clear that they had been co-opted into being pawns with parts in the production. And now, after having successfully wrestled the five monsters into submission, the mastermind was sealing up the ruined world and moving on to create a brand new one. Truthfully, the Old Rulers were not vehemently against accepting the fact that they weren’t the protagonists of this new world. After all, their ability to interfere with it, as well as all the old world’s knowledge and skills, remained alive and well. This implied they had tacit permission to go on with their plans to be the enlightened guides who would shepherd the foolish masses. The only difference was that their flock would no longer be just those on the seedships they had planned on bringing back but also intelligent life-forms from all the other worlds.


      Thus, hearts filled with purpose, the last survivors of the old world stepped through on its final day, June 3rd, 2077 AD, to the new world. They were uninvited guests here, side characters whose presence was only tacitly overlooked, but one day, when the opportunity arose, they would usurp the protagonist’s seat.


      In the new world that had been effectively formed by sacrificing all others, magic and science ruled side by side as humans, a race devoid of any supernatural abilities, lived among dragons that flew in the sky, devinians and elves that freely wielded magic, and therianthropes with superior physicality. Not a single soul who lived in this melting pot understood what need there had been for such a world, but one thing was clear: It had not come about by coincidence.


      There was something that Professor Juan Eugea Iwakura, who had supposedly died in 2069, wanted. It was for this specific goal that he had orchestrated the creation of a new world and claimed the mantle of God. The populace pulled from the multiverse hadn’t the faintest clue, but the Old Rulers were sure of it. As sure as they were that they would get the jump on him one day and claim for themselves the monsters who ruled everything.


      And so, the stage was set up on this day, manned with actors created with memories of their lives up to this moment, and the curtains rose on the great farce that Sol and his companions would come to call the Kuzuifabra a thousand years later.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “So our very existence, our consciousness, and our memories are all fabricated?” Luna asked.


      The process by which their world had come to be was shocking enough, but to this master-servant pair, the truth of the identities of the monsters was far more important. Sol didn’t have to be a mind reader to tell that however stunned he was feeling, Luna was experiencing much worse.


      Trying to alleviate that shock, Sol quickly said, “Hey, even if your memories and consciousness are implanted, that doesn’t change the fact that you are imbued with the general will of the world of dragons. That’s why the being who went out of his way to introduce himself to us—was that Professor Iwakura?—can’t simply turn you and the other monsters into mindless puppets...I think.”


      While practically stumbling over his words given how fast he was speaking, he realized with surprise how much it bothered him to see the peerless All Dragon so out of sorts. She stared at his uncharacteristic agitation with her jaw hanging open for a while, then flashed him a smile and practically waved the whole issue away.


      “On second thought, it doesn’t change anything. I am your loyal servant, and that’s enough for me.”


      Whatever the reason for her creation, Luna was happy in the here and now, serving her liege. She puffed out her chest proudly, fully accepting that her entire value system, including the value of her dignity as a dragon, her conceit as the All Dragon, and even her own free will, were based on usefulness to him.


      As if taking turns, it was now Sol who was stunned. As the two shared a laugh, they were abruptly expelled from the space. Apparently, the truth of the false myth known as the Kuzuifabra was not meant for Player to know just yet. For all he knew, maybe the details of that truth—including whether the incident had even happened—were something he would never uncover.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: Debriefing


      “So, yeah,” said Sol. “That’s supposedly the truth of how this world was created.” He leaned back in his commander’s seat on his airship, taking a breath after having finished sharing everything he had learned from diving into the Divine Beast’s curse with Luna. The monsters were in their usual positions—Luna on his lap, Alshunna on his head, and Aina’noa floating behind his shoulder—in a formation so iconic that it would become the most common way he was depicted in future portraits.


      The two monsters who had just been defeated were floating inside tanks that had been hurriedly added to the back of the bridge, with neither showing any signs of waking up yet. To be specific, the Divine Beast’s container looked like a tank but the equipment was specialized for containing curses, and what was inside it was only the core that had been meowing noisily before. Luna had cleanly separated it from its large body of curse energy, which was currently packed inside a similar but much bigger contraption that was taking up most of the airship’s hold. The “Now, spit it out!” line Sol had used at the time had earned him the side-eye from everyone for sounding like he was speaking to a pet bringing back a dead cicada in its mouth as a gift, but Luna had looked happy about being treated that way, so no one said anything out loud.


      Since Sol’s main force was going to be sticking together and moving as one most of the time going forward, it only made sense to keep the Divine Beast and the Hero where all that strength was gathered, thus leading to the current arrangement. In the absence of all other considerations, it would have been best to send them to the facility underneath the Emelian royal palace, where they could be examined and monitored and Fritz could try out ways to wake them up. However, caution would require having the Elven Queen or the Demon Lord to stay with them as insurance, and that just wasn’t an option given the developments that seemed likely to happen soon.


      All of Sol’s closest companions were settled into their own seats on the bridge, held up by motorized arms and facing him. Everyone here had already received a Numbers armament suit of their own and access to a teleportation circle that allowed them to gather here at a moment’s notice. That made this the best location for a meeting when it was just them.


      In the future, being accepted into this group, marked by receiving a set of Numbers armament and a seat on this bridge, would become the ultimate hallmark of success in life, but that was neither here nor there. In any case, unlike when responding to a major crisis, which would have those in the chain of command at their respective posts where they could carry out their roles with maximum efficiency, everyone was here in person at the moment.


      Currently, “everyone” was a grand total of fourteen people and three (plus two more uninitiated) monsters. The group that society had fully gotten used to calling “Sol’s Girls (lol)”—the (lol) truly was part of the name—was made up of Reen, Julia, Frederica, Eliza, and Rosalind. Julia did have a few choice words about being included in this group, being the wife of another man and all, but since it was the general public who had settled on the name and not Sol, there was no fighting it.


      There were more than a few who took this name and spread crass speculation about it as if it were the truth, but Julia’s husband, Sephiras, knew better than to believe them, and that was good enough for her. Whenever these “good, upstanding citizens” were overheard by members of the underground, they would invariably end up getting a visit that left them swearing on their life to never run their mouth again. The decision to let them live instead of erasing them proved so effective at curbing the rumors that it would soon be stamped out entirely. In a world where everyone enjoyed an abundance of resources and guaranteed peace, strict punishment for those who broke the rules set by the authorities was not only tolerated but actually applauded.


      Blue Water, which had fused with Rosalind’s armament to become Rodem and then adopted the form of a black panther as its standard appearance, seemed very curious about the Divine Beast core. It paced to and fro so restlessly before what looked like a smaller version of itself that Rosalind had to admonish it in an amusing reversal of their usual roles.


      Then there were the guys, whose average age was a little too high to be called “Sol’s Boys”—Steve, Gawain, and Ishli. Steve and Ishli, in particular, kept picking at their foundation suits. Though the versions they were wearing had cloaks and other customized additions, they still looked embarrassed about wearing something so formfitting at their ages. Now Steve deeply regretted blurting out “That’s sexy” when he first saw the girls in their suits. If he’d known he would be wearing the same thing, he would have displayed a little more tact. He was deeply grateful for the magnanimity that they were now showing in not hitting him back with the same comment.


      Regardless of how the guys felt, however, the fact was that they had very well-toned bodies thanks to all the time they spent training alongside Sol. Depending on one’s preferences, one could indeed find them attractive, perhaps even to the point of arousal. It was only too bad that they were no longer young enough to be called “boys,” something that they personally would have been the first to point out.


      Gawain alone looked completely unfazed. He had made all these suits himself, and all he cared about was how well they did their job. Speaking of the bodily details visible through the suits, though Steve’s and Gawain’s were actually not too different from before, Ishli’s had undergone such a drastic change that more than a few of his acquaintances had exclaimed, “Who’re you?!” Though there was no reversing the effects of age, his extremely rigorous diet and training regimen had proved a huge success and transformed him into a middle-aged gentleman with the kindly heartthrob looks from his youth.


      From Eliza’s reports, Sol knew that these three bachelors had been gaining popularity among the populace as of late. It was a pity that this fact did not translate into any practical benefit for them and was little more than material that their companions could poke fun at them for.


      Leticia and Lydia were not part of Sol’s Girls (lol) but were still considered members of the inner circle by merit of their positions as Frederica’s royal guard, among other roles. Thanks to their age, they had finally gotten used to hiding their nerves and were sitting in their assigned seats with composed expressions. During these meetings on the bridge, they mainly stayed silent and spoke only when directly spoken to or when their experiences and knowledge enabled them to contribute something of great import.


      Though royal guard was indeed a lofty position, the two could frankly have done without suddenly being thrust into the world’s ruling body. Thanks to Sol, they wielded incredible strength and weapons and headed their ideas of the perfect fighting force, but given a choice, they would much rather be back out on the field, leading that force. Protecting the frontier cities that were going up to reclaim what had been monster territory was what they lived for and gave them untold joy. That said, they understood that their power to do all that was based on them having a seat on this council, so they graciously accepted the duties that came with it.


      Then there were the two youngest to be summoned today, who still had a long way to go before attaining such wisdom or maturity. Johan and Louise, the two members of Eliza’s entourage, had really leaned into their identities as the most junior members of the group. The bridge was their least favorite part of the airship, especially when they had to sit in their seats. Usually, they spent their time rushing throughout the vessel, looking for ways to serve the other members while occasionally asking for guidance from Leticia and Lydia, whom they looked up to as role models in similar positions to their own. If they didn’t do that, they would never have been able to make themselves sit through these gatherings. It was bad enough that they were treated like upper brass back in Eliza’s headquarters—acting like they belonged here was an even taller order.


      This self-awareness was why they were in such awe of Eliza, who had fully stepped into her role as the don of the underworld. They were also eternally grateful to her, as her quick thinking was what had turned that fateful night into their biggest break. That said, no matter how they felt about it, they were now indeed members of Sol’s inner circle. With even “Ice Blue” Valter Bernheit, Eliza’s right-hand man, acknowledging them as his superiors, they had to fulfill the duties that came with their status. And so, they had been throwing themselves into their roles as gofers—servants, to give it a better name—on Sol’s ship, eager to carry out even the smallest tasks.


      As a result, they had perfected the etiquette and mannerisms of servants to a high standard normally unimaginable for children from the slums. Thanks to the rush of level-ups courtesy of Sol and the others, they possessed such high physical prowess that within the realm of etiquette, they could perfectly learn something after having been taught it only once. By now, they had a thorough grasp of not only the food preferences of everyone in Sol’s inner circle but even their favorite desserts and how hot they liked their drinks, and at the level of understanding possessed by veteran chefs and patissiers, to boot. This was the kind of information that a merchant worth his salt would have paid through the nose for.


      There wasn’t a single person left who thought Johan and Louise unworthy of their position in the inner circle or took them lightly. It was a bit of a pity that their lowest evaluation came from themselves, but at the same time, that humility was the reason the All Dragon properly acknowledged them as Sol’s companions. Whomever he accepted, she did too. She couldn’t care less if they used to be a king or a slave. That was why she was quite fond of this group he had gathered, as they had not grown arrogant after being acknowledged by him nor had they been overly obsequious with him. As long as he was cool, so was she.


      Apparently, Johan and Louise had recently started living together. They were the only people in this entire world who could really understand what the other was feeling and going through, so it had really been just a matter of time.


      It was clear from this how diverse Sol’s inner circle was. Besides having royals from major nations waiting on him, he also had the pope of the world’s most widespread religion, the president of the Adventurer’s Guild, the world’s best craftsman, and the big boss of the whole world’s criminal elements. There was no mystery as to how he had the world under his thumb, and the thought of the power that came with controlling all these major players was truly terrifying. The general populace could never forget, not when those in positions of power were all such colorful characters.


      The first one to reply to Sol was Julia, who had gradually been becoming one of Sol’s two pillars of support alongside Frederica as of late. “That’s a lot to take in,” she said slowly, her tone eloquently conveying how much she really meant it. There was no reaction more apt.


      Then there was Reen, who confessed while blushing, “I, um, don’t really get it.” She could tell that it was a massive revelation but couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Thus the embarrassment but also the respect toward Julia for apparently working it out.


      Steve threw up his hands. “I hate to admit it, but I’m with Reen.” He wasn’t only saying this to make Reen feel better. The information Sol had relayed to them was so preposterous that he needed time to process it. That said, he was careful not to voice any doubt by asking something like “Are you sure?” The memory of feeling his balls shrivel up in terror during his first meeting with Luna, when he had casually joked with Sol, remained fresh in his mind. Someone who was foolish enough to forget such a lesson had no business presiding over the entirety of the Adventurer’s Guild.


      Thanks to the comments made by Reen and Steve, quite a few others felt comfortable enough to nod in agreement. In contrast to Johan and Louise, who had been about to flat-out admit that they were completely lost, Rosalind, the newest addition to the group, had been drumming up the resolve to continue pretending that she was following along just fine.


      “That’s...understandable.” Sol hung his head dejectedly. “I don’t really have the words to properly convey what Luna and I watched play out.”


      The footage had even been accompanied by a soundtrack. Trying to verbally pass on all the information that he had experienced with so many senses was a huge challenge. His problem wasn’t with not knowing the right jargon. What was more important was selecting the simplest and most succinct wording to enable an audience that had not seen what he had to create a rough reproduction of it inside their minds. Even if he did know the proper vocabulary for everything, he would still need the literary sense and expressiveness to organize them together well. And unfortunately, his group’s baffled reactions told him that he had failed.


      Despite having watched Sol figuratively fall on his face, Luna promptly gushed, “I think you did a great job!” Being an absolute lost cause when it came to explaining things and sharing information, she was sincerely impressed with how little difference there was between Sol’s account and what she had seen and heard herself. In this case, she wasn’t just showing him favoritism because he was her master but because she had memories to go along with what he was recounting and therefore found it easy to understand. As someone who would easily fall back into excessive usage of onomatopoeias like “boom!” and “whoosh!” when explaining things, she thought he had succeeded in picking out the important points and giving them words.


      Have I always been this dumb? A flash of unease suddenly shot through the All Dragon. She had a nagging sensation that she had been much smarter when she hurled defiance against God and challenged the Hero with her Augoeides a millennium ago. Two possible explanations popped up in her mind and sent shudders down her back. One, being locked up for a millennium had made even her, a dragon, go a little senile. Two, the childish appearance she was assuming to curry favor with her liege was affecting her mentally. Both seemed equally dire.


      These thoughts had been prompted by the Divine Beast’s behavior. It looked and acted like a mere beast, but a thousand years ago, it had been capable of human speech and a degree of independent thought. At the very least, it had been superior to a normal human. Luna distinctly remembered spirited exchanges between a sharp-witted version of herself and a more impertinent and condescending version of the Divine Beast.


      This was partly why she was so taken aback by the sight of the Divine Beast reacting with only hissing and meowing. The most obvious commonality between them was that they had lost access to their Augoeides—their true bodies. Given that it had been possible to dive into the Divine Beast’s mind, it seemed likely that its state, much like the All Dragon’s, was reversible in some way, but that was beside the point. The implication here was that their knowledge and memories, that which formed the crux of who they were, were stored in their Augoeides. Their souls—for lack of a better word—were also an intrinsic part of them, but they had reverted to their purest state due to the isolation. This was the theory that seemed to best fit the facts.


      In other words, vague memories alone were insufficient as a vessel for an intelligent being’s full self. Intelligence was the result of constant but unconscious consultation of all the knowledge and memories that one accumulated throughout their life, and that was what gave substance to the presence they commanded. As a result of being cut off, Luna was, to put it nicely, pure—or to put it bluntly, an idiot. It was the same way a computer could not function well having just the CPU, the GPU, and the RAM with the storage pulled out. Or with the storage connected through a dial-up connection, to adapt the analogy.


      This condition was likely true of the Demon Lord too. Only the Elven Queen and the Hero were in their own bodies, but they had handicaps of their own. The Elven Queen had an underdeveloped mind, while the Hero remained in a sleep that no one had any idea how to awaken her from.


      Luna shuddered one more time at where her thoughts had taken her and felt a renewed determination to retrieve her organas and Augoeides as soon as possible. Naturally, Sol had drawn the same conclusion. That left them...well, exactly where they had been before the Hero had shown up. Namely, they were still stuck with the paradox of needing the All Dragon’s full strength in order to recover her full strength.


      “It all does sound quite outlandish,” said Frederica, her passion for history coming through loud and clear in her shining eyes. “However, it would explain the drastic difference between the world described by the books in Biblioteca and ours!”


      Though Fritz was not normally one to show emotion, he was excited too. “It also completely changes the meaning of the name ‘Old Rulers’!”


      Despite Sol’s clumsiness with words, thanks to the knowledge they already possessed, these two royals not only understood what he was saying but were already coming up with their own deductions. Everyone in Sol’s inner circle had free access to the display window system and, through it, the entire Biblioteca in digital form, but it was these two who had made the most use of it. After deepening their familiarity with the directory in general, which included everything from technical texts to entertainment material like manga and pinup magazines, they had become convinced that there was an irreconcilable distinction between the world that had produced this material and the world they lived in. Their education as royals had covered the history of the biggest countries over the past millennium in great detail, and they could say without a doubt that war and occupation, no matter how harsh and oppressive, were insufficient to cause such drastic changes.


      Sol Rock was a prime example of a highly transformative element. Since coming to power, he had changed the world far more drastically than any war ever had, but the threads of commonality were still there. A historian studying this era a thousand years in the future would still be able to draw the lines between how things had gone from A to B.


      There were several differences between this world and the old one that did not have that connection. The first was magic. It was a part of the very fabric of this world, but the old one had no magic and had no technological developments based on it. Second, the old world had no demihumans like therianthropes and elves—racial differences were limited to skin color, hair color, and eye color, with anything more being solely within the realm of imagination. In the old world, the human race had worshipped science, with religion merely providing spiritual enrichment. Only a very tiny minority actually believed that God was real: the deeply religious, fanatics, or geniuses who tried to disprove God with science and paradoxically ended up concluding that they could not.


      In contrast, not only did this world have spells and technomagicka, everyone also received a talent from God on the first day of their twelfth year. As a result, God wasn’t just some theoretical concept but a very real presence in people’s lives, leading to a fundamentally different understanding of faith. In the old world, it was only really top scientists, those one would assume were the furthest from faith, who felt God so keenly.


      There were two general categories of people who had full confidence that God was real. One was the pious believer who sought the protection of a higher being from the storms of life. They accepted that they were weak and powerless and bound themselves to expressions of devotion in hopes of succor. The other group, much smaller in number, wished to become the equal of, or perhaps even surpass, God. They dreamed of killing God so they could take His place. To make it happen, they were willing to commit any atrocity and pay any price, even if that price was the whole world. Though humanity was normally a collective life-form, such abominations did show up every so often. Their existence was no mere conjecture—one such person had already destroyed the multiverse and created this world.


      “In other words, that place we were transported to from the bottom of Abyss was...” As if to make up for Rosalind being too young to keep up with the conversation of the other two royals, Blue Water brought up the quiet, dead planet with the false moon they had seen.


      “The old world,” Fritz replied without missing a beat, then turned to Sol. “The cornerstone of our world, otherwise known as All in One. Yes?”


      Sol nodded. “I think so too.”


      Earlier, Fritz had mentioned a new interpretation of the title of “Old Rulers.” Those in this group were remnants who hailed from what had become the first sparks of this world but had been essentially a completely different world. In short, what they were declaring with their title wasn’t that they were rulers from the past of this world, but rulers of this world coming from the old one. The implication, then, was that when they spoke of “people,” they were only referring to those from the old world, and from the very start, they had never seen the residents of this world as actual people.


      The phrase that Ishli had shared, the Old Rulers’ pet saying, “May it always be man who slays God and monsters,” practically confirmed Fritz’s deduction. Or rather, it was the other way around—it was in knowing this saying and putting it together with all the new intel that he had been able to reach his conclusion.


      Unsurprisingly, the pope was deeply shaken. “Is the God we worship that professor, then?!”


      Even though he couldn’t be further from piety and really only used “God” as a product to peddle, there was a time in his past when he had been a purehearted believer. Finding out that God was an actual higher being was one thing; finding out that He was practically a normal human, albeit with power, wasn’t something he could just shrug off. In fact, it was worse that such a person had enough power to pose as God. Frankly, Ishli would much rather have preferred Sol in that role.


      Frederica calmly dismissed his fear. “The texts from Biblioteca make it clear that the Holy Church’s ‘God’ was modeled after the various world religions from the old world. There is no way that Professor Juan Eugea Iwakura is your God.”


      “R-Right. Of course.”


      It was very likely that in spreading the influence of the Holy Church, the Old Rulers had indeed intentionally made it seem like the God they had made up and the being who had created this world were one and the same. That said, based on how the Old Rulers had come to be, there was no way they had taken Professor Iwakura as their God and worshipped him. All they had done was create a fictional entity based on the stories they knew and pad the narrative with “miracles” from this world. Their “God” was simply a convenient tool to keep their organization in line.


      Treating the concept of God as a tool did seem in character for the Old Rulers. But just as it made a certain kind of sense for Professor Iwakura to believe in God as a result of reaching the pinnacle of scientific pursuit, it also made sense for these other scientists, in getting so full of themselves that they styled themselves as “sages,” to have driven themselves far away from the ability to have a personal relationship with God.


      Sol fell silent as he became lost in thought about “God” in general. He himself had been called the Wayside God, and it would be no exaggeration to call the All Dragon, Elven Queen, and Demon Lord godlike beings. But if the being in question was the one who had created this world—in all likelihood, Professor Iwakura—well, he had already made contact before during the raising of the Floating Continent.


      Sol’s mind continued to race. With his incomparable genius, Professor Iwakura had worked out the secret principles of his world. There was no doubt that he had full understanding of Player’s inner workings and how it functioned, which was something that Sol, who was but an end user, could never hope to match. In fact, he would go further to guess that the professor was also responsible for developing the system that made it so that everyone in this world received a talent the year they turned twelve. Furthermore, the professor had somehow discovered the multiverse, then forcibly collapsed it into a single world. Those feats made him, for all intents and purposes, God. His goals remained a mystery, but it surely would not be an overstatement to say that he was omniscient in regard to the workings of this world.


      If the intel gained through the Divine Beast was to be believed, it also was Professor Iwakura who had gathered the overwhelming amount of energy from the entirety of the multiverse and consolidated it into five monsters. Given that, even if Sol were to free them all and help the All Dragon regain her organas, he still wouldn’t stand a chance of winning in a direct confrontation.


      Then again, what interest would the creator of a world have in fighting someone confined to that world? He would know best that it wouldn’t be a fight, not when he had created everything and understood how it all worked. There was no pride to be taken in proving himself unrivaled against his own creations, and going so far as to destroy that world would render its creation moot. To actually do so would betray an astounding immaturity in character, but an immature person would not have had the self-control to wait a thousand years before finally getting involved.


      Instead, God had given someone else—Player—overwhelming power and the freedom to do whatever he pleased, and this told Sol that there was a real reason for it. And the most important point to consider was that being omniscient only meant a full understanding and freedom to manipulate, which was effectively the relationship between Sol and Player. That was completely different from being the thing’s creator. In light of that, the being who had actually created everything was...


      “What could the mastermind want?” asked Eliza, unintentionally cutting off Sol’s musings on the true nature of God by continuing the conversation.


      He sighed. “I haven’t a clue.”


      It was reassuring hearing Eliza use “mastermind” instead of “God” to refer to the being who had sacrificed the entire multiverse to create this world and most likely knew how to exploit all of its principles to do whatever he wanted. She now had a wealth of experience in dealing with notorious villains from the underworld and knew that there was almost always a reason behind the seemingly indiscriminate use of great violence. Therefore, she naturally assumed that the being in question had his own reasons for it and had no misgivings about it being particularly noble or upright. She knew full well that what moved people was usually rather worldly and trivial.


      However, no matter how trivial someone’s motivation, knowing the facts made it much easier to negotiate with and control that person. After having practically wiped out the underworld and rebuilt it from the ground up in a short period of time, Eliza had fully internalized this. She was powerless against a higher being for whom humans were mere ants. However, even if that being could freely manipulate not only Player but also the monsters created from the multiverse, successfully adopting their perspective would give her a wealth of options.


      Sol added, “But, to be honest, it doesn’t change our plans.”


      The difference in strength between them was so great that to even make a comparison was a joke. Given that he and his companions were but actors on a stage, there was nothing they could do if they were to be stripped of their roles. Even if they were portrayed as invincible within the play, that strength meant nothing against those offstage, especially the head of the whole production. The very idea of using this strength to fight made no sense. Sol knew that and was therefore not getting flustered or impatient. Instead, he could see clearly that his best course of action was to properly act out his role without making a fuss.


      Though she wasn’t entirely without misgivings, Frederica shared this view. To confirm, she asked, “Our priority is still to conquer all the dungeons, then?”


      “That’s right,” Sol replied.


      Thanks to him, the bone-chilling terror that Frederica had felt from encountering the unknown at the bottom of Abyss had been largely allayed. By now, she had rallied enough to share a laugh with Reen about how she was perhaps a bit of a pushover and not nearly as much of a handful as she had thought herself to be. That being the case, she could get back to being herself and focusing on helping Sol make progress on his dream.


      In any case, what the person who had set the stage wanted was surely for the story to progress according to his vision. When an actor went off-script, defying the wishes of the director and scriptwriter, it only made sense to kick him out. However, in taking a step back, it was obvious that the stage was but a means to an end. The possibility that the creation of this world itself was the goal wasn’t nonexistent, but seemed so slight as to be negligible when also considering how large the production was and how it had continued for a thousand years.


      It also wasn’t to be forgotten that the audience was a crucial part of a play too, as no play was complete without being seen and evoking applause at the end of its scripted denouement. In some cases, the stage itself was only secondary, and the applause was the actual goal. But who was the audience in this specific case? Knowing the answer was going to be crucial to earning that much sought-after praise, given that the script was so unclear and the actors had no idea what they were doing.


      That said, Sol was pretty sure that he would be getting guidance from either the director or writer soon and was not worried. After all, it was their job to think about how best to reach the audience, not his. It simply wouldn’t be fair to brand him a ham if they left such considerations entirely up to him. As such, he figured that he would just keep on doing what he had been doing. Even if that wasn’t the best way to act out his role, it seemed the least likely to ruin the production. He would bide his time until he became privy to the general direction of the story, which would allow him to know how much leeway he had and to start ad-libbing within those constraints. Since this production was happening in real life and there were no rehearsals or retakes, as long as the audience was happy with these deviations from the script, the stage manager would have no choice but to keep the show going.


      Piggybacking off the play was the only smart way for a pawn on the stage to beat the stagemaster. It would be a balancing act, though, as losing the audience’s interest would lead to the curtains coming down. Thankfully, as long as the applause was still ongoing, there would be a certain momentum that would help iron out minor wrinkles and inconsistencies and keep things rolling. However, based on the contact made during the raising of the Floating Continent, it was likely that the current state was not ideal. For all Sol knew, that deviation might even have been compounding for the past millennium.


      “In that case, it would be really helpful to know exactly what had happened during the Kuzuifabra,” said Fritz.


      “I agree,” said Sol. “Sadly, it’s probably not possible.”


      “Why not?”


      “That was part of what I had hoped to learn from the Divine Beast, since it presumably lived through that time. I was thinking that if it could remember the beginning of this world so vividly, then its memories of a thousand years ago must be just as clear.”


      Naturally, the idea had already occurred to Sol. Luna had always been aware that her own memories of the Kuzuifabra differed from the official account, but in learning how this world had come to be, she understood that her own memory was not completely reliable. She herself had been hoping to clear up her unnaturally vague recollections of the events of the Kuzuifabra, but alas...


      “Unfortunately, it didn’t work out. Luna and I didn’t learn anything new beyond what I’ve already shared.”


      For some reason, despite being generous enough to enlighten the pair on how this world had come to be, the two had been unceremoniously expelled immediately after that story was over. Clearly, the mastermind didn’t want them knowing the truth behind the Kuzuifabra just yet. The act of expelling them, however, did serve to confirm that the All Dragon’s memories of this matter could not be trusted. The same was likely true of the Demon Lord as well. After all, if those memories were correct, there would have been no reason not to show them playing out.


      When an obvious lie was presented, it was human nature to automatically assume that the opposite was the truth. If two accounts were placed side by side, smarter minds might have the presence of mind to be wary of both being untrue. However, if a lot of work had been put into making one seem real and all that effort ended up being exposed, the first principle would again kick into gear.


      There was indeed a chance that the whole situation at the moment was also a setup, but it would have been so much simpler to share information supporting a realistic third alternative and go all in by dressing it up as the real truth. This, too, suggested that the mastermind would much rather alert Sol to the fact that the official Kuzuifabra and the version in the All Dragon’s and the Demon Lord’s minds were both wrong than let him know what had really happened.


      The very act of providing a falsehood implied that there was a reason to do so. Furthermore, choosing to provide false information, as opposed to just keeping quiet, also implied that there was a certain direction that the mastermind wanted to direct people’s minds toward. Sol was near certain that this fact itself was a huge clue about the real truth and that he was expected to spot all such hints.


      For the benefit of the rest of the room, Steve asked out loud, “Does the Divine Beast straight up have no memories after that point?”


      “I really can’t say either way,” Sol replied. “We were kicked out right before we would have found out. I’m thinking that the mastermind has a very specific plan regarding how much to reveal and when to do it. And that this mastermind is the unknown entity who made contact with Luna and me before. Same person who created this world and is in control of all its inner workings.”


      That person oversaw this world with his omniscience, clearly in pursuit of some objective. Not only was he the one in control of all of the world’s magic, technology, and even the talents that its residents received, he also was the peerless genius who had laid the foundations for the lost technology that the Old Rulers clung to.


      “Professor Juan Eugea Iwakura. That’s who we’re dealing with.”


      This was the true ruler of this world. Most likely, he was the final enemy whom Sol and his companions would eventually have to face.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: Back to Their Roots


      Reen skipped ahead in her white, innocent-looking outfit with the energy of a child. Using her boosted physical prowess, she lightly leaped up into the air, twirled around like a swallow, and asked, “Are you sure we can afford to do this now? I’m really happy, though!”


      That simple action alone was impossible for most adventurers to imitate, much less a normal person. Without pushing all that hard, she had jumped several meters high and even done an elegant half rotation in midair without losing her balance. Her movement was so graceful that it seemed to have lasted an eternity despite being over in the blink of an eye. Even the slightest of gestures from her now surpassed human limits, as was true of everyone in Sol’s inner circle.


      Matching her words, Reen’s face was absolutely radiating joy. Her smile was innocent, but mixed as it was with the sexual allure that she had been gaining as of late, it made Sol nearly forget to breathe for a moment. Reen was aware that they were soon going to get extremely busy and had therefore given up on finding an opportunity to show off this dress—newly made in Atriesta and designed to look innocent but with the perfect touch of sexiness—anytime soon. Therefore, this day was a happy surprise that was sending her over the moon.


      She could have shown off the dress any time she wanted when they were together alone at night, except she had learned that outfits had to match the occasion for maximum effect. The sexy aspect of her new dress only meant something when she wore it out to town, where Sol would be conscious of other people seeing her in it. That was the cherry on top that elevated the dress to perfection, which was why the reveal had to happen in public and not behind closed doors. And apparently, it was working. She was getting a much bigger reaction from Sol than she had expected, which was certainly adding to her already great mood.


      “Are you really?” Julia asked. “Why am I here? Even if you had to make this outing a threesome, why didn’t you invite Lady Frederica?” She pulled a face at her friend as she spun around with joy.


      Since the invitation had come from Sol, it was clear that the arrangement had his approval. That said, at face value, it did seem like a slight toward both Reen and Frederica. Even though his intention was obvious, given the positions of the two as Sol’s first and second wives and her having a husband of her own, Julia figured that the question had to be asked and answered out loud. Reen and Frederica were doubtless aware of it too, but still. Imagination had a way of creating cracks in close friendships the same way it generated the wildest of rumors in the general public. There were boundaries that had to be carefully maintained precisely when it was between friends.


      Understanding flashed through Reen’s eyes, but she still smiled and said simply, “I like hanging out with just the three of us. It’s been too long since we last did this.”


      “I mean, I like it too. I’m not saying I don’t.” All the complicated considerations aside, Julia shared Reen’s feelings. With Garlaige having been Black Tiger’s home base, revisiting it was quite literally taking a stroll down memory lane. Objectively, those days hadn’t been all that long ago, but they felt like a million years in the past. Though one of their group of five had turned into a veritable giant and two were no longer present, hanging out, just the three of them as just childhood friends, was special for them. It wasn’t easy to make time for it these days, which made the experience that much more precious.


      “I wanted to come here with you two,” Sol said earnestly.


      Contrary to the logic espoused by those still asserting that Julia was in an intimate relationship with Sol, it was indeed possible for guys and girls to be close friends without it turning romantic. Julia could vouch for this herself, in light of her own feelings and where Sol’s attitude toward her had settled. And so, given Reen’s response and Sol’s sincerity, Julia finally committed herself to enjoying a day out with her childhood friends.


      As a concession, she said out loud, “With how short Lady Frederica’s stay was, I suppose she doesn’t have that many meaningful memories of Garlaige anyway.”


      “That might not be exactly true,” said Reen, getting candid now that her friend was on board with the program. Honestly, she felt a little guilty about Frederica not being there, as she had just as much of a right to be. Someone could enjoy something wholeheartedly while at the same time feeling bothered that they were enjoying it.


      “Ah, yes.” Julia nodded. “It is the place where she met ‘her man.’”


      Places could be important to people for reasons other than the length of time spent there. Garlaige was where Frederica, in meeting Sol, had come to stand at the heart of the whirlwind of change that had eventually enveloped the entire world. Short though her stay was, the city would forever have a place in her heart. Therefore, she probably did feel disappointed at not having been invited to today’s outing. Still, she had definitely caught on to Sol’s intentions and could easily arrange another day when it was her, Reen, and Sol—in fact, she could even come with Sol alone, if she had a mind to. Their group was about to get busy precisely to secure the freedom to do such things.


      Sensing that Reen’s concerns regarding Frederica’s absence came from a different place than her own, Julia added quietly, “It also is the place where Sol became your man.”


      While some relationships started with a short yet intensely memorable bang, others were the fruit borne of a thousand tiny steps taken over a long time, and both were equally valid. Sol and Reen had started out as mere friends when they were children. When he’d granted her power, she had come to appreciate and respect him. At the Royal Academy, she had felt the first pangs of her love for him. During their time as adventurers, those feelings had crystallized into actual love. And Julia had witnessed the entire journey from up close.


      It was true that Reen and Julia had been near certain that their powers had come from Sol. Because of that, they were aware that everything they had achieved with Black Tiger had been thanks to him. Therefore, Julia was willing to acknowledge that Reen had far more reason to fall in love with Sol than someone who didn’t know him. Even so, the most important point was that Reen had done so before he’d assumed his current role and had made an effort in her bumbling way to convey her feelings to him. Considering Sol’s denseness and her own shyness, the fact that he had gotten the message spoke volumes about how hard she had tried.


      As an aside, one mystery that Reen and Julia didn’t think they would ever solve was why Sol still didn’t think himself dense. In fact, he sincerely thought himself rather sensitive to romantic feelings from the fairer sex. If he really had been as perceptive as he thought, though, both Reen and Julia would have been spared a lot of heartache.


      In any case, there was no one quite like Reen, and it was impossible for anyone to replicate her love story with Sol. It wasn’t a matter of looks, personality, or ability—it was a matter of history. There simply was no way to do so without going back in time and being reborn as a childhood friend of his. Most crucially, when Sol had been expelled from Black Tiger, Reen had promptly left the party to stay with him. Though Julia had done the same, the sincerity that Reen showed in being willing to even retire as an adventurer to avoid holding him back had moved him greatly. Julia had later heard from Sephiras that guys absolutely loved the idea of having “a girl waiting back home.” Apparently, it was such a big thing that he had said, “Oh yes, it’s definitely a thing” in multiple ways, so she was just going to take his word for it.


      Furthermore, when the All Dragon had suddenly shown up at Sol’s side, while Julia and even Steve only saw her as an incredible asset of legendary might, Reen had been the only person who saw her as a cute girl and a rival in love. That wasn’t something anyone else had been able to do. Then, for the simple reason that a rival had shown up, Reen had promptly thrown her plan to patiently wait for Sol back in Ros Village out the window and instead offered to live with him so that she could support his private life. It was little wonder she hadn’t backed down even when the Emelian princess had shown up and joined the competition later on.


      Julia suspected that all these things contributed to the All Dragon acknowledging Reen as the mate most suitable for her liege—Reen was the only person allowed by Luna to use the nickname “Lu”—and that this was an evaluation made not through the eyes of a girl but the eyes of a highly discerning servant. Now, there were undoubtedly aspects to how dragons viewed love that Julia didn’t understand, what with them being a completely different race, but she suspected the broad strokes of the female experience weren’t all that different, and there certainly had been instances of Luna thinking as a girl in love rather than as a loyal servant. Even so, it was her servant identity that she held above all else, and the fact that this was the lens through which she assigned Reen highest regard showed more than anything else how deeply she understood her liege. Where Sol was oblivious to even himself, the wisdom and sharp eye inherent in all dragons allowed Luna to see right through him.


      But then there’s her behavior during nier rubedo...


      The way Luna acted could be a really good performance by a supposedly all-knowing dragon trying to pass herself off as a normal little girl. What Julia saw, however, was an actual little girl losing her head over a boy she liked.


      At times, the “uncles” of the group—Steve, Gawain, and Ishli—would smile at that behavior and talk about how she was like a daughter who really loved her father, leaving Julia fighting for her life to keep from bursting out in laughter at how confidently wrong they were. The three were such hopeless cases despite practically being superstars to the rest of the world that it made her wonder if it was in the very blood of all guys to act like they were fully in the right even when they couldn’t be more wrong.


      Then again, when she turned the spotlight on herself, she realized it was something she did too. That was hardly justification to assume the same was true of all women, so she reminded herself to be more careful about making broad statements. Therefore, it was only Steve, Gawain, and Ishli she was finding fault with. They had big, daunting titles like “president of the Adventurer’s Guild,” “the world’s greatest magic blacksmith,” and “pope of the world’s largest religion,” but that didn’t scare this childhood friend of the Absolute Ruler.


      “Augh.”


      Julia found it adorable how Reen, for all her strength, unconsciously whimpered and blushed deeply at a mere reference to her romantic journey. She figured that this innocence, which she herself sorely lacked, had been incredibly effective against the block of wood that was Sol. Of course, her own cunning and deviousness were what had moved Sephiras, so it was really a matter of the right person in the right place, or different strokes for different folks.


      Smiling at the heartwarming exchange between his first wife and her best friend, Sol said, without thinking, “I can’t thank Eliza enough. It’s thanks to her that I really looked at Reen and came to lo—” Because he felt so comfortable in present company, he even let slip something he hadn’t planned on saying out loud.


      Not one to ever let such slipups slide, Julia prompted him to finish his sentence. “Lo?”


      Sol and Reen’s relationship had finally moved beyond the frustratingly slow crawl that it had been for almost all their lives. In fact, they had made truly significant progress, thanks to momentum provided by the commotion of the entire world being turned upside down. It was ridiculous that they still had trouble saying the word “love” to each other.


      “Sorry, what? Did I say something?”


      Sol’s go-to strategy of playing dumb always made Julia want to whack him in the head, but the sight of Reen walking next to him with her face down and cheeks burning drained the annoyance out of her.


      “How are you two still like this when you’re already sleeping with each other? Could it be that you literally only sleep when together? Look... This is my ‘what am I being forced to watch?’ face. Thanks to you, I’ve practically perfected it.”


      Of course, the current situation was already an improvement over the “what are you, five?!” mood between them during their Royal Academy days and the “what are you now, schoolkids?!” Black Tiger era when they would furtively shoot looks at each other. Now, they had properly shared their feelings with each other and gone through all the bases. And yet, this was still how they acted in public. Julia could hardly be faulted for getting a little exasperated.


      Then again, maybe it’s for the best that these two stay this way.


      In contrast, Frederica was someone who would subtly yet repeatedly remind those around her that she had also gotten to all the bases with Sol. Not only was Sol aware of that pragmatic side of her, it was even part of what he liked about her. However, if all his girls were like that, Julia was sure she would get heartburn. It was bad enough that all the princesses who would be joining his harem in the future were likely to be similar in character to Frederica.


      Therefore, it was a good thing that Reen—and Eliza, after a few more years—were around as support for the part of Sol that was a bit of a dreamer. The two of them were dreamers too, which made them a good tag team. Many key people were actually hoping that Reen and Frederica would be able to maintain a balance in this regard, with Eliza and Rosalind effectively being the next generation.


      “So, um, Lu and the others are staying pretty high up this time.”


      “Um, yes, I asked them to.”


      The two were obviously changing the subject in an attempt to hide their burning embarrassment, but as they’d said, the monsters were indeed nowhere in sight. Normally, Luna, Aina’noa, and Alshunna remained glued to Sol whenever he stepped out, not caring in the least if they were being an inconvenience. Today, however, they were riding an Astral so high up as to be invisible from the ground, albeit on constant alert so they could show up at a moment’s notice via teleportation.


      “That’s honestly pretty impressive.”


      “Sol really is the only person Lu and the others would listen to.”


      Setting aside how this topic was a diversion, it was indeed something that even Julia admired. Despite how much more the monsters respected Reen above all other humans, even she could not get them to obey her orders unless she was speaking on Sol’s behalf. What was more, the request this time involved Sol’s personal safety. If the suggestion to lessen his security detail was made by anyone other than Sol himself, that person would be bathed with enough bloodlust to knock them unconscious, and that was if they were a Numbers holder. Someone whose name Sol didn’t know could very well be killed right where they stood. This was something that Frederica reminded those in the ruling class of every chance she got. As a result, it was even etched into the minds of Reen and Julia, who were normally rather obtuse regarding such matters.


      Sol was generally quite forgiving of people being casual with him, but ultimately, it was an exception that was being made for those he acknowledged as his companions. Naturally, crossing the line triggered consequences. There were certain people their liege would never sanction the killing of, but everyone else was fair game in the monsters’ eyes. They were willing to punish someone even if it got them on Sol’s bad side for a while. In fact, if they thought someone meant to do him real harm, they had the resolve to eliminate that threat even if doing so would permanently alienate them from their liege. That was how absolute and sacred he was to them.


      The greatest mistake that humanity could make, therefore, was to get so comfortable as to forget it. And yet, upon being asked by Sol, the monsters had promptly bent what they saw as their reason for living. The gravity of this was not lost on Reen and Julia.


      As long as Sol was around, the monsters would remain on humanity’s side. Of course, this didn’t mean they thought themselves allies of all humans in general. Their liege was aligned with humans, and so they were too—that’s all it was. If, for some reason, Sol was to give up on humanity and wished for its annihilation, the monsters would grant that wish without batting an eye. In light of that, the biggest taboo in the medium- to long-term was for humanity to grow complacent after being freed of all external threats by the monsters and become so avaricious and arrogant that Sol came to see humanity as a cancer that ought to be excised.


      This shouldn’t be too difficult to avoid as long as the bright minds that filled the ruling class checked themselves and properly dealt with the few bad apples that were bound to appear in any large group. Sol wasn’t a perfectionist or a neat freak. He wouldn’t mind erasing an entire country if it was rotten to the core, but if it wasn’t that bad, he usually preferred to encourage natural self-correction and might even give a helping hand where it was needed.


      The real problem, then, lay elsewhere. Namely, despite Sol possessing the near godlike power of Player and having the all-powerful monsters of legend at his beck and call, he was still just a human at the end of the day. In other words, in under a hundred years, he was very likely to reach the end of his lifespan. In contrast, his monsters would continue to live on. They had lived for at least a millennium already and showed no signs of aging. The most optimistic estimate was that they would be living for another millennium at least.


      The solution that Frederica had come up with—and was implementing with top priority—was for Sol to create children as soon as possible so as to impress on the monsters how deeply he loved them. That way, they would recognize their beloved late liege’s descendants as reminders of him and not give up on humanity as long as his bloodline didn’t run out. It would be a curse of sorts, one that bound the monsters with their own loyalty. The more times that Sol told the monsters, “Please protect this world that we’ve built” over the course of his life, the more they would promise to do so—the All Dragon most of all. Even after his eventual passing, they weren’t likely to break that promise anytime soon.


      Of course, there was a chance that the All Dragon was good to humans only because Sol was present and would turn into the Evil Dragon described in the Kuzuifabra the moment he was gone. There was no shortage of humans being two-faced in that way. For example, the heir to a store might swear to his benefactor on his deathbed, “I will both take care of your store and make sure that your wife and children never want for anything!” with tears streaming down his face before turning around and, in a matter of years, seizing the establishment for himself and turning his predecessor’s family out onto the street. Such behavior was by no means novel or unheard of.


      Precisely because human nature was so wretched, chances were very high that people would eventually let the society that Sol was building fall to the wayside and completely disfigure the world that he meant to entrust to his servants, with that probability going up even more if those servants withdrew from the public eye after his passing. Humans did not obey the law because it was the right thing to do. They obeyed either because they stood to gain something from obeying or because disobeying would incur a toll. That toll could take the form of punishment, with death being the most extreme, and in a world where Sol had command over monsters that could not be avoided or deterred in any way from meting out those punishments, everyone eagerly toed the line. Having a system of clearly stated rules was far more preferable than the Absolute Ruler indulging in every passing whim. And though this world was still expanding and developing, everyone stood to gain plenty without having to break the law. Both the carrot and the stick were in full effect.


      Once, the All Dragon had asked in public, “If someone doesn’t follow the law, may I deal with them in ways beyond the law?” and Sol had chided her for it. From that, the ruling class had learned that the Absolute Ruler was actually a reasonable person, and they were deeply thankful to the Emelian royal family for having successfully built a structure where the rule of law could be fully relied on—something that had been a mere pipe dream before.


      However, when Sol passed away, human society would inevitably grow lax. This was clear from history. And this unraveling of the world that the monsters’ liege had worked so hard to build was practically an invitation for them to wipe everything clean. There were two things that could be done to prevent this: have the current generation of rulers deeply, deeply impress on their successors the threat posed by the monsters, and create a new Ruler of the Monsters. This was the only way to ensure that Pax Sol—the age of true peace that would dawn after all the crises that plagued the world were resolved—lasted forever.


      As such, Frederica was determined to make sure that Sol had children, even if it wasn’t with her. She naturally knew from history that more children meant higher chances of a succession war, but that was a problem that could be solved the instant the monsters sided with a candidate. In the case of the next generation, Sol could even personally name the one he chose. Therefore, the bloodline dying out was the only thing that must not happen, so Frederica had pushed down her possessiveness and worked out a plan with Julia to get Reen some alone time with Sol tonight. She and Reen had the highest likelihood of siring a child for Sol at the moment, and she was not going to let her personal feelings get in the way of such a perfect opportunity.


      Of course, though this was the right choice to make for a stateswoman and a princess, the part of her that was just a girl still chafed at it. The fact that she had solid plans to make Sol make up for it another time went to show that she was indeed a force to be reckoned with. At times, that strength of her character was something that Reen and even Julia found truly reassuring.


      Sol, who had no idea about all these considerations that the girls were juggling, certainly had some opinions on being treated like a piece of common property. That said, he was the one who had opted to have a harem, so he knew to keep those comments to himself.


      There was a lot going on at the moment... The mysteries of the world. The threat still bound with the All Dragon’s organas. The monsters that were currently humanity’s greatest allies but possibly its greatest enemies in the future. And yet, here were three of the people at the center of the world’s upheaval having a stroll through town like they hadn’t a care in the world. In observing this fact from an objective point of view, each of them found it funny in their own way.


      The key to both battle and vacation was to go all in once committed. Therefore, all three decided that they would be doing every last thing they wanted to this day. They were going to fully indulge, not in the luxury of wealth but in the luxury of forgetting their current positions and taking a trip down memory lane in this city where their roots were.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Oh, this takes me back!” Julia gushed. “Do you remember how nervous we were when we entered this place for the first time?!”


      The trio was currently standing in front of Sophista, the restaurant they had booked for lunch. Located on prime real estate on the main avenue in the commercial district, this modestly sized but stylish bistro specializing in original dishes based on northern cuisine had been ranked one of Garlaige’s top-five eateries for the longest time. While the focus of its four main competitors was on the dinner crowd and fine dining, Sophista’s was on relatively quick and easy lunches. Though the brand was so popular that it had recently begun making forays outside of Emelia, the main store remained unchanged. It was still snug and cozy, with the perfect ambience that had made it such a hit with its female guests.


      Sol groaned while nodding. “It was like a boss encounter for us country bumpkins.”


      With a price range that was a little beyond what a mid-level adventurer could afford on a daily basis and a metropolitan polish with just the right touch of roughness, Sophista was a very nice restaurant with a sophisticated air. The members of Black Tiger, still a bit fresh from Ros Village at the time, had found it a challenge not to look out of place in such an establishment.


      In a way, a fancy dinner place was easier to adapt to, as the dress code that had to be adhered to was clear and etiquette at the table could be learned. By dressing and acting like all the other guests—achievable by basically throwing money at the problem—even an adventurer could blend in.


      In contrast, Sophista had no restrictions on what guests could wear. The staff accepted most outfits as a form of personal expression, protesting only against a clear lack of hygiene or excessive indecency. As for manners, the staff never admonished anyone as long as they weren’t bothering other guests, such as by speaking too loud or running around the store. If someone ate with their hands but looked like they were really enjoying the food...well, that was just a culture from another country.


      However, as it turned out, all this freedom was very revealing. There were distinguished guests using a simplified version of the high-class manners that Black Tiger knew of, and they looked great doing so. There also were high-ranking nobles hailing from southern nations gracefully scooping food up with their hands, and they looked cool and exotic. The only eyesores were those who lacked confidence and acted nervous and jumpy. Back when Black Tiger had only just debuted as adventurers, that last category had fit the party to a T.


      In hindsight, Sol now understood that instead of being ashamed of being from the countryside, they should have owned the fact that they had come to the big city to make it as adventurers. They should have taken pride in having earned enough to eat at this restaurant and simply enjoyed its delicious dishes in their own way without worrying about how they looked. At the time, though, they had all been caught up in keeping up appearances and had made absolute fools of themselves by trying to pass themselves off as something they were not. Even Sol considered this memory a stain on his past.


      The same was true for Reen. She would never forget that night when she returned to the small room she rented with Julia and they both buried their faces in their pillows out of pure mortification, but ironically, the two of them had had it easier due to being able to be honest with themselves. Even when alone back in their cramped room, the guys had been unable to drop the pretense. The conversation had gone something like, “I mean, the taste was all right,” “Yeah, not bad,” and “I guess it’s good enough to be our new go-to lunch spot” (who said which line would remain confidential), with stiff grins and awkward laughter all around. Sure, it was an episode of teenage boys just being teenage boys, but Sol still couldn’t help wincing every time he recalled it.


      “The capital had many more high-class restaurants, but it was easier because the ones we could enter as students were so limited,” said Reen. “Plus, our upperclassmen already frequented them, and we were getting special treatment and all.”


      The five of them had never committed such a huge faux pas during their entire stay in the capital. Being much younger then, it had taken them all they had to deal with being treated like prodigies. It was only later that they’d felt cornered by the high expectations of those around them and become obsessed with meeting them. Most crucially, the high-class restaurants in question were for children who were promising candidates to go learn and practice basic social manners. Those places had treated the Miracle Children extra well, as they had already had a bit of a reputation by then.


      “We got special treatment in Garlaige too,” Julia said with a laugh. “They called us the ‘up-and-coming party of prodigies.’”


      The fact that they stood out and were treated differently for it was indeed the same, but the warm eyes of teachers charged with raising the next generation were distinctly different from the eyes of fellow adventurers sizing up what they had quickly come to see as serious competition. The members of Black Tiger had felt it on an instinctual level, even though they couldn’t quite put their finger on anything specific. The problem was that while everyone kept smiles on their faces and treated them kindly, there had been a vague oppressiveness lingering in the air. Before they knew it, the five of them had been pushing themselves to be the prodigies they thought everyone saw them as and ended up driving themselves into a wall. It had gotten so bad that they’d marched into Sophista, a restaurant that only really cared about its guests enjoying its food, with chips on their shoulders. After completely bombing, they’d still had to act tough with each other when there was no one else even watching or listening.


      Of course, that had been more than five years ago, and the party had long moved on by the time it was working toward its promotion to Rank A. Ironically, it was in becoming too familiar with being adventurers that Mark and Alan had grown overconfident and expelled Sol from the party, thereby setting in motion everything that had happened afterward.


      Suddenly, Julia exclaimed, “Whoa!” dispelling the pensive mood generated by all three of them reminiscing about their bygone days in Black Tiger. They were in the middle of walking toward the back of the store, where the fanciest seats were, after having stepped through the grand entrance that they had faced with such nerves long ago. Even though they used to be regulars, because of their identities now, they had the whole store to themselves, and the staff was standing stiffly at attention. So when Julia cried out in surprise, the whole roster, including the owner, nearly jumped out of their skins.


      Frederica had instructed the civil servant who’d made this booking to pass on, with a little extra exaggeration, the threat that heads were literally going to roll if anyone made a blunder. He had apparently done such a great job that the owner looked like he was just a tiny push away from a dead faint.


      Startled but immediately understanding from Julia’s tone that she wasn’t reacting to a threat, Reen asked curiously, “What’s up?”


      Sol also shot a look over, having quickly regained his composure after glancing at the always-deployed windows of Player and confirming that there was no movement from the monsters up in the sky.


      The three did have experience with being hassled by a group of hooligans in the middle of a meal, which was a predicament of a different nature than the physical threat of violence. However, that was something that only really happened in cafeterias in the rougher parts of town—the kind that served large portions at cheap prices and claimed age and griminess as part of their character. Needless to say, that was not Sophista.


      “Look. There.” Julia pointed at a table—not the one they were heading toward but the balcony one they had always sat at back during their Black Tiger days. Behind the table was an attention-grabbing sign that read, “This was the favorite seat of Lord Sol and the other members of Black Tiger!” Furthermore, the table was occupied by cutouts of Sol, Reen, and Julia from their adventurer days. In short, it was a corner that had been converted from a table for guests to sit and eat at to a decked-out tourist attraction behind a cordon.


      “Whoa. That’s...wow.”


      Julia’s—and now Reen’s—surprise was all too understandable. They could see how such an attraction would draw guests, given everything they had done lately and all the changes they had brought to the world. What they were really taken aback by was the store’s decision to leave this display up knowing they would be coming, almost as if it were a part of the service it was providing. This seemed to fly in the face of the aloof, casual vibes that had always been part of this restaurant’s identity.


      With foreboding, the three realized that the place they were planning to go for dinner, which they hadn’t booked yet but had indeed visited frequently in the past, probably also had something similar, if not more grandiose. Having a commemorative space that was just words was bad enough—cutouts of photos of their past selves was deep into cringe territory. Frankly, all three would much rather the store had taken it down for the day.


      Julia shot Sol an accusing look. “You okayed this?”


      With Sol being such a big shot now, doing this kind of thing without his permission was a huge no-no. Someone who tried would have the governor of Garlaige and the whole city watch descending on them in the blink of an eye. Moreover, though the technology to take photos was becoming commonplace, the ones used for these cutouts were from several years back. The only place they could have come from was Player’s database, and they had to have been shared through its system. That meant Sol definitely had been involved, even if indirectly, which was why Julia was now blaming him.


      “I...think this is Frederica’s doing. But yes, I think I did okay it.”


      Sol was even more aghast than Julia and Reen were. He seriously had no memory of agreeing to this, and it was entirely out of character for him. It seemed far more likely, then, to have been the handiwork of Frederica, who would have carefully weighed the pros and cons of such an initiative and then brought it to Sol for final say.


      In fact, that must have been it. Despite Sol’s unfamiliarity with paperwork, Frederica always made it a point to run important decisions by him. In other words, the onus had been on him to ask her for more details, but he had simply rubber-stamped it, thinking it just one of countless minor requests from the general populace, and was now reaping what he had sowed. As collateral for that carelessness, Reen and Julia had every right to give him a hard time about it. The fact that the missing members of Black Tiger, Mark and Alan, were not represented showed that Frederica, at least, had given the matter the proper attention it deserved.


      Instead of letting a stream of insults fly, however, Julia chose to stay silent after a simple “I’m zipping my lips” and miming the movement.


      Bad-mouthing Frederica was one thing; bad-mouthing Sol was something that the whole world now understood to be taboo under any circumstance, let alone to his face. As his childhood friends, however, Reen and Julia found it easier to lodge a claim with him than with their nation’s princess. Sol himself also wished for them to continue being as casual with him as before, which was naturally part of why Frederica considered the two girls so special.


      Adopting the voice of a high-class noblewoman, Reen said, “Were you not about to unleash a veritable flood of vitriol, Marquess Julia Walden? Oh, do let us hear it.”


      “Oh, but I must invoke my right to remain silent,” Julia replied in the same voice.


      Deeply thankful that they were as comfortable with monkeying around with him as ever, Sol grinned and said, “Hey, you two are getting pretty good at fancy speech.”


      Sadly, even Reen and Julia were now in important positions, and that came with an expectation of proper decorum. They were free to mess around when alone with Sol, but it was a different matter when in public. Frederica had specifically asked them to keep the joshing to a minimum, using her trademark very-pretty-but-very scary smile.


      Judging by Sol’s cackling laughter, however, it was clear that he had completely forgotten those admonitions. “Playing nobles” was something the three of them had done since way back in Ros Village when they’d skipped out on chores to hang out together, and he was overjoyed at the fact that they remembered.


      “I think Lady Frederica is pushing Reen pretty hard on it,” said Julia. “I’m sure she can actually speak fancy really well when she wants to.”


      Reen inclined her head quizzically. “That’s true for me, but aren’t you being taught the same thing by Lord Sephiras?”


      Joking aside, the two were indeed receiving a proper royal and aristocratic education, respectively. With their teachers being a princess and a marquis, it probably hadn’t been too hard for them to perfect their speech and manners. Knowing how demanding Frederica was in this regard, Sol felt a little bad for Reen.


      “Before, yes,” Julia replied as the light dimmed in her eyes. “Now, it’s my mother-in-law who’s teaching me.”


      Sol recalled that Sephiras’s mother had been staunchly against him even taking Julia as a concubine at the start. However, thanks to that “lowly adventurer,” the status of the Walden family had been raised from viscount to marquis. In addition, Sephiras had been promoted to the upper echelons of Emelia’s government overnight, and the wife he’d insisted on marrying had become one of around only a dozen people in the world to be given a Numbers armament. Thankfully, his mother had wisened up by this point, apologizing deeply for all her past disrespect and offering to bury the hatchet with Julia. It would have been a happily-ever-after of sorts for Julia if the curtains had fallen then. Sadly, life went on, and the duty of educating a wife who married into a noble family was on the shoulders of that family’s first matriarch.


      “Oof. I imagine that’s tough on you both,” said Sol.


      “Tell me about it.”


      Honestly, Julia’s mother-in-law didn’t want to be her tutor. However, if Julia threw dirt on the family name, it was the woman’s beloved son who would suffer the consequences, and she herself would be mocked for being a failure as a tutor. Sephiras couldn’t be trusted to do it, since a newlywed husband obviously wouldn’t be able to help going easy on the wife he adored. So his mother had swallowed her reluctance and stepped up to assume the role.


      The arrangement was doubtless trying for both her and Julia. However, even though Julia sighed when nodding, Sol noted with relief that she didn’t seem to actually hate it that much. Building a proper rapport with the other members of the family of one’s chosen life partner naturally came with challenges, but being able to accept that and take it in stride was a great place to start. And it certainly didn’t hurt to be in a far superior position to the rest of that family when spouting such idealisms.


      Sol cast a warm look at his companions. “Remember how you two said your dream was to get famous enough as an adventurer to marry into a noble family? Well, you’ve made it.” These two had gone from merely playing at being nobles to reaching that station and then some, and he was sincerely glad for them.


      “Julia’s even the first wife!” Reen exclaimed.


      “People call you that too, and with a real princess in the running,” Julia giggled. “Our past selves would never have believed it.”


      “Things have changed so much more than we ever imagined.” Even Sol was willing to concede that he had taken things a little too far, much more than Reen and Julia, who had really just been dragged along.


      Julia nodded with fake solemnity. “They sure have,” she said, prompting quick bobs of the head from Reen.


      “They have indeed.” Sol chuckled.


      They had come so far. However, where they were right now was not a bad place to be, especially if they wanted to stay together without losing anyone again. It was a blessing being able to sit in this restaurant that they had once been too nervous to remember the taste of and to laugh and joke around like this.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      After finishing lunch at Sophista, Sol’s party went around visiting other places that were meaningful to them at a leisurely pace. Even though it had been less than a year since they’d moved their base of operations away from Garlaige, everywhere they looked seemed nostalgic. Needless to say, they lingered longer at the Adventurer’s Guild and Gawain’s store, keenly feeling Steve’s and Gawain’s absence.


      To avoid putting the guild staff and other adventurers on edge for no reason, the group borrowed the private room where Black Tiger had disbanded on that fateful day. There, they had a blast reminiscing about their career, starting from the first quest they had accepted while wound up as tight as a drum to their Rank A promotion mission to kill the Great Demonic Basilisk. While doing so, there was no way to avoid mentioning Mark, Alan, and Fiona, and each time a great memory with them came up, it evoked a wave of grief.


      Sol, Reen, and Julia had never really dredged up their memories of the three since the day they’d died, but it wasn’t something that could be skirted forever. Despite the endings they had received, the journey taken with them up to that point was still full of precious memories that informed who the survivors were today. In a way, this party was an opportunity to come to terms with what had happened and come to a general agreement that they weren’t going to treat their past friends as topics that were taboo.


      That said, Sol still could not bring himself to revisit Ros Village, where Mark’s and Alan’s families lived. It would be quite a while yet before he could. He had literally grown up with them, and for some time at least, they had been his closest friends. No matter the reason, he had killed them with his own hands, and that was something that would stay with him for the remainder of his life. The same went for Reen and Julia, who had sanctioned that decision.


      But of course, the three of them were able to indulge in this moment of sentimentality precisely because they were still alive. If Sol hadn’t had the strength to fight off the renegade adventurers who had come for his head the night after his expulsion, he would have died. If he had lost to Mark’s man-made Hero form during the Oratorio Tangram, he also would have died. Reen and Julia probably wouldn’t have died, but their prospects would have been remarkably dim. After all, Mark and Alan had definitely been furious with them for choosing Sol without missing a beat. If the guys had come out on top, they most certainly would have taken out their anger on the girls in some way or another.


      This was why Sol did not regret what he had done. He also accepted that cherry-picking the good memories and feeling melancholic while running through them was arrogant and, again, something he could do only because he had won. He did, however, regret failing to save Fiona. This was once more his arrogance speaking, but he couldn’t help thinking about how different things might have been had he actually tried to do more with Player. After all, it would have been a piece of cake if he had fully leaned into his abilities like he was doing now but from the very start. Maybe Mark and Alan would even have been here today. Sol’s disregard of Player and his naivete in insisting on treating those he was granting power to as his equals was definitely part of why the three had ended up losing their lives.


      Being a fellow girl, Reen had noticed Fiona’s budding attraction toward Sol and the fact that he had actually noticed it and was at least slightly receptive. There had been a mood between them for sure. On the very first day, the day they had signed up to be adventurers, Julia had declared, “Ms. Fiona’s after Sol! But as a fellow girl, I have to admire her proactiveness in already trying to call dibs on him!” Even without Julia spelling things out, however, Reen had already marked Fiona as a rival. She remembered dragging Julia to the bar countless times to grumble at length about how the guild’s most popular receptionist was using her privilege to get way too close to Sol and shower him with way too much attention.


      This was why she wished that Fiona had lived. She wanted the opportunity to tell her, “You weren’t playing fair back then!” and hit her with a “But look where we are now!” that would leave her at a loss for words. But also, she thought that Fiona would have made for a staunch ally if she had been able to remain at Sol’s side, being more mature and wiser due to having more life experience.


      This, too, was perhaps arrogance and was a position that Reen could assume only given her current standing. It was obvious that most, if not all, future additions to Sol’s harem would be girls coming from a privileged upbringing, so a part of Reen had wanted someone with similar roots to her own to serve as one of Sol’s close confidantes alongside her. There was no denying that her value system had undergone a drastic change from when she had thought herself a normal girl in a simple contest for a boy’s heart, but that very change was what made it possible for her to actually get along with Fiona, so her not being here and not being the daunting opponent she could have been felt like a huge loss. If she had been alive, she would definitely have been a part of today’s jaunt through Garlaige.


      The general public only saw a chain of heady victories by characters who would go down in history, but unbeknownst to them, many parts of that story carried deep pain and loss for the characters themselves.


      Sol, Reen, and Julia also kicked up a big fuss when they reached Gawain’s shop and saw how much more advanced the facilities had gotten and how much bigger the sales catalog had become. Needless to say, all of it looked like mere toys compared to the personalized equipment that Gawain made for them. However, after he had become their exclusive blacksmith, they had lost all need to visit a normal weapons and armor store. The last time seemed so far in the past that the experience felt fresh.


      Even the prices on display now would have been within reach for Black Tiger back when it had been Rank B. If they had decked themselves out in these items, their rise to the top would surely have been even smoother and faster. As Sol watched warmly, Reen and Julia earnestly discussed how each product would have made it so much easier to complete specific quests or missions that they had really struggled with.


      With all these new items lifting the base ability of the industry as a whole, adventurers these days were far more powerful than they had been in Black Tiger’s time. It probably wouldn’t be long before the equipment that Sol’s group was purported to have worn when they were young might induce comments like, “Why was their gear so weak?” It was a thought that Sol found both funny and a little depressing at the same time.


      The last place that the group stopped by was the inn with large shared rooms that Black Tiger had moved into right after getting out of the Royal Academy and stayed in for quite a while.


      “This place hasn’t changed at all,” said Julia.


      “This is where we started,” said Reen.


      Having already made something of a name for themselves as the Miracle Children and graduating from the Royal Academy as a party full of once-in-a-decade prodigies, Black Tiger had had far more starting capital than most rookie adventurers did. The academy had made them delve into low-difficulty dungeons as part of their coursework, and they had been able to sell materials from the monsters they encountered and killed to the Adventurer’s Guild. However, Sol suggested that aside from eating healthily, they should devote as much of their funds as possible toward equipment and weapons. Everyone agreed, so they settled for the cheapest inn that was clean and livable. Of course, though that meant staying in communal rooms—all the guys in one, all the girls in another—the place they actually chose was still far more of a luxury than most who were just starting out could afford. It wasn’t all that uncommon for newbies who were struggling to maintain a steady income to have no choice but to stay a few nights in a stable just to get shelter from the elements.


      “Looks like it’s still operating normally...” Julia narrowed her eyes as she remembered how all their usual hangouts and restaurants had been turned into tourist spots. “Or is it?” She had nearly snapped upon seeing a sign that read The Spot Where Lady Reen and Lady Julia Had a Big Fight before thanking the heavens that there was no footage of the incident because Sol hadn’t been there. When she returned home, she was going to march straight to Frederica to have a word with her.


      Considering how long Black Tiger had stayed at this inn, it was bound to be more of an attraction than any other place so far. Julia was already starting to dread walking in when Sol said, “Don’t worry. This place is now run by the Emelian royal family.”


      Reen’s eyes widened. “What? Really?!”


      Both girls could scarcely believe that the gruff and taciturn but thoughtful old man and the good-natured old woman who had shared food with Black Tiger every day until they finally checked out would let go of the inn. Normally, no one could say no when the country demanded that they sell something. It wasn’t unthinkable that, in this era where Sol’s approval took priority above all else, Emelia had even resorted to forceful means in hopes of earning his favor. Of course, that was only if it was someone other than Frederica in charge. She knew Sol well enough to know that such actions would have the opposite effect.


      “Boss and grams both passed away,” Sol explained. “Then people trying to capitalize on our ties to the place fought over it, so Frederica put a stop to it. She told me after everything was over.”


      According to Frederica, it had not been an accident but simple old age. The old man had gone first. The old woman had gotten to finish a proper funeral for him, cheerfully joking about how she could now live the easy life not having to take care of him, but then also quietly passed away shortly after as if to join him. Sol was a little happy to hear it and thought it a fitting end for them, indecent though it was to judge someone’s passing. Though he hadn’t been close enough with them to wax nostalgic about the past, he saw it as them having lived their lives to the fullest and was even a little jealous of them.


      “You go, princess,” Julia cheered.


      Reen smiled. “I know, right?”


      They would have felt terrible finding this inn, which held so many memories for them, being exploited by people just looking to make a quick buck. Frederica was incredible for dealing with the situation so expediently, especially considering she hadn’t known Sol for long at the time but had already been able to tell which course of action he would appreciate most. Though the group forgot it every so often these days, Frederica was a princess, and a very capable one to boot. Buying a single inn was a piece of cake for the Emelian royal family, but the true worth of those with power was in how they wielded that power, not in what they used it for.


      In any case, the trio refrained from walking into the inn. They were indeed curious about who was using the two large rooms on the top floor that they had rented back in the day, but they couldn’t just barge into another adventurer’s sleeping quarters. So they turned around to explore the vicinity instead.


      Thinking about their past selves in all the other places they had visited today, Reen said pensively, “It all feels so long ago, even though it wasn’t.”


      Julia nodded as Sol said, “I know what you mean.”


      The group wandered around a while longer, not saying anything more, until they found a bench with an unobstructed view of the whole area. As they sat down, Julia cracked a mischievous grin.


      “For some reason, I’m suddenly remembering how mature Sol seemed when we first became adventurers.”


      “He did!” Reen agreed enthusiastically.


      “What’re you talking about?” asked Sol, half bewildered at this mention of something he had no recollection of and half amused by its delivery sounding like the lead-in to a two-person comedy act. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.”


      “Everyone at the Academy was making a big deal of us being prodigies or whatever,” Julia explained, “but we were still scared of facing monsters out in the real world.”


      Reen nodded. “Yeah, the veterans all looked so strong, but some of them never came back. So everything just felt so overwhelming.”


      “Ohhh, that.”


      Understanding dawned in Sol’s eyes. The dungeons that the Royal Academy used for its practicum were extremely low-level and safe. Serious injuries were so rare that they only occurred every few years and created a huge commotion each time. Dying was unheard of. It was in Garlaige that Black Tiger had faced real danger in the field for the first time. Like anyone else, they’d found it daunting. The veteran adventurers did indeed look strong, but the greatest proof of their strength was the fact that they were still alive, so rookies had a tendency to overestimate their projected images. When word came back of such veterans losing their lives, it naturally struck fear into the hearts of the newbies.


      Prodigies or not, Reen and Julia, being the party’s tank and healer respectively, had been so nervous that they couldn’t even pretend otherwise. Someone who wasn’t nervous in their position was either fated to never return or already one for whom the quests and missions that newbies could pick up were mere child’s play.


      Sol was the latter.


      “Mark and Alan were strong, but it was obvious they were scared too,” Julia added.


      That was back when the two had still taken being adventurers seriously. They’d readily accepted Sol’s suggestion to prioritize their equipment over luxury and gladly made jokes out of themselves to help calm Reen and Julia down. For some reason, humans found it calming to see someone else freaking out more, and a touch of laughter made it even better. Knowing that, Mark and Alan had knocked their knees together and stammered out reassuring lines, eliciting laughter and gratitude from the girls in a heartwarming scene of young boys and girls acting their age in a big, new, and unfamiliar city.


      “And then there was you.” Reen cast a look at Sol, who alone had remained unfazed, as though unable or unwilling to read the air.


      “You were calm to a fault,” said Julia. “You’re usually an open book, so it was obvious you weren’t just acting tough. I was actually a little annoyed.”


      “Me too,” Reen agreed. “Especially that time when you asked ‘So, what should we have for dinner?’ while the rest of us were nearly out of our minds. I really remember that moment.”


      He had seemed so nonchalant that it had been straight up galling. Seeing the girls’ expressions, Sol could tell they weren’t exaggerating.


      “Sorry.” In the face of these revelations, an apology seemed the only appropriate response. All the more so given that he knew he truly hadn’t been bothered at the time.


      “But it did help to calm Mark and Alan down,” Julia conceded.


      It was true that seeing Sol, who specialized in providing support and processing information and therefore had no fighting strength of his own, being so calm had helped to galvanize the two attackers. The whole group had always treated Sol like a younger brother for some reason, even though they were all the same age, so Mark and Alan had worried about looking uncool in front of him. At the same time, the knowledge that Sol’s composure had calmed the girls more than their antics had also stoked the rivalry they felt as men, which gave them the push they needed to pull themselves together, even if it was just false bravado.


      In a fight, an appropriate amount of tension and dread was not only needed but could even prove helpful. Too much, however, and it would get in the way. Sol’s ability to temper these emotions in others, no matter the means, was a gift.


      “Us too, of course,” said Reen. “Because our powers came from you and you knew them best, when you didn’t look worried, we felt reassured that things were under control.”


      Julia pointed at her. “Exactly.”


      The two had been almost certain that Sol was the source of their powers. And since he was the most cautious in their party, sometimes even to an extreme, the girls had come to see his level of stress as a rough indication of how pressed against the ropes they were. The training wheels had indeed come off, but it wasn’t like the Adventurer’s Guild hadn’t made at least some effort to protect its members. The rank system was in place to prevent newbies from accepting jobs beyond their abilities, and it was strictly observed. The fact that the adventurer population was so large was undeniable proof that the vast majority of those who went out did come back, growing stronger each time.


      The easiest jobs had objectives like “gather this medicinal herb” or “kill a few of these weak monsters.” That was even simpler than coursework at the Royal Academy but otherwise similar in nature. The stage, however, was fundamentally different. While the Academy only ever sent students to carefully managed dungeons where monsters above a certain threshold in strength were fastidiously culled, the guild had adventurers entering territories and dungeons that held untold dangers deep within.


      With a little bit of misfortune, even parties that took plenty of safety precautions might never make it home. After all, such places were the haunts of monsters far too powerful to fight, and humans held no sway there. Even keeping to the outskirts was a risk, which was why even rookies, who entered them fully aware of the risks, were as much adventurers as any veteran.


      Chuckling, Julia continued, “Us looking at your face was a whole thing. We kept doing it, especially before fights.”


      Of course, knowing all this didn’t make it any less nerve-racking to stay in such death traps, and the more time passed, the more on edge the members of Black Tiger would get. Being jumpy crippled them even further, but it was nigh impossible to relax on command when everything was still so new and terrifying. It was lucky for them, then, that they’d had Sol along. The way he seemed to be permanently staring absentmindedly into the distance made for the perfect mood stabilizer. The rest of the party, even Mark and Alan, availed themselves of that sight more often than they let on.


      Reen blushed faintly. “I didn’t like how I was the only one who was so obvious.”


      Being the tank, she’d always had to walk in front of the party. That meant that every time she wanted to look at Sol, she’d actually had to stop and turn around. Therefore, everyone could tell how frequently she did it and could see the tension visibly leave her face. As if that weren’t enough, Sol would also say out loud, “There are no monsters around. We’re good.”


      In contrast, Julia’s position had been right next to Sol, so she could steal glances at him as often as she wanted. Mark and Alan were not that far ahead either, so it wasn’t hard for them to shoot him sideways glances every so often.


      Of course, no one ever gave Reen a hard time, though. All of them knew that Sol was the best among them at detecting nearby threats, so it wasn’t like Reen getting distracted put them in any more danger than usual.


      “Don’t lie,” Julia said quietly so that only Reen could hear. “I know that’s one of the reasons you fell in love with him for real.”


      Reen clapped her hands over her ears like a child, shouting, “Ahh! Ahh! I hear nothing!”


      She knew what Julia was saying was true. She knew it because she was the one who had told her and therefore had no one to blame but herself. And even if she had never shared that fact, it had been quite obvious when she’d started looking at Sol with affection, and there had been more than just relief in her expression whenever he reassured her.


      Mark and Alan had been really confused by that, caught up in the fact that they were the ones throwing out all the cool, flashy moves, but Julia fully understood where Reen was coming from. Any tank would be smitten by someone who could reliably tell where all nearby enemies were, no matter how high up in the sky or deep underground they were, and provide information on their condition to boot.


      But that was a practical reason, not personal. The essence of what made Sol so attractive could be distilled to the concept of “the gap,” something that spoke to both guys and girls. Normal Sol was such a goofball that even Reen could see it through her rose-tinted glasses. When he detected a monster and was sharing its information, however, he was like a completely different person. The contrast between these two extremes was the gap—the greater the contrast, the greater the impact. And in Sol’s case, it was absolutely devastating.


      Reen had already had a softness for this trope to begin with, and she hadn’t stood a chance. Even Julia, who had decided to move on from him by then, found herself staring slack-jawed every so often. Seeing him being an idiot while at the same time razor-focused and extremely reliable, especially under conditions where everyone’s lives were on the line, made it impossible to resist his charm. Even Frederica, Eliza, and Rosalind had been touched by this effect, despite having spent nowhere near as much time fighting alongside him.


      “Well, there was no helping it. I had Player, after all,” said Sol nonchalantly, oblivious to the anguish he had caused.


      This was a fair point, though. Other parties had to remain on high alert from the moment they stepped into a territory or dungeon until they safely made it back out. That was one of the basics of adventuring. It was so important that everyone had to take turns being on the lookout. Failure to take lookout duty seriously could lead to dire circumstances, perhaps even death. But then there was Sol. He fulfilled every aspect of this role all by himself, with perfect accuracy and total reliability. He was wont to downplay it, as he believed that his incredible ability was solely thanks to his talent. That distinction, however, meant nothing to those benefiting from the protection, as it was his volition in using it that they were thankful for.


      Julia said, “It’s true that there were quite a few times we would have lost even when facing weaker enemies if we hadn’t had you telling us what to do.”


      “I got the shivers every time after we got out and later discovered how close things were.” Reen shuddered.


      Each time had become a reminder that it really was only thanks to Sol that they were making it work. With him around, they never got caught unawares, so situations that became dicey were almost always due to a fight lasting longer than expected, a fight drawing the attention of other monsters, or a fight lasting so long that it drew the attention of other monsters. Trains pulled by routing parties could be easily avoided, but not even Player could give advance warning regarding when and where monsters spawned. When one spawned nearby, it could throw what had been a very smooth fight into absolute chaos, with the party suddenly having to deal with attacks coming from multiple directions.


      Black Tiger had been the first party to experience this and make it back alive to report on it. Since then, all branches of the guild had started keeping track of when, where, and how many monsters adventurers encountered, using that information to predict spawns. This initiative had helped lower the number of deaths out in the field at a percentage in the double digits, cementing Black Tiger’s name as a contributor to the industry.


      There had been quite a few other moments really close to the edge where Black Tiger had managed to survive only thanks to Sol’s perfect grasp of how exhausted each member was and ability to spread out the burden accordingly. Before giving specific instructions, he always called out the name of the person the instructions were for. And hearing him call “Reen!” in a voice much more authoritative, self-assured, and trustworthy than usual always sent chills down her back. Since those instructions were never wrong and always illuminated the path to victory, it was only natural to develop an emotional reliance on them.


      Sol sighed. “Yeah, it’s tough for everyone at the start when they’re still building their hand.”


      The newer someone was, the more obvious the problem was. With so few moves up their sleeve, victory was then heavily dependent on having a perfect vision of when and how best to use those moves. Sol, however, had managed to do that while making it look easy.


      “That’s why falling into a panic is so dangerous,” said Julia. “Other people don’t have your ability to grasp every detail of the situation, including a monster’s condition, which they’d need to provide suitable support and instructions the way you do. It’s easy to see how even veteran parties can get wiped from a single mistake.”


      Under normal circumstances, the experience that one had built up was of little help in sudden crises. A crisis in a death zone almost always meant death right around the corner, and those who had enough experience to keenly sense its approach could easily fall apart precisely because of that ability when victory was in reach but required threading a needle. This wasn’t mere theorizing—Julia and the others had experienced it themselves.


      Julia looked straight at Sol. “Without a doubt, it was thanks to you that we safely made it through our rookie days. Thank you, really.”


      “Um...you’re welcome?”


      Of course, the other members of Black Tiger learning to carry out Sol’s orders right away, without hesitation and without question, had also been crucial to them in making it out of all those tight situations. When they graduated from being rookies, all the level-ups they had accumulated until then had helped them to grow massively in their respective roles. Not only had they greatly expanded their repertoire, they had even developed aces up their sleeves for boss encounters.


      But unfortunately, that very growth, and the confidence it brought, had become their downfall. When they found themselves cruising through their jobs with ease, complacency crept in. Where they had been forced to rely on Sol’s situational awareness before, they could now brute force their way out of anything. That was when Mark and Alan had started to change. Because they actually understood how incredible Sol was, they started chafing at being in his shadow and loudly justified how they were better because they were the ones who dealt the actual damage.


      “It’s thanks to him that we even became adventurers in the first place,” Reen pointed out.


      “Very true,” Julia agreed.


      Their certainty that their powers came from Sol had helped greatly with preventing them from ending up like Mark and Alan. They had also received extra attention from Sol by merit of being the party’s tank and healer. The group’s stability in fights and general safety had been a priority for him, so he had showered the two of them with all of Player’s support abilities, with MP Recovery and Reduce Cooldown being the most frequent examples.


      “I sometimes can’t help wondering what would’ve happened if I had been honest with Mark and Alan from the start,” Sol admitted, more willing to speak his mind after hearing the other two speak so openly. This was a question that pricked at his conscience every so often.


      Julia studied him, then said lightly, “Who knows. There isn’t much point in thinking about it, is there?”


      It wasn’t like doing so would bring Mark and Alan back. Regardless of whether Sol insisted that he was justified or drowned himself in tears of regret, dead was dead. This reminder carried extra weight coming from Julia, the Saint of Healing who had supposedly conquered death and now headed Panacea, the world’s most prestigious organization of healing mages.


      “Point taken.”


      Furthermore, though Sol was the one who had dealt the killing blows, Reen and Julia had chosen to remain with him, thereby affirming his choice. Therefore, if the killing of their two childhood friends was wrong, they were guilty too.


      It had to be taken into consideration that adventurers were more keenly aware than the average person that violence toward others came at a cost. It wasn’t a matter of liking Sol or disliking Mark and Alan. The two had died when they had tried to kill Sol and he’d retaliated—that was simply the cost of making a move that failed. If they hadn’t wanted to die, they could have not attacked Sol or made sure they finished the job either in one fell swoop or with sufficient follow-up attacks. How someone arrived at the conclusion that they truly had no other recourse but to resort to murder was different from person to person, but adventurers had what they called the Iron Rule: He who strikes must be prepared to be struck in turn. Since even the Emelian courts agreed that Sol wasn’t the one who had thrown the first punch, he was in the clear in the eyes of all adventurers. Not one adventurer would see fighting back when one’s life was threatened as morally wrong.


      As such, Reen and Julia had also adopted Sol’s view that anyone who had once made a serious attempt on their lives would always remain a latent threat and therefore ought to be killed at the first opportunity. Sol had evaded death only because he had proven himself stronger, and those who died challenging him were at fault for failing to measure up.


      “Of course, we do have great memories with them too, so it can’t be helped that we get sad when remembering them,” said Julia. “Just remember that they’re the ones who threw the first stone. The Iron Rule catches up to all adventurers sooner or later.”


      Sol wasn’t wrong to feel the way he did, but he could choose to focus instead on treasuring the memories he had. People’s feelings changed all the time, but in those memories, Mark and Alan had indeed been his close friends.


      “Thank you. It helps to hear that.”


      This could be considered self-serving sentimentality on the part of those who had won and therefore survived, but it was precisely because they still had to keep on living that they had to find a compromise with their memories and emotions. Even if that meant dressing them up, if it helped make it easier to carry, then so be it. Sol knew that at least Reen and Julia supported his decisions. If he couldn’t place his trust in them, then he really had no choice but to sever all human relationships and live out the rest of his life in isolation.


      All who grew too strong eventually found it impossible to tell when someone who was agreeing with them actually meant it or was just paying lip service. Such was their lot. In that sense, it could be argued that Sol could only really trust the All Dragon, Elven Queen, and Demon Lord, as they were the very source of his power. It was a conscious choice, therefore, that he believed in himself, Reen, and Julia.


      “Well, the sun’s looking a bit low,” said Reen. “Should we decide where we’re having dinner?”


      Of the three, she had done the best job of coming to terms with what had happened. Then again, that phrasing implied effort, so it wasn’t quite right. She simply saw the fallout as a natural consequence, and it no longer bothered her. Of course, this was hardly a surprising perspective for a girl in love to take toward those who had tried to kill the subject of her love. It made no difference that the offenders had been her childhood friends or party members she had fought alongside. Love had a way of making people rank others in their lives in order of importance, and no girl in love would lose any sleep over someone who had sought to hurt their number one getting their just deserts.


      And so, Reen was bluntly changing the subject to the last item on the day’s itinerary. Namely, dinner, the highlight of the day for all adventurers. Everyone’s dream when starting out was to raise their rank in order to eat at successively higher-class restaurants, but that way of thinking usually vanished when they reached Rank C or thereabouts. By then, they realized that rather than visibly expensive places, real status was finding their own little hole-in-the-wall that they could call their favorite.


      Their group had heard about this pretty early on, when they were still fresh from the Royal Academy and therefore still young and impressionable. It had sounded to them like the coolest thing ever, so when they’d started gaining some leeway in their finances and could afford to spend more on food, they had gotten really fired up about each of them finding their own favorite spot. And since it was a matter of course for them to eat together—at least, until halfway through their career—they had a custom of choosing where they were going to have dinner based on how they had done that day.


      Sol, Reen, and Julia eyed each other, the air abruptly turning tense, then shouted out a name as if competing to see who was fastest.


      “Dragon’s Nest!”


      “White Silver Pavilion!”


      “The guild’s tavern!”


      Of course, they hadn’t done any adventurer work that day, so it was hardly a surprise that their opinions were all over the place.


      Sol sighed, bemused. “Why are we like this?”


      Funnily, all three suggestions were not high-class restaurants but cafeterias that targeted rookie adventurers with good food in large portions at cheap prices. It wasn’t exactly what would immediately spring to mind for someone who could afford any manner of luxury. Moreover, the three of them weren’t even in sync.


      Reen giggled. “It’s just how we’ve always been.”


      “The number of times we did it until we got our own guild room...” Sol shook his head.


      Even Julia was nodding happily, acknowledging that them being all over the place was on-brand for them.


      “All right. In that case, we’ll settle it the usual way,” Sol declared with a grin, prompting a surprised look from Reen.


      “I thought you’d just decide for us,” she replied.


      Recently, everyone had taken to accepting Sol’s decisions as the final say. People could tell merely from the mood in the room that they were to keep their thoughts to themselves unless Sol specifically opened the floor. And so, after voicing what she wanted in the spur of the moment, Reen had promptly given up on it the second she’d found out it was different from Sol’s answer.


      “When it’s just us three and we don’t have a majority, our Black Tiger rule applies. In other words, we decide with rock-paper-scissors.”


      Sol, however, was insistent on maintaining the childhood friendship between them, at least when they were alone. Part of that was keeping Black Tiger traditions alive.


      Julia was delighted to hear it and immediately on board. “No taking it back! You know how good I am at rock-paper-scissors!”


      “That’s news to me, actually,” Sol quipped.


      “I do remember you saying that every time but never actually winning,” Reen agreed.


      Julia smirked with confidence. “Enough talk! Let’s do this!”


      She was actually the worst at rock-paper-scissors among the three of them, but it wasn’t only because she was unlucky. Completely unbeknownst to her, she currently had her index and middle finger slightly lifted from her clenched fist, making it obvious that she was planning to play scissors. When she wanted to play rock, she always held her fist just a little tighter, and in the case of paper, it was a little relaxed.


      The question, then, was whether to purposely let her win or to strictly observe the Iron Rule and show no mercy. In the case of the latter, Sol and Reen would have to be on the same page or else the situation would devolve into repeated ties. If Reen was thinking of making Sol look good, she just might choose to play scissors too so that she would lose together with Julia.


      Laughter bubbled up from inside Sol at the seriousness with which they were approaching the simple question of where to have dinner. These were the meaningless but irreplaceably precious moments that happiness was made of.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 7: The Boy Who Ruled the Monsters


      “So, Sol, was today everything you needed to strengthen your resolve?”


      The trio had ultimately settled on eating at the tavern in the Adventurer’s Guild. After having their fill and maybe a few too many drinks, Julia finally addressed the elephant in the room.


      As an aside, it was Julia who had suggested the tavern and fought successfully for it. Sol had suggested White Silver Pavilion because he knew she and Reen liked it, and Reen had brought up Dragon’s Nest because it was Sol’s favorite, prompting a they’re at it again look from Julia. She had chosen the tavern because it was a place they had many memories of, plus it was a break from all the high-class dining that they had pretty much become locked into having as of late. Upon realizing that they were both suggesting what the other wanted, Sol and Reen had decided to go with Julia’s idea and lost the game on purpose.


      Feeling her light buzz evaporating instantaneously, Reen exclaimed, “Julia!”


      “I mean, he went out of his way to visit Garlaige with the two of us. It couldn’t have been more obvious.”


      Having intentionally drunk herself to the very edge of losing her senses, Julia had broached the big subject with the slurring and forwardness of...well, a drunk. The fact that she seemed forward but was actually borrowing liquid courage went to show that she was being considerate, but she probably should have gone about it another way. She was never aware of it, but she gave off seductive vibes when she was drunk, prompting Sol and Reen to make mental notes to apologize to Sephiras at a later date. Sol was completely beyond looking at Julia in that way, and though Reen considered Julia her best friend, she didn’t swing that way. At least, she didn’t think so.


      Unlike Sophista, however, the guild tavern wasn’t a place that could be fully booked out. There was, in fact, a whole crowd of people surrounding Sol’s group, far larger than the seating capacity of the venue. Tables a short distance away from Sol’s were absolutely packed and surrounded by people standing around, with everyone’s ears pricked up. It was like they were adoring fans attending a popular singer’s performance.


      The trio had put up a sound barrier so they wouldn’t be overheard, but that was now turning into a bad idea, as it took away the context of their conversation and made it look like Julia was coming on to Sol. Many of those watching were definitely going to walk away fully convinced that Julia was indeed a member of Sol’s harem and that Sephiras was being cuckolded.


      Most other people would have gotten flustered and started making excuses when their true feelings were put on blast, but Sol said nothing and simply sighed. He realized he didn’t feel bad at all, which led to him understanding how important his two childhood friends were to him, eliciting a chuckle. Despite having the authority to do whatever he wanted, up to and beyond crushing entire countries on a whim, at the end of the day, he was just human.


      Power came in many forms, and depending on the nature of his relationship with them, there were people in his life against whom violence, the most obvious form of power, would not work. As Frederica had recognized long ago and been navigating this whole time, in a way, it was Reen and Julia who were actually the most powerful people in this world. Bringing back the analogy of the fox borrowing a tiger’s authority, for those who were not strong enough to dismiss the tiger out of hand, underestimating the fox, especially when the tiger wished to be of help to the fox of its own accord, was sheer folly. As the world continued down this path where Sol stood at its peak, just as people had come to see the legendary monsters’ strength as Sol’s own, so would they see Sol’s strength as Reen’s and Julia’s as well.


      “Aha! I like that reaction.” Julia grinned. “I see what you’re thinking. I’ve always liked that part of you.”


      Reen’s head whirled around. “What?!” She knew that Julia was not actually trying to seduce Sol and considered that ship having long since sailed. However, Julia still had a great face and a great body, and the way she looked a little out of it due to being drunk gave off a distinctly sexual atmosphere. For quite some time in the past, Reen had always been struggling with a niggling voice in her head that told her she wouldn’t have become Sol’s number one if Julia had gotten serious about him, so her exclamation was pure reflex.


      “I like him as a childhood friend. I’m way past being interested in joining his harem. I don’t go on like you two do, but I do love my husband very much. But I do have to say this, Ms. Reen: You have to be more confident about being Sol’s first wife. You beat Lady Frederica to get the position, remember. The number of girls actually joining his harem are going to blow past triple digits. Easily.”


      “Ugh...”


      Honestly, Julia loved that Reen was still like this after all the progress she had made in her relationship with Sol. However, to stay by his side, she really was going to have to toughen up more. Thankfully, aside from Julia, it was only really the monsters that Reen felt threatened by. The fact that she was still nursing the flame of rivalry against them despite thinking that she didn’t measure up was proof that she was far from a pushover. In the first place, someone with a weak will wouldn’t have been able to be a tank—a role that required shouldering the entire party’s lives—or to keep a romantic flame burning for so long and actually bring it to fruition.


      “Am I really that obvious?” asked Sol. Despite understanding this side of Reen better than even her best friend, he remained as oblivious about himself as ever.


      “Um...”


      Anyone else would have shown consideration for Sol’s indignation and given him a vague answer, but not his two childhood friends...and certainly not Julia.


      “The moment you gave us our powers in Ros Village, I could tell right away that you had done something for us.”


      “Oh, yeah. It was all over his face.” Reen giggled.


      The girls were thankful that Sol was so easy to read, as it had played a large part in keeping the prestige of being tank and healer from getting to their heads. Yes, power from Sol and power from God were both borrowed, but it had made a big difference that it was the former. Sol, on the other hand, saw it differently. He remained convinced that his failure to be up-front with Mark and Alan was what had led to them going astray. Therefore, it couldn’t be that he was easy to read. No, it had to be that Reen and Julia were just exceptionally perceptive.


      “Anyway, you two are right about today. Wait, can the others read me too?”


      Julia spun her hands in a mock curtsy. “It is as you say, milord.”


      Though it made little difference today whether it was him being easy to read or the girls being perceptive, a little doubt was starting to crawl into Sol’s mind that the former did indeed hold water if Julia was being honest. And if that was the case, there was no point in trying to cover up any further, so he decided to be frank.


      “Ahem! So, yes, you’re right. That is why I wanted to revisit my roots today.”


      “It’s that bad?” Julia asked.


      “It’s that bad,” Sol confirmed.


      Apparently, Julia had already mostly figured out what had put Sol in such a mood. Even so, he decided to lay out everything that was on his mind. The encounter with Unknown. The back-to-back encounters with the Cursed Hero and the Lifeless Divine Beast. The information that had been revealed right after. When these dots were connected, the picture they drew was far from rosy.


      Throughout his story, the look on Reen’s face was acceptance, not surprise. When Sol finished, she asked, “But you haven’t given up yet, right?” There was a trace of apprehension in her tone, but the note of trust was far more pronounced. She had every faith that Sol would find a way out no matter how dire their situation became.


      “Of course not. But still—”


      Needless to say, he was not giving up. He was not wallowing in despair, clutching his head and wailing, “It’s over! We’re done for!” That said, he wanted everyone to be aware that there was a possibility that they couldn’t just count on the monsters to steamroll the coming troubles as they had done so far. That was why things were “that bad.” After all, the opponent they would be facing was the being who had not only created Player and all its incredible powers but also the monsters who were the avatars of Sol’s strength.


      “Say no more,” Julia cut in, lifting a hand. “You, me, Reen, all of us, we’ll give it everything we’ve got. If we still fail, I hope you’ll let us complain a little, though.”


      Sol was about to remind his companions that they had no guarantee of victory when he was interrupted. In doing so, Julia was letting him know that she had never forgotten that the essence of being an adventurer was to put oneself on the line for the sake of one’s desires. Risk was part and parcel of adventuring—without it, they would be mere explorers. Or, put more candidly, mere plunderers.


      The dungeon was a gamble undertaken by those willing to pay the buy-in of not only their own life but their companions’ as well, and an adventurer party was a gathering of such individuals. In participating, they were agreeing to trust the others with their backs and to share their fortunes, rain or shine. As Julia had no intention of dropping out of Sol’s party, she was determined to fully devote herself to its pursuits and had the resolve to accept the results, even if it was failure.


      Sol chuckled, aware that Julia knew full well they would have no time for complaints should things really blow up in their faces. “So you’d still complain,” he said jokingly, inwardly thankful for her support.


      “What? Would you rather I spread embarrassing stories of you from your childhood and your days at the Academy?”


      “Please complain as much as you want.”


      This was why Sol’s childhood friends made formidable opponents. They were untouchable to monsters like Luna while possessing countless ways to deal direct damage to Sol. Reen already knew most of these stories by now, but there was one in particular from the Royal Academy that was an exception. Julia had access to an ultimate weapon that Sol could only beg her not to use.


      “I... I’m happy that you think of us as your roots.”


      “Reen...”


      “That’s why I’m also with you no matter what happens.”


      Julia and Reen were both on the same page, one as a close childhood friend and one as a committed lover. Julia had a few more wisecracks to make, but she took the high road and kept them to herself.


      Sol grinned sheepishly. “Well, since you’ve already seen through me, I’ll just come out and admit that’s what I was hoping you two would say.”


      “Oh, we know.” Julia gave him the stink eye, prompting him to make a gesture indicating his acceptance of her judgment.


      “Julia actually likes that side of you, Sol.”


      “Oh, like your heart didn’t skip a beat, Madam First Wife.”


      As it turned out, Julia wasn’t judging him but merely reacting to him still acting like the youngest of their friend group in spite of how far his status had risen. To bring back the concept of the gap, the destructive power inherent in the contrast between Sol the childhood friend and Sol the Absolute Ruler was simply incalculable.


      Reen mumbled, “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him, so...”


      In other words, she was already too far gone, so her position on the gap was different from Julia’s.


      “Thank you, you two. Now I’m now prepared for anything.”


      This carefree conversation had indeed helped Sol steel his nerves. A new condition had just been added to the dream of conquering all the dungeons and territories of the world, which had been his guiding light for his whole life. Put simply, he also wanted to protect these ordinary days in between all the craziness of trying to achieve everything else, where he and his companions could enjoy such meaningless but precious moments. To make that happen, he was ready to face even the being who controlled the very principles behind this world.


      It was at that moment that a man abruptly appeared before them.


      A “Huh?” came from both Reen and Julia in unison. As tank and healer, they were respectively sensitive to the approach of hostile entities and changes in the surrounding mana, but that utterance was the only response they could muster. First, because the man intended no malice, Reen’s automatic defenses were not triggered. Second, since he didn’t use mana-based teleportation or superspeed, there was no change in the surrounding mana field. Most importantly, even Sol, who had Player permanently deployed and the monsters in the sky on alert, had failed to clock the approach. For the first time since he’d begun using his powers without restraint, he and those with him were caught completely off guard.


      “I like a popular guy,” the man said, his shapely lips curling into a smile underneath a beautifully ornamented masquerade mask. “I should take a page or two out of your book.” He was wearing what was obviously a scientist’s coat, and his voice, though different in tone, was unmistakably that of Unknown, the being who had gotten involved in the fight against the Demon Lord.


      “I take it you’re not here to throw in the towel?” Sol asked.


      Though Reen and Julia were still in a daze, Sol’s face remained composed. After all, he had been certain that Unknown would make contact sometime. This was earlier than expected, but he was ready enough to at least act calm. He wasn’t surprised that not a single warning mechanism had made a peep, since Unknown had created them all.


      “Aren’t you a little too quick on the uptake?”


      Keeping Player running at full capacity to process and analyze information, especially from the countless books retrieved from Biblioteca, Sol retorted, “This barely counts as a plot twist.”


      “Is that a subtle dig at me?” The man chuckled, taking his reply as mocking the element of surprise he thought he possessed, then shrugged. “Oh well. Since you already know who I am, we can get the ball rolling right away.”


      “I still have no idea where that ball is rolling toward, though.”


      “I’m sure you don’t. That’s why I’m here. To shed a little light on things.”


    


  



  

    [image: insert3]

  



  

    

      Having finally recovered, Reen and Julia promptly assumed battle stances without saying a word, but the man seemed entirely unconcerned. Judging by the fact that the whole crowd of adventurers had disappeared in the blink of an eye, his composure was by no means mere bravado. He clearly had the strength to back up the way he was acting like the two fully deployed Numbers armaments in his face weren’t even there.


      “Will it be illuminating?”


      Seeing as the man wasn’t throwing punches right out of the gate but had instead started with a greeting—in a manner of speaking—it seemed safe to assume his intention was to talk. It remained to be seen whether this wishful thinking was the right call and how helpful his revelations would be.


      “That’ll be up to you.”


      To spell it out, Unknown had indeed come here to talk, but how much he would be sharing depended on how strong Sol was. If Sol didn’t have the strength to oppose a certain amount of injustice, he was straight up not worth talking to. On the flip side, with enough strength, he could possibly turn this into a very enlightening encounter.


      To make the test accurate, Unknown was not going to make it easy. As if to prove it, a great power far more destructive than the Divine Punishments, enough to pulverize Garlaige in its entirety with a direct hit, was abruptly unleashed high up in the sky.


      Sol put his game face on.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      A deafening boom rang out as a result of the All Dragon parrying the torrent of light unleashed by Unknown. It took a commensurate amount of mana to cancel out a prolonged laser attack, so she was redirecting its trajectory instead for efficiency’s sake. If she had done nothing, the beam would have done much more than erase Garlaige—it would have punched a massive hole through the planet. But now, thanks to her, it was flying off in a harmless direction.


      Unfortunately, the attack was so incredibly powerful that, even diverted, it evaporated a portion of the ocean, which led to large-scale disturbances in the currents. Part of that included tsunamis massive enough to be as deadly as the light beam itself.


      “Wonderful,” said Unknown, nodding in approval. “You already have three of the monsters fully under your control, including the All Dragon. I imagine it won’t be too hard for you to win over the Hero and Divine Beast too.”


      His appreciation wasn’t for the monsters achieving what he took to be a given but for Sol getting them to do his bidding. Apparently, he could tell what was happening high up in the atmosphere without even looking.


      “Wasn’t that a bit much when you haven’t even properly introduced yourself yet?” Sol asked as he cast his eyes over the countless windows that had popped up around him to provide real-time intel on the situation. He, too, thought it a given that the trio of monsters in the sky could handle the previous attack. That said, he was a little at a loss for words at the opening salvo packing enough power to destroy the planet.


      “As I said, I figured that with how smart you are, you didn’t need an introduction. But just being smart isn’t enough, so I wanted to test how much power you’ve gathered using that smart head of yours.”


      The man seemed pleased with how composed Sol was. The fact that Sol was only slightly lost for words spoke volumes about his confidence. He could level up, but he couldn’t buff his own stats the way he could other people’s. In fact, not even those he had buffed could do a thing about the attack just now. And yet, he still exuded calm and self-assurance. That could only mean he had absolute faith that his monsters would do exactly what he wanted them to.


      Unknown had wanted a Boy Who Ruled the Monsters, and Sol had proven that he lived up to the title. It was natural for Unknown to be pleased.


      “And if the issue is disrespect, can’t I say the same of your companions?”


      The man jerked his head toward Frederica and Eliza, who were standing behind him, frozen in disbelief. Right after teleporting in, Numbers armaments fully deployed, the two had launched the biggest attacks they could fit into the guild lobby. However, the moment the attacks touched the man, they had lost all momentum and fallen harmlessly to the ground without him having lifted a finger or any sort of defense being activated. The rest of Sol’s inner circle had also teleported over in waves to attack the man but failed in the same way. As Sol had feared, there was no power in this world that could affect Unknown.


      “Touché. So, ‘not enough’ and ‘test,’ was it? Are you saying you are not the enemy that Luna and I should fight, Professor Iwakura?”


      Needless to say, Sol had given permission for his companions’ appearances and successive attacks. He had sent out an alert to all members of Libertadores the instant that Unknown, or rather Professor Iwakura, had appeared. Seeing as the professor had been amicable at the start, Sol figured that he also wouldn’t harm those who Sol cared about. In that case, the smart play was for Sol to throw his strongest assets—besides the monsters—at Unknown to gauge what he was capable of.


      Though it was true that Sol didn’t feel threatened by the attempt to end the world, he was not letting his guard down one bit. Professor Juan Eugea Iwakura, the man standing before him, had made this world the way it was and could manipulate things however he wished. He was, in effect, the author and general manager of the play that was this world and possessed the authority to “educate”—or even replace—incompetent actors as he saw fit.


      No matter how strong Sol or Luna were, their strength was simply an aspect of the story and had no bearing on those offstage. Characters within a story had no way to fight someone outside. This was where the title of Wayside God that the Old Rulers had bandied about came in. The “wayside” was off the beaten path and therefore not a place to be. This world, created from collapsing the entire multiverse into one, was the wayside, a place that never should have existed. Accordingly, its god was the Wayside God.


      The Old Rulers had called this world the wayside because, despite having been dragged into it against their will, they remained unable to let go of it and still held it above all others. This world included worlds once dominated by dragons, elves, beasts, and devinians, but in the Old Rulers’ eyes, man would forever stand above the rest.


      “Now I’m starting to think you’re a little too quick on the uptake. Are you really a resident of this world? You aren’t actually reincarnated from some remnant world that I’m not aware of, are you?”


      “It’s thanks to all the reference material that someone left behind. I believe you are referring to a particular genre that was prolific in a specific region for a time. Most of those works featured protagonists going to another world, though.”


      “I...didn’t expect you to get the reference. Don’t tell me you actually read all the books in there?”


      “That’s beyond even me. However, I managed to digitize the whole library with Player. And by using both Thought Acceleration and Parallel Thought in tandem, I was able to pick up the general gist of most things.”


      Obviously, Sol had not known everything from the start. It was only after applying the full force of Player’s analytical capabilities on the books from Biblioteca—clearly sourced from another world—and integrating that information with the revelations from the Divine Beast that he was able to give such an informed reply. Since Biblioteca had contained not only serious texts but entertainment as well, Sol was now as much of an expert on the “reincarnated in another world” genre as anyone could ever be. He had actually taken quite a liking to it and consumed a not insignificant number of series.


      As an aside, Reen, Julia, Frederica, and Eliza had also gotten into the genre, but it was a different subgenre that they enjoyed.


      “You’re resourceful too, I see.”


      “You’re the one who made it so that Player can be used that way.”


      “Just because the function is there doesn’t mean everyone gets it.”


      In applying Player the way he had without having been taught by anyone, Sol had displayed an impressive ability to navigate the power he had been given. That said, the credit wasn’t all his. At first, he had thought that the purpose of Player was only to tap into the world’s workings and unravel the hints scattered throughout it. It was only after sharing access with his companions that Player had truly blossomed, with Frederica having provided the lion’s share of the suggestions and ideas that had pushed the envelope.


      “In that respect,” Iwakura continued, “you’ve completely exceeded my expectations. Frankly, even I cannot predict where the world is heading.”


      “Even though you’re the Game Master?”


      “That’s why I came to meet you in person.”


      Inwardly, Sol heaved a sigh of relief that, instead of dodging his questions, Iwakura seemed to be getting to the core of the topic. It was only logical to assume that if Sol was the Player, Iwakura was the Game Master. However, Sol still had no idea why he had been chosen to be Player. In fact, he suspected that it had been mere chance and that it could have been anyone in this world. In other words, it was merely the result of incredible fortune...or misfortune.


      Of course, this did leave Sol wondering why the Game Master didn’t simply make himself the Player. There probably was a reason, but it remained unclear for the moment. Now that Sol possessed extensive knowledge of Earth’s entertainment, he understood that the name assigned to his talent, Player, was its very definition. As in, if this world was a game, the person going through the story and events prepared within it was the player.


      Within that paradigm, it could be said that game worlds were created for the players’ sake and to entertain those players. There was a deeper level to it, however. Those who created games—developers—did so also to satisfy their own desire to express themselves, but when that was sufficiently satiated, there was the quite simple and universal motivation of wanting to benefit from it. In other words, there had to be a reason for which Professor Iwakura had created All in One and prepared gamelike scenarios within it for the Player to go through.


      There was a possibility that, expanding on the metaphor of the computer games from the source world, it was a matter of it not being fun for the Game Master to play through the story he had written himself. However, reality was not a game, no matter how strange it could get. Moreover, that was a very weak reason for going so far as to destroy the entire multiverse. Simply wanting to indulge in a little schadenfreude by seeing someone else struggle through the story wouldn’t cut it.


      Whatever that reason was, the fact that it had to be someone from this world in the role of Player and that Iwakura would remain the man behind the scenes definitely was good news for Sol. After all, it closed the door on one of the biggest worries that had been plaguing his mind.


      “If you’re here to talk, can we call off the test?” Sol asked.


      “I can see how it’d be hard to relax with it going on. But how our conversation will go is contingent on its results, so...”


      It seemed Sol had yet to prove to Iwakura’s satisfaction that he was deserving of hearing the spoilers that the Game Master was ready to spill. In all likelihood, the element being measured was something that someone offstage had a limited ability to affect, like an actor’s ability to perform. Otherwise, someone with the power to manipulate the world however he pleased could simply grant them whatever was still lacking.


      In other words, this was tied to why the role of Player had been given to Sol in particular.


      “Show me that you can endure this,” said Iwakura. “Then we can pull out a chair.”


      Sol grinned confidently. If the trial he was facing was bound to the rules of this world, he was positive that the monsters serving him could handle anything that was thrown at them.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The All Dragon barked mockingly, “Hah! Child’s play!”


      After having knocked away the beam large enough to make Divine Punishment look like a mere drop of rain, she was now facing a barrage of comets barreling toward the planet. In response, she launched Multilock Homing Missiles from gargantuan Astrals—one missile for each comet—and reduced every last one to space dust.


      Luna had no doubt that she could handle any physical threat no matter which direction it came from, be it deep space, the depths of the ocean, or directly beneath Sol’s feet. She had a spherical barrier deployed around her that reached far enough to envelop all of Garlaige, and as long as it held, no harm could come to the city. With the Elven Queen’s help, she had unfettered access to the planet’s ley lines and could draw as much mana as she needed, so there was no fear of her running out of juice either. Her barrier was so strong that it could withstand having the actual sun thrown at it, so nothing was getting through unless it was capable of destroying the entire solar system outright.


      “Someone’s in high spirits. Now that’s the All Dragon I know,” Alshunna commented as she watched Aina’noa channeling mana to the Astrals through the World Tree and humming cheerfully. Though the Demon Lord was still without her Augoeides, she was fully confident that she could nullify any magic attacks that came their way. Confident and a little bored, however, as all the actions so far had been purely physical and therefore not given her an opportunity to contribute in any way.


      “Behold my true self!” Luna puffed out her chest but then sighed and deflated. “Or so I’d like to say. To be honest, I’ve been having doubts lately.”


      The All Dragon that Alshunna “knew” was a colossal dragon who tore through her opposition like paper and would never have been embarrassed about bragging. As a dragon, she was most in her element when she had all her senses synced with an Astral and was brandishing its terrible power at will—especially when doing so under the command of the being she had given her true name to. That was something to be proud of, not embarrassed about.


      However, Luna was realizing that she no longer derived all that much joy from it. She wasn’t ashamed of it, of course, but it just didn’t feel like before. Since her Astrals were out, she actually had no need to maintain her fragment body, but there it still was, and she was treating the Astrals like summons. Something had definitely changed.


      “Doubts,” echoed Alshunna. “Specifically?” She already knew the answer, as she had felt the same change in herself. Even though she had created a human-sized reproduction of her Augoeides, her doll form was still clinging to the back of it like a backpack or cute pet.


      “I’m starting to accept this body as my real self,” Luna admitted. “Or rather, I’m starting to accept that it’s better for this body to be my real self. And more and more every day, I see my as yet bound Augoeides as nothing more than materials for my liege’s god regalia.”


      Alshunna’s eyes widened slightly. “I didn’t expect you to actually spell it out.”


      “I assumed the same thoughts might have crossed your mind.”


      Just like Luna, Alshunna had received all the benefits that Player could offer and could now use all the mana she wanted thanks to Aina’noa, so she therefore had no need to keep her consciousness in her doll form. She was a monster of legend, an equal of the All Dragon in her own way, and could alter her appearance and size as she liked. It was for the same reason as the All Dragon that, despite that, she still maintained this doll form.


      “Well, I can shrink down my Augoeides when I get it back.”


      “Makes no difference, does it?”


      It was true that, unlike the All Dragon’s forbidding appearance, the Demon Lord’s was humanoid in form. Furthermore, it was that of such an alluring female that it felt distinctly wrong seeing it as colossal as it was. Therefore, she didn’t have to go out of her way to switch from a doll to a fragment body right this moment. She could just wait until she was back in her Augoeides before joining the contest for their liege’s favor and be as much in the running as the other monsters.


      But that wasn’t what they were talking about, as Luna had pointed out quickly and unceremoniously, and Alshunna knew it.


      “I don’t want to admit it,” the Demon Lord lamented. “This doll is meant to be nothing more than a temporary vessel for my soul. I don’t want to accept that I now want it to be my true body because my lord has grown attached to it.”


      “There’s no need to dress up your words, pip-squeak,” said Luna. Contrary to her words, her tone was commiserative.


      Not even the arrival of the third, then the fourth wave of attacks seeking to destroy the world could interrupt this out-of-place conversation between the monsters. There was a great earthquake that could bring down everything on the surface. There was a massive gale that could level everything before it. There was even a tsunami gigantic enough to swallow the continent whole. But thanks to the All Dragon, Elven Queen, and Demon Lord working together, all the catastrophes were quashed head-on. These events were merely larger-scale versions of the same phenomena that had happened with the raising of the Floating Continent and barely posed a challenge for them now.
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      Seemingly taking offense to being called a pip-squeak, Alshunna retorted, “As I just said, I can manipulate my Augoeides however I want when I get it back. I can make it look just as young and adorable as the body you’ve made for yourself.”


      “That would be a different you than the pip-squeak that our liege has come to love.”


      Unfortunately, as already brought up in their conversation, the definition of “true body” in their minds was shifting toward the appearances that Sol had become familiar with and gotten used to doting on. Consequently, it didn’t matter what an adorable child or beautiful girl they could transform themselves into. In fact, they were even losing the sense of their Augoeides being their true forms, what with having been separated from them for so long. Their very mental images of themselves were slowly but surely transforming into the ones that Sol recognized.


      “That’s what I’m afraid of. If our lord’s preference regarding our appearance shifts, be it either for our Augoeides or something else new, how would our current selves feel about it?”


      Luna and Alshunna were in the same boat on this issue. Partly influenced by their pride as monsters who had lived for over a millennium, they were doing their best to hide all signs of jealousy they felt toward Reen, Frederica, and Eliza and had yet to make any attempt to seduce their liege. Not that it would have had much effect, with Luna being too young to be in his strike zone and Alshunna being an actual doll.


      It was a good thing—at least, according to human morals—that Sol had no sexual interest in young girls, and because of it, he was always more than happy to give Luna attention. Half of her loved it, but the half that saw him as the liege who deserved her absolute respect wanted him to act the part rather than like a father or older brother.


      It was meaningful that she, a member of a proud race that did not easily bend the knee, had submitted to him, and she wanted that fact to be treated with the weight it deserved. The reason that she had taken to Frederica as quickly as she had was in part because she had sensed a similar struggle within her. And Alshunna was simply a nonstarter. She herself would find it troubling if Sol was turned on by a mere doll.


      Put plainly, Luna and Alshunna did indeed plan on making moves on Sol. Out of respect, they were more than happy to wait for the humans who had entered the picture first, those who’d been at Sol’s side and supported him before his rise to power, to live out their natural lifespans. After all, the monsters could live much longer, and they knew of any number of ways to help their liege transcend his human limits. There was no need to rush things now.


      The problem was that Luna and Alshunna could not do so in their current forms. Luna had a slight edge in having an adult version of herself that Sol had already seen a few times and showed a rather promising reaction toward, but Alshunna simply had no way around being a doll. Even if they succeeded in enticing him with their new looks, how their true selves would feel about it remained a deeply troubling issue that there was truly no way to predict or prepare for.


      “We would be like a bird that’s picking a fight with its own reflection in the mirror, I imagine,” said Luna, staring into the distance.


      Somewhat out of the blue, Alshunna asked, “Do you think these emotions have been implanted in us?” She was starting to suspect that the intensity of her loyalty and the way she was growing attached, as if she were a pet, was not entirely natural. She was aware that Creed, the aide who had been with her for many long years, was lately starting to look at her like she was losing her mind.


      It seemed likely, then, that these feelings she could not fight had been instilled in her somehow. That was the only reasonable theory. Their fate had been sealed the moment that Player had encountered them, triggering some force that was molding them into becoming the best cards they could be.


      In contrast to Alshunna’s serious tone, Luna shrugged with a you’re just noticing now? look. “Obviously. My case could be explained by a millennium of isolation pushing me to my mental limits, but look at Aina’noa. The Elven Queen was originally just a system to control and maintain the world’s ley lines. It had no mind of its own. But now, she’s...well, her.”


      As could be expected of someone who had actually wagged her tail like a dog, the All Dragon had come to terms with the situation long ago.


      Hearing her name mentioned, Aina’noa made an inquisitive note. She was currently in the middle of manipulating ley lines like threads to keep the planet stitched together, since after seeing that external attacks were getting nowhere, the next attack had made the planet attempt to blow itself up into smithereens. What she was doing was nothing short of a miracle, but she made it look easy and was humming cheerfully to herself like usual. It was obvious from her manner that she loved brandishing the full extent of her power at Sol’s behest just as much as the All Dragon did.


      “The clincher was seeing you, the infamous Demon Lord, perching on my liege’s head as ‘Little Alshunna’ and being at peace with it. I had no choice but to take an objective look at myself then.”


      “I guess it’s easier to tell when someone else is acting out of character.”


      Seeing Luna and Aina’noa acting the same way was indeed helping Alshunna come to terms with the attitude that she herself had developed. At the same time, it should have been clear to her how odd it was. The very fact that the All Dragon, Elven Queen, and Demon Lord weren’t at each other’s throats but were docilely accepting the ranking assigned by Sol screamed that something was going on. In the past, dragons, elves, devinians, therianthropes, and humans had been irreconcilable enemies for whom coexistence had been absolutely out of the question.


      “I’m honestly a little impressed at how we can’t fight it even when we’re aware. I’m certain that my unnaturally high affection and loyalty toward my liege was instilled in me, but I feel it all the same.”


      “It spurs us to spend time with him, and those moments become our reality.”


      “The escalation and de-escalation of emotions are both feedback loops. Even if the start was a mere setup, the days that we spend by our liege’s side become lived experiences that further affect us.”


      Despite everything, Luna and Alshunna retained their free will. In other words, depending on the direction their relationship with Sol took, they could have chosen to reduce those intense feelings of loyalty they’d felt at the start. They had no one to blame but themselves for choosing to nurture it until it got this bad.


      “Indeed, once emotions take off, they become nigh unstoppable. What a quandary we’re in.” Alshunna sighed while annulling a gigantic portal, banishing whatever it was that was trying to crawl through it to some other dimension before it could do a thing.


      “You’re a poet, Demon Lord. But still, is it a quandary?”


      “What do you mean?”


      If they were currently satisfied with where they were, it didn’t matter so much whether the start had been natural or forced. They had been set upon a path, yes, but then they had proceeded to run at full tilt down that path of their own volition, fully self-aware and with all their memories intact. Alshunna saw this as a problem, but Luna didn’t agree.


      “I possess great power, and because of it, I clung to a useless pride that even I now admit was a pain to deal with. My life was constantly about ensuring that everyone knew I was the strongest. There might have been a certain freedom in it had I actually been the strongest, but I lost and was even strung up for a thousand years.”


      “So you’re saying that instead of all that, you prefer using your power to vie for our lord’s favor?”


      This was something that Alshunna could agree with. It was indeed preferable to her reason for living being an endless fight with other races to prove that devinians were superior.


      “Moreover, you know that there’s a possibility we were created as we are. If so, we are not beholden to the memories implanted in us as a part of that effort or the values we hold based on those memories. It makes far more sense to act according to how we feel and what we want in the here and now.”


      After learning from the Divine Beast how this world had been created, Luna understood that she and the other monsters were vessels created to control the energies of the countless worlds of the multiverse. Though it irked her a little to be playing into their creator’s hands, if fulfilling the purpose she had been made for gave her joy, then she saw no need to purposely veer in a different direction. Who that creator was and what that purpose was did not in itself hold meaning, as all she had to worry about was listening to how she felt now.


      This wasn’t some newfangled idea. The priority for many people in this world wasn’t what they were made for but how they could make the next day happier, more enjoyable, and more fulfilling. There was nothing to say that the All Dragon and Demon Lord couldn’t adopt the same view.


      “You’re a dreamer, All Dragon.”


      “I can’t deny that.”


      Alshunna had meant for her comment to be payback for being called a poet earlier, but Luna didn’t take offense. She, the All Dragon, was placing what even she acknowledged as foolishness above strength. There wasn’t much that could be said to her that she hadn’t already said to herself before.


      “If even what I’m feeling at the moment was implanted in me, so be it. It makes no difference if I’m one hundred percent fabricated. I’m just going to do what I want.”


      There was no point in arguing about whether one’s feelings were genuine. The feelings were there, so they had to be treated as real.


      “Even if that’s what the mastermind wants?”


      “If that’s what I was made for, I don’t see why not.”


      “Fair enough. It’s what we want, so even if the desire was implanted, it’s not like we’re being forced to deny ourselves.”


      If their desires were to flip because they became aware that they were artificial, then they could simply follow the new path those desires led them on. But, since that hadn’t happened, it was just a matter of continuing to do what they wanted all this time. Seeing the Elven Queen in her element and in high spirits really drove home how little this hoity-toity philosophical discussion changed.


      “I do concede that there might be a little self-deception involved,” Luna admitted.


      “Change begets change.”


      “Well put.” The All Dragon laughed out loud, partly at herself, prompting a wry grin from Alshunna.


      Anything was better than endlessly nursing a searing hatred for other races and spending every waking moment destroying things to satiate an oversized ego. For beings who had been created as tools, the monsters’ current circumstances were far more blessed than they could ever have hoped for.


      “I can say for sure that dealing with this is going to count for something,” said Luna while facing a copy of herself. It was probably the most clichéd final trial ever and seemed to confirm that she was indeed one of Iwakura’s creations, but all she cared about was that it signaled that the gauntlet was nearly over.


      “I’m already getting excited thinking about it.” Alshunna grinned. “There’s no doubt that I’m a lost cause. I wish to finish up quickly so I can return to my lord’s side. So...let’s quickly finish up here!”


      “Understood!” cried Luna as Aina’noa chortled in acknowledgment.


      This was a face-off between the monsters, who had actually lived for a thousand years, and their spare copies. The side that won would be able to affirm their existence beyond a doubt.


      For their liege’s sake, Luna’s side was ready to surpass even their own doubles. In fact, they considered this an opportunity to be thankful for, as there was truly no achievement more deserving of a “Good job!” afterward.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      All the members of the Libertadores were present in the tavern of Garlaige’s Adventurer’s Guild branch. Needless to say, they weren’t there just to stand around. Everyone had, with Sol’s permission, been slinging attacks at Professor Iwakura using their Numbers armaments. Although they had no choice but to leave the world-shattering catastrophes to the monsters, they couldn’t just sit back and do nothing while Sol was facing the presumed big bad. And though they also understood that their borrowed powers would not even scratch an opponent who possessed the means to defeat the monsters, their pride and dignity wouldn’t allow them to die after Sol.


      However, Iwakura was unfazed by the desperation displayed by Reen’s group. In fact, because their attacks were fizzling out all by themselves before reaching him, he was continuing his conversation with Sol as though nothing were being done to him. The others eventually realized that their efforts were in vain and let up, but they were still watching him like hawks.


      After seeing the monsters’ fight against their copies wrap up on the large screen that Sol had thrown up, Iwakura sighed and sat back, saying, “Well...that just happened.”


      “Is that a hint of disbelief I hear in your voice?” asked Sol. He had figured that Iwakura had made contact knowing this would happen or had at least expected it. He was the Creator, after all. However, his reaction suggested otherwise. A scriptwriter who had watched events unfold according to his script would not make an expression like that.


      What had unfolded was Luna, Aina’noa, and Alshunna beating their opponents hands down. Though both sides had been equally keen to defeat the other, they had gone about it in drastically different ways. The copies, being reproductions of the monsters’ original selves, had been spurred by their overwhelming pride to angle for one-on-one face-offs. The versions with Sol, however, had not hesitated for a second to band together to take out the other side one at a time, thereby trivializing the confrontations.


      First, Aina’noa and Alshunna had worked together to rob the All Dragon of her magic, thereby allowing Luna to erase their biggest threat with one terrible strike. Then, while Aina’noa was keeping the Elven Queen busy, Luna and Alshunna had taken down the Demon Lord. Finally, the Elven Queen, who had no resistance to physical attacks in the first place and had suddenly found herself cut off from all magic, had been crushed in a matter of seconds. Calling the whole fight lopsided would be the understatement of the century.


      “Oh, that’s just how we scientists react when our predictions differ so dramatically from actual results. Anyone else who saw what just happened would have doubted their eyes.”


      “They would? Just from that?”


      Having spent so much time building up his companions and watching them fight from behind, Sol knew better than anyone that the more powerful each piece was, the greater the synergetic effect when they worked together. Given the strength of his monsters, absolutely nothing could withstand their concentrated attention. Furthermore, on top of buffing them to their very limits, he had spent inordinate amounts of time training them. They had been superior to their counterparts in every way. For him, the writing on the wall couldn’t have been clearer.


      What Iwakura was actually taken aback by was the monsters putting Sol’s wishes above their own pride and working together to pull off the most efficient strategy without having to be wrangled into it. Unbeknownst to Sol, Iwakura had also given the copies the boosted stats of their counterparts, but mere teamwork was not enough to explain how one-sided the fight had been.


      The only other possibility was that the monsters under Sol had grown in their ability to control the energies of the multiverse. That was indeed the purpose they had been created for, but their ability to do so had been limited at the start, and this was true of the new copies too. Consequently, Sol’s group had eliminated the original versions of themselves as easily as waving a hand. Iwakura had thought such improvement so improbable as to be impossible, so he was both stunned and delighted to be proven wrong.


      “You really do scare me, Sol. The original scenario was for you to use your first monster to defeat and absorb the others. But instead, you’re a womanizer who ended up winning all of them over. Talk about going off-script!”


      Finally, Iwakura’s original plan was laid bare. When he’d created the five monsters to manage the energies of the multiverse, they had been limited in their ability to do what he wanted. That was why the Old Rulers had managed to get a foot in the door. It had been all Iwakura could do to take parts of the All Dragon, who had been obscenely strong even compared to the other monsters, to seal off the remaining rampant energy. And so, her wings, eye, and horn had been used to seal away large portions of the dragons’, devinians’, and elves’ power, respectively.


      To put things into perspective, the greatest of these, the power of the dragons, would have overwhelmed the monsters at the time even if they had banded together. In contrast, since humans and therianthropes were weaker than the other three races, and because Iwakura had been more familiar with them, the Hero and the Divine Beast had succeeded in controlling the energies of their respective worlds.


      Now, things were different. The vessels who had been incapable of fully managing their respective energies were getting good at it. So good, in fact, that they were drawing from them to boost themselves. That was the only possible explanation for how they had been able to handily fend off attacks potent enough to destroy the world and wipe the floor with their carbon copies.


      Iwakura had not collapsed the multiverse to make the worlds fight each other. No, there was something he wanted to achieve that he needed authority over all the worlds for. That was why he had made plans for Player to acquire it in steps until everything was consolidated.


      Sol frowned. “It’s a bit late to be telling me that.”


      Imagine Iwakura’s surprise, then, to see the very conceit of his idea overturned. What he had failed to achieve a thousand years ago was now being realized, and not through the strength offered by Player but rather through personal connection.


      “I admit, though, that I looked forward to your story exceeding my script when the Floating Continent reappeared and you fought the Demon Lord.” Apparently, Iwakura wasn’t too hung up on things proceeding his way. What he cared about was the ends, not the means. That was why, when he’d seen Sol and Luna thinking outside the box, he’d decided to lend them a hand.


      “So, what is it that you want us to fight using these powers that we’ve cultivated beyond your expectations?”


      As Sol had deduced, the enemy of this world’s mastermind was not the character who had been throwing kinks into his script (in other words, Sol himself). That could only mean there was a third party, a final boss whom Sol was meant to defeat.


      “What I want you to fight is the end of the world itself: nothingness.”


      Iwakura saw no point in holding back the truth any longer from the person who had succeeded where he had failed by gathering the powers of the dragons, elves, and devinians. And so, without further ado, he named what was truly threatening the world.


      “Nothingness?”


      All things would eventually be gone, since nothing lasted forever. If this was also true of the world itself, that meant everything would ultimately end up as nothing. Though Sol wasn’t entirely a stranger to the concept thanks to Earth’s works, it wasn’t clicking right away for him. He had a general understanding that energy, such as mana and heat, would eventually be spent and disappear, but he struggled to apply that principle to the entire world. His lived experience and instincts told him that, though things could change shape and form, they would never truly disappear. In the first place, he didn’t know what it meant to be nothing. Perhaps no one truly did. For those living in this world, the idea that all things would eventually be gone referred to them being broken or misplaced, not ceasing to exist.


      “I am a fool, as I always have been,” said Iwakura. “The fact that everything will eventually cease to exist completely slipped my mind.”


      He could hardly be faulted for this omission, since nothingness had been little more than a theory at the time and no one truly had believed it would ever come to be. Ironically, it was by collapsing the multiverses that Iwakura himself had confirmed it was an issue. It made sense that if existence was a thing, its opposite, nonexistence, should be too. However, it sounded to Sol like a paradox to talk about being nothing. Maybe it was just wordplay, or maybe not. Either way, it made no difference. Since it was threatening to destroy his world, he was more than ready to defeat it. If Iwakura had been able to keep it at bay all this time, there had to be a way to deal with it.


      “Even if you’d remembered, you would have continued, right?” Sol asked. Based on what he knew of Iwakura, he was sure the man would have unified the worlds without hesitation even had he known it would be at risk of getting swallowed up by nothingness. Given that, Sol was more curious about what had driven Iwakura to such extremes.


      “May I ask what your goal is?”


      “It was nothing grand, really.” Iwakura shrugged and sighed. “I tried to overcome death and failed. It’s something all mad scientists get into sooner or later.”


      He probably wouldn’t have answered honestly if it was anyone else asking. However, in trying to bring someone back to life and setting a grand plan in motion that had unintentionally put everything on a course to oblivion, he had also achieved the miracle of bringing the energies of all the worlds under a single will—Sol’s. Since the question was coming from the person who was his last hope, Iwakura didn’t feel right dodging it.


      The telling, which started out self-reproachfully and eventually brought out emotion visible even to the others, turned out to be both surprising and altogether mundane. Iwakura, who had been lauded as a prodigy from childhood, had had a childhood friend. Though she was a woman, they had never seen each other in a romantic light, but they could say anything to each other and had a rivalry that helped push each other to greater heights. She was the only person he had considered his equal.


      But then she had died for the most inane reason. If it had been an illness, Iwakura would have developed a medicine or surgical technique to save her. If it had been a fatal injury, he could have done something about it by perfecting cloning technology. By then, Professor Iwakura had possessed both the requisite resources and know-how in abundance, after already having made comparable progress in many other fields. But his friend had died in an indiscriminate terrorist attack. She had been vaporized instantly. There was nothing even someone of his talents could do about that.


      No matter how important someone was to you—or rather, because that someone was important to you, you couldn’t just lock them up in a safe place. As long as both malice and one-sided justice—a razor’s edge away from being malice itself—existed in this world, someone could always get caught up in events and lose their life, no matter how precious or irreplaceable they were to others. That was reality, and it was on that day that Iwakura learned this lesson.


      He had therefore discarded all inhibitions when it came to sacrificing the world for his own goals. If everyone else was doing whatever they wanted, he would do so too. To that end, he had developed the Doorknocker. The fact that he’d played no part in its proliferation or the pulling of its trigger, instead leaving it to the high-and-mighty world leaders of the time, was perhaps the last vestige of his sense and conscience. If humanity had proven itself capable of handling that power, Iwakura might have been able to accept his childhood friend’s death as an incidence of misfortune that might have befallen anyone else. It was essentially him keeping his foot on the brakes.


      It had indeed been a cult that ultimately pulled the trigger, but the ones who had spread Doorknockers all over the world and thus determined its demise had been the self-proclaimed wise men with crowns on their heads. And the moment that trigger was pulled, Iwakura had abandoned all effort to hold his desires in check.


      Sol found himself unable to denounce Iwakura’s choices. He wouldn’t have come up with such a plan himself, but if he had known it was possible, he very likely would have done the same thing. Therefore, what he should be doing now wasn’t blaming the professor but taking stock of their exact circumstances and finding a way to grant his wish given the constraints. After the threat was dealt with, they could debate until their voices grew hoarse.


      “But how is it that nothingness has become a problem after only a thousand years?” he asked.


      Presumably, the end of existence was a threat that all worlds had faced. However, that was usually after the passage of a great many more years than a millennium.


      “That’s my fault too. It’s a side effect of collapsing all the worlds into one,” Iwakura answered.


      “Ah. Were some of them already dead? Or, dare I say...a lot of them?”


      “Exactly.”


      “I see.”


      The picture was growing clearer. When all the walls between dimensions were knocked down, worlds that had already succumbed to nothingness had been thrown into the mix too. And as it turned out, there had been far more of them than worlds that were still alive.


      “I tried to fight it with the power I had gathered, but I realized that a thousand years is my limit. I’m not proud to admit it, but that’s why I—”


      “Tried to create someone who could control the powers of the multiverse better than you?”


      “I didn’t expect it to go this well.”


      When the multiverse had become one, all the energy that flowed in had been split into five major forces. The monsters were the forces themselves. The idea of using them as avatars of all existence to resist nonexistence made sense. This was why, should Sol fail to control them all, everything would be reduced to nothing. This was no time for races to be fighting each other or indeed for humans to be fighting among themselves. The end was coming for everyone.


      If it was inevitable for existence to turn to nothing, so, too, was it inevitable that all seals would fail. No matter how well Iwakura understood and could manipulate this world, he wasn’t truly omnipotent. Sure, he had figured out the multiverse and succeeded in unifying the worlds. However, some other being had given birth to all of it, including the nothingness. That was the real God.


      This was why it was said that all scientists eventually found God at the end of their studies. The more they understood and the more they learned how to manipulate phenomena, the more they could see the beauty in the principles behind the world and the surer they became that they could not have come about from mere coincidence.


      This also was why Iwakura, who saw himself as merely someone with a slightly higher IQ who had only dipped his toes in the pursuit of those principles, could not gather all the powers. Only one who was truly chosen by God and loved by power could most efficiently use the five monsters and, through them, the powers of the multiverse. Iwakura understood this and had therefore tried to produce one such being through artificial means...and succeeded.


      That was, of course, Sol Rock.


      The fact that the All Dragon, Elven Queen, Demon Lord, Divine Beast, and Hero were vessels created for the five forces had been proven beyond a doubt when picture-perfect replicas of them had appeared as opponents in the fight just now. But although Iwakura could create them, he could not manipulate their wills. All he could do was influence the direction they first went in. That was why he had bound them in such taxing ways for a thousand years. That way, when they were finally freed and accepted someone as their master, they would be highly inclined to become quickly and deeply devoted to them.


      That, as it turned out, had worked far better than Iwakura had hoped. The strongest of the monsters, the All Dragon, had grown abnormally attached to Sol, which in turn had influenced the Elven Queen and Demon Lord into doing the same.


      “Are we now allies going forward?” Sol asked.


      If they were to launch a concerted effort, it stood to reason that Sol and his group would be the boots on the ground while Iwakura, the mastermind, would be the one coming up with ideas and giving orders. The earlier explanation had already convinced Sol that Iwakura was not his enemy, but he wanted to confirm it out loud for his companions’ sake.


      “Not exactly. Your power has grown so great that having me with you would barely make a difference. I don’t see any chance of realizing the dream I have held for the past thousand years either, so I’ll just concede defeat and get out of your way.”


      Iwakura’s reply, which implied that he was passing the torch to Sol and would be stepping off the stage, was a surprise. Sol couldn’t understand why he would give up now, after actually succeeding in creating the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters.


      “You believed so much in your goal that you started all this, but you’re giving up now?” Sol asked.


      Iwakura flashed a tired smile and heaved a sigh. “I’ve done my best for a millennium.”


      Though he had the brilliance to unravel the deepest workings of reality and the drive to use every drop of that brilliance and sacrifice everything for the sake of his dream, a thousand years was far too long for the human psyche to bear.


      Sol, however, chose to double down. “But the self-proclaimed Old Rulers are still at it.”


      They had lived just as long as Iwakura, and despite having had far more limited powers to interfere with the world, they had yet to give up the ghost. Yet, Iwakura, who had set everything into motion and possessed the ability to manipulate whatever he wanted, was about to throw in the towel. Sol refused to accept it.


      “You sure know how to push someone’s buttons. Well, the difference between them and me is that they still think they have a chance.”


      The implicit question that Iwakura did not voice was, What do you, who haven’t even lived for two decades, know about how I feel after living for more than a millennium? Instead, he just answered the question straight.


      “And you’re sure you don’t?”


      That was what it all came down to. When there was hope, people could withstand anything. When they stumbled, they could pick themselves back up. Even when progress was so slow as to seem invisible, the thought that it would add up could keep them going.


      “There’s no retrieving what’s already been taken by nothingness.”


      Without hope, people fell into despair all too easily. The tiniest hope could keep someone going for forever like a madman, but true despair was a disease that could even lead to death. Iwakura had figured out that his world was one of countless worlds in a multiverse. He had schemed to unify all of them, hoping to control their power. It had failed, but then he’d spent a thousand years trying to fix the problem he had created, seeking a way to avert the inevitability of all existence fading into nothingness.


      All this had been for the sake of reversing someone’s death. Reconstructing a body was easy. Case in point, even Julia could perfectly repair a completely destroyed body within a certain window of time with her magic. Mending fatal wounds wasn’t the limit of her ability. She could re-create a body that had been blasted to atoms.


      The problem, then, was reconstructing a mind—or, in other words, the soul. A soul without a bodily vessel would eventually dissipate, thereby becoming nothing. This was true death. Julia’s magic worked by targeting the soul as a core and rebuilding the body as a vessel for it. That was why, after time passed and the soul was gone, her spell wouldn’t activate. She had tried.


      Theoretically, if the pieces of that soul still remained in the world, they could be regathered...unless, as was commonly believed, they truly went to another world. So Iwakura had gone a step further. He’d figured that if he unified all the worlds, those pieces would again be within reach. If parts had been incorporated into another soul, he could free them by killing all souls and therefore breaking them down. That could be achieved by obliterating the last world that remained. He had been open to going that far should he need to. He would have willingly taken on the mantle of the final boss whose goal was to bring an end to all existence.


      Only, that hadn’t happened. That was because, after running calculations based on the body he’d re-created using a lock of his childhood friend’s hair, he’d discovered that the unified world still only had fifty percent of the elements that made up her soul. Despite having combined all the worlds, half of her was still nowhere to be found. It hadn’t been transformed into something else or used to form new souls. In other words, it had become...nothing.


      At that point, there was truly nothing else to be done. Needless to say, Iwakura had tried to resurrect her with the half he had, but it hadn’t stuck to the body he’d made. It hadn’t even functioned as a proper human soul. Still, he’d hoped for a thousand years, waiting to see the missing parts in new souls that were born. It was thanks to his intervention that humanity had been able to flourish and swell in such numbers in this world where everything was stacked against them.


      Unfortunately, he hadn’t seen a single new piece of her soul throughout the millennium. Even Sol could see how that would drive someone to despair. In fact, the effort that Iwakura had put in deserved nothing but respect. If Sol had been in his shoes, had been so driven as to destroy every other world and stood at the very edge of erasing absolutely everything but ultimately realized there was truly no hope, he would have forsaken the world and let it fade into oblivion. He certainly wouldn’t have been able to stand with the calmness and composure that Iwakura was exhibiting.


      Perhaps it was some last shred of conscience that was pushing Iwakura to tend to the world and make sure that Sol succeeded his powers despite how much he wanted to simply lie down and disappear.


      “But is what you’re talking about true nothingness?” Sol asked. “I still can’t wrap my mind around the idea of something existing as nonexistence. I understand nothingness as a concept, just barely, but it sounds to me like what you’re describing is another form of existence, just in a different form from what we know.”


      Was there really nothing more to be done? If it truly was inevitable for existence to be swallowed by nonexistence, was it not possible to create new existence beyond the pace at which it was disappearing? Like the myth of Izanagi and Izanami from Japanese folklore, where Izanagi had countered Izanami’s vow to kill one thousand people each day by declaring he would create fifteen hundred new lives each day.


      That would, of course, bring into question where the new existence came from. Iwakura had interpreted “the other world” where dead souls went as other worlds of the multiverse, but Sol, being a layman, simply thought that “existence” referred to the physical, observable world and that “nonexistence” referred to the one beyond human ken. As a mere human, he hadn’t an inkling how the world had really been created and thought it a meaningless question to ponder. It was something only God would know, and even Iwakura, for all his powers, was not God. The one thing that was clear, however, was that there had to be a connection between existence and nonexistence. Otherwise, the whole multiverse would never have come to be.


      Seeing the look of surprise on Iwakura’s face, Sol continued. “It might look to us like nonexistence is devouring existence, but maybe what’s actually happening is that existence is being transformed into, or born into, nonexistence. Um, what I’m trying to say is...”


      “Existence can be born from nonexistence too.”


      That was the long and short of it. And if so, everything was still here.


      “I have no idea exactly what can be done or how long it would take, but I guess the possibility is there. Is that enough for you to keep going?”


      After a pause, Iwakura said, “I will take responsibility for what I said.”


      It was no time to be wallowing in despair and slinking offstage. Unraveling the inscrutable was in a scientist’s wheelhouse. Iwakura had gotten stuck in his way of thinking because of his brilliance, but thanks to Sol’s outside perspective, he was now free. Coming up with solutions with specific steps was his job. He wasn’t a professor for nothing, after all.


      “There’s something I want to try too. If you help, I’m sure it will go much quicker,” Sol suggested.


      “You really are incredible.”


      Not satisfied with twiddling his thumbs until he got instructions, Sol’s mind was already teeming with ideas. A new dream had just been added to his dream of conquering the world’s dungeons, territories, and Tower. And when it came to chasing his dreams, there was no one more voracious than Sol or as willing to do whatever it took. Perhaps someone like Sol was exactly whom someone like Iwakura needed as a constant source of motivation to direct the brilliant mind of his that was capable of unraveling any and all mysteries.


      “In any case, this is no time for any of us to be giving up. I have a feeling it’s going to take everything we have to drive the nothingness back,” Sol announced.


      “Agreed.”


      The urgent need to deal with the encroaching void remained unchanged.


      Just then, the monsters, after wrapping up their fight high above the sky, returned to Sol’s side to stand before the now fully cooperative professor.


      Sol finally had his full party, and now it was time for the real story to begin.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 8: The Continuing Days


      The sky was splitting open, but not in the usual way when someone cast Teleport and a portal opened. Countless cracks were appearing in space itself, making the world come apart into pieces like a broken window. It was a highly unnatural sight.


      Residents of this world did not have the ability to perceive that which was on the other side. All they could see was an inky void that, paradoxically, existed to return everything to nothing. It marched on, cold and unrelenting, swallowing the substance of this world by eating away at the contours of everything until they shattered like glass. Being completely powerless to stop the encroachment, the world turned to dust and disappeared into the darkness as if it had never existed in the first place.


      This was the end of the world. It wasn’t going up in flames but merely fading into oblivion. That was true of the sky, the oceans, the land, nature, everything created with the minds and hands of man, and all life, be it fauna or flora. There was no distinction. It was a very quiet process, so quiet that it seemed unreal and all the more inexorable.


      No matter how dire the catastrophe, man could always rebuild from the ashes. After enough time, trees and grass could regrow and in turn support the reproliferation of wildlife. It was in this way that the world cycled between life and death, between beginnings and endings. In the featureless black that everything was sinking into, however, there wasn’t the faintest hint of rebirth. There really was no word more apt than “nothingness” to describe that emotionless absence of...everything.


      But just then, five lights abruptly blazed to life. It was the All Dragon, Elven Queen, Demon Lord, Divine Beast, and Hero, former apex and current avatars of their respective worlds. They started out in the form of cards but quickly assumed the appearance of their Augoeides, with the light gushing from them chaining together to draw one gigantic five-pointed star. Then, smack-dab in the middle of that star, the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters appeared, clad in his own light. Together, the torrent of light began pushing the darkness back. In the space being dyed white, the world began to reemerge. First, the land was restored, along with the rest of nature. Before long, life followed. Everything regained their silhouettes, then their colors, then they were returned to what they had been before.


      This was a scene not of battle but of the world being erased and remade. As it continued, the monsters absorbed the power that had once been a part of the multiverse but was consumed by nothingness, seizing dominion over all of it.


      Player recorded the whole event from start to finish, preserving this never-before-seen spectacle of existence and nonexistence devouring and being devoured in turn as footage that would forever go down in history as a very real scene of a very real myth.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      After the incredible video on the large screen deployed in the lavishly ornamented room was over, the crown prince of Emelia sat back. “Are we sure that wasn’t all made up?”


      “Please be careful what you say, brother,” his younger brother replied. “Remember that you are to be the next king of Emelia. What you just said would definitely be denounced as blasphemy if it was heard in the streets.”


      This pair of brothers had heard the myth of the end of the world and its rebirth so many times since their youth that they could practically recite it from memory. It wasn’t just once or twice that they had thought the story, which supposedly legitimized their family’s rule, too outlandish to have been real. And now, to their surprise, they thought the myth even more unbelievable after watching footage of it. Since his close brother was the only other person in the room, the crown prince had allowed himself to voice his astonishment, but he found himself reprimanded rather sternly.


      “I remember. You don’t have to remind me. That’s why I know it wasn’t enough to get me in any real trouble.”


      He was next in line for the crown of Emelia, the largest member and permanent chairman of the Panhuman League, the body that oversaw the world in this era of unparalleled prosperity. No one was going to rake him over the coals for a little disrespect. As a side effect of the lasting peace, people had gotten quite lenient with many things.


      Conversely, this was why the younger brother thought they had to hold themselves to a higher standard. But then again, he also knew that his brother had no ill will and was acting out a little just to give his sibling the opportunity to chide him and therefore appear capable and indispensable in other people’s eyes, so he couldn’t come down too hard on him.


      “Even if it reaches the ears of the Keeper of the Divine Seats?”


      “Uh...I’m sorry.”


      Therefore, rather than waste time arguing, the younger brother went straight to bringing up their great-grandmother. And sure enough, that got his point across loud and clear. Both brothers knew how scary it was to anger her. That was why they abided by her rules, especially the ones she drove home with that terrifying smile of hers. Words that would get them into trouble with her were best not spoken in the first place, even when she wasn’t present.


      In this world of peace and overflowing abundance, it wasn’t morality that dictated people’s actions. Rather, the golden rule was to recognize those who could bring about further prosperity and development and simply do what they said. The younger prince really liked that. There were few things as ludicrous as someone without power attempting to impose their justice on others. These two princes’ great-grandmother, however, had the power to declare that “Those who cannot obey the law cannot claim its protection” and enforce it, and it was with that power that she ensured the world’s continued prosperity. There was no greater deterrence against the ruling class becoming corrupted and imploding than the existence of a power so great as to compel a crown prince to promptly apologize when it was merely mentioned.


      These brothers were direct descendants of the Emelian royal family and Sol’s great-grandchildren. Obviously, the great-grandmother they so feared was Frederica, who had obtained perpetual youth and immortality and even now commanded enormous power and influence as the Absolute Ruler’s second wife. Currently, her public title was Keeper of the Divine Seats.


      “What’s more, imagine if the Five Greats—the All Dragon, Elven Queen, Demon Lord, and Divine Beast heard you. There’s no telling what would happen to you, crown prince or not. Most importantly, as the heir to Emelia’s throne, you are also heir to the power of the Hero, one of the Five Greats. Seriously, please be careful about comments you make about the Ruler.”


      Now that Sol was gone, it was the four monsters previously in his service who backed up Frederica’s authority. What that specifically meant was that flaunting the laws she laid down carried the risk of angering these eternal and all-powerful beings. Of course, if those laws had been unreasonable, defying them might have been the right thing to do, even on pain of death. But since everyone understood that they stood to gain more from keeping them, risking that was seen as foolish by the world. As “those who cannot obey the law cannot claim its protection” implied, the monsters considered criminals exempt from those their liege had commanded them to protect. Until they had finished atoning for their transgressions, criminals were completely at the monsters’ mercy, and no one would stand up for them.


      It was little wonder that even Emelia’s crown prince immediately took his words back. According to the stories, the monsters could see and hear everything through the display system. Frederica might show the brothers leniency, being family and all, but the monsters had no such qualms.


      “I know that grandfather is supposed to be one of the monsters, but I don’t really understand what it means to inherit that power. It’s like, how does it even work? In the first place, I’ve never even seen the other monsters for myself.”


      “This right after I told you to be careful?”


      “It’s not like you have either.”


      The same was true of their father and mother, the sitting king and queen consort. The brothers held great respect for their grandfather, who claimed he had met the monsters when the Hero’s power was passed down to him, but the brothers still had trouble quieting the nagging thought that the legends were mere myths. They had witnessed their grandfather’s absolutely ridiculous strength several times already and could see how it was more than enough to take over the world. It was thanks to that strength that people did not have to live in fear of wild monsters and that wars between countries could be stopped as easily as snuffing out a candle. Anyone would find it hard to wrap their mind around the idea of inheriting such incredible power.


      “That’s...true. However, there are many people from the long-lived races who personally experienced the Day of Oblivion and are still alive today. Also, I hear that not only will great-grandmother be coming to the ritual of succession next week, but so will the rest of the Five Greats.”


      “Will they really, though?” It was a fair point about the survivors. The crown prince was aware that he was keeping his expectations in check to avoid being disappointed, but he couldn’t help himself.


      “If they were ever going to attend anything, this would be it. Everyone from the next generation of Sol Rock’s bloodline will be there.”


      “Ugh. It kinda scares me to think of seeing all our relatives at once.”


      The ritual of passing on the power of the Hero, one of the Five Greats, was an enormous occasion, and Sol’s descendants were therefore indeed going to be gathering from every corner of the continent. This pair of brothers had tons of relatives close to their age but far more powerful than they were, so it did make them nervous to think of being with them all in the same room.


      “I know what you mean,” the younger brother agreed. “As father reminds us so often, we’re basically just figureheads.”


      “Sure, Emelia is the biggest country in the League, but the Guild, the Church, and the Union are literally worldwide organizations. What are we next to that?”


      Many of their relatives were royalty of other countries, but such distinctions didn’t mean much within the family, especially in light of how much the Adventurer’s Guild, the Holy Church, and the Magic Blacksmith’s Union exceeded any one country in scale. Even with Sol’s influence out of the picture, it would be incredibly foolish to pick a fight with those three organizations, as was obvious to these brothers, their inexperience notwithstanding.


      “Not that they’re any threat to us, of course. They’ll play nice as long as we don’t do anything stupid.”


      Then again, that hypothetical didn’t mean much either. Since the top echelons of those organizations were still firmly in the hands of those with ties to Sol, infighting was a nonissue. And if someone went crazy and broke the laws that Sol had set, they would be summarily removed, Sol’s descendant or not.


      “At the end of the day, the scariest of all has to be Claire.” The older brother shuddered as he thought about the royal family she had supposedly “taken care of.”


      Claire was a slightly older cousin to these brothers and a force of nature who already had an iron grip on the underworld despite her young age. As a great-grandchild of Eliza, she had been personally trained by her in the use of magic threads, practically for her whole life until Eliza had passed away. The crown prince was sure that, even after he inherited the Hero’s power, he wouldn’t last ten seconds in a fight against her.


      “Even grandfather has said that if she got serious, his head would leave his body before he knew it,” said the younger brother. “Do you think he was exaggerating?”


      “You know he would never exaggerate or lie when it comes to fighting.”


      “That’s true.”


      Given this evaluation from the current Hero, the brothers were fully justified in their fear. It wasn’t for nothing that the organization Eliza had built to oversee the underworld was feared for its ruthlessness not only by the general populace but also the ruling class.


      “Really puts things into perspective seeing even Claire acting like a demure kitten before great-grandmother. Someone who only knows that side of Claire would think her a delicate princess.”


      The younger prince smiled wryly. “That’s what I thought until I was seven.”


      It was truly insidious that when Claire wanted to, she could come across as a completely innocent and vulnerable girl. According to her, that appearance was in itself a weapon, which just went to show what a force she was to deal with. Of course, that brought into question just who their great-grandmother was that even Claire would get nervous before her, but she was the sweetest person ever as long as everyone behaved. Yet, that sweetness was also just one facet of someone whose authority was so great that she compelled action in others even when absent, such as the crown prince’s quick apology earlier.


      In any case, the point was that the Absolute Ruler’s direct descendants weren’t the only ones maintaining the peace he had built. Alongside them were the Naiman family, who controlled the Adventurer’s Guild; the Duress family, who had inherited the popedom of the Holy Church by blood; and the Baccus family, who held a monopoly on the techniques of the Magic Blacksmith’s Union. As long as they were around, nothing was going to rock the boat of peace in any major way.


      The crown prince snapped his fingers. “I know. What if it’s all one big conspiracy? Maybe the older generation has been saying ‘you guys better play along’ to the next generation repeatedly until it’s now us.”


      Despite having seen incredible displays of power, the brothers still couldn’t help but suspect the stories of the Absolute Ruler to be mere myths. What was more, though the Keeper looked young, she made even kings and queens shake in their boots, and yet Sol had supposedly treated her like a normal girlfriend. That truly beggared belief. It made more sense if she was the one who had unified the world and the stories about Sol had been made up to justify her rule.


      “I mean...” The brother made a face. “Are you serious?”


      The crown prince was sure the same thought had crossed his brother’s mind before, because if he could think of something, so could his much smarter sibling. Being smart, he had probably immediately dismissed this idea, but it was hard to rule it out completely for the simple reason that they had never seen the monsters before. That was why his answer was so lacking in his usual conviction.


      “Look, we’re the princes of Emelia, and even we have never had contact with the main characters involved in the Day of Oblivion. Although great-grandfather’s body has been eternally preserved, he’s passed away, and great-grandmother is the only Numbers Driver who’s still alive. And the monsters have never been seen in public. It’s true that grandfather is ridiculously strong, and it’s incredible that the world has become so unified, but can our generation really be blamed for finding it hard to believe in the stories?”


      Since the topic had been broached, the crown prince was voicing all the doubts he had been holding in all this time. He understood that it didn’t really matter. Someone from the streets, being so removed from the ruling class, probably cared even less. But the point was, the Great Age of Magic had already lasted for over a century and was still going strong. As long as its prosperity and development were guaranteed, whether the myths were true or made-up made little difference. It was only really because he himself was from Sol’s bloodline and had grown up watching his superwoman great-grandmother that he was so curious about the veracity of the stories, and he was aware of it.


      “No, there are two other Numbers Drivers who’re still alive: Lord Fritz and Lady Rosalind,” the younger brother corrected him. “The other two Divine Seats.”


      It was said that the former emperor of Istekario and the Absolute Ruler’s fourth wife and queen of Crystania were also Divine Seats, the term for those who had transcended humanity and become perpetually young and immortal.


      “Supposedly. No one’s ever seen them either, though.”


      The brothers doubted their existence, just like they did the monsters.


      “That’s true, but...the elves and devinians sure make it sound like they’re real.” The younger brother put up a hand. “Hold on. You do want them to be real, don’t you?”


      “I don’t deny that I’m a die-hard fan of the Libertadores.”


      The crown prince could concede that he was being so doubtful precisely because of how much he looked up to and adored these characters. Their stories of adventure had set his heart racing countless times when he was little. It would devastate him to learn that they really were mere fiction made up to make it easier to rule the world. It was because he loved the Libertadores so much, wanted so badly for them to be real, that he wanted indisputable proof so that he wouldn’t be let down.


      Sensing from his younger brother’s sigh that he saw through him and was judging him, the older brother said, “I also don’t deny how easy it is to fall for the Protector when we didn’t know who she was.”


      “Wha— Brother!”


      The jab proved extremely effective. The younger brother was always fully in control of himself when dealing not only with the crown prince but also their parents and retainers. And yet, he now flushed crimson at a single line.


      Thinking his brother’s exclamation a reprimand for disrespect toward their great-grandmother, the crown prince doubled down. “You fell for her the hardest!”


      “You think I don’t know?!” the younger prince cried. “That’s why I don’t want my brother, of all people, to mention it!”


      “Oh, uh...I’m sorry.” Understanding that his brother was just overreacting to the fact that Frederica had indeed been his very first puppy love, the crown prince had no choice but to apologize. He would have been a failure as an older brother if he hadn’t.


      “It’s...okay.”


      Though Frederica was their great-grandmother, she didn’t look a day older than twenty. Her beauty was so stunning that even these brothers, who had seen more than their fair share of princesses, could not help but be smitten by her. The crown prince was willing to concede that fact and therefore hoped that his younger brother would overlook the fact that he himself had fallen for the All Dragon. It wasn’t that he had a thing for young girls, but the contrast between her adorable youthful appearance and the extraordinary power that the myths attributed to her really struck a chord in his heart.


      Trying to dispel the awkward mood in the air, the crown prince said, “Well, uh, the ritual is only a few days off. I guess we’ll see.”


      “R-Right, yeah.”


      “I know it’s a big event that’s going to involve all of the world’s biggest organizations, but the effort being put into it is like nothing I’ve seen before. Maybe the Divine Seats other than great-grandmother really are going to show up, and maybe the Five Greats really will descend.”


      It was no exaggeration to say that the entire world was involved in the preparations, which were still proceeding at full pelt day and night. And little wonder, as word was going around that the Five Greats and the rarely seen Divine Seats were going to be present. Then again, if it was just to entertain all of Sol’s descendants—which meant the heads of all the world’s major powers—and the brass of the major organizations and everybody’s families, it would take just as much preparation...presumably.


      “There’s a part of me that’s scared of them actually showing up,” the younger brother admitted.


      “Well, yeah, because it would prove that grandfather and great-grandmother weren’t just trying to prop up some fictional story.”


      The anticipation over meeting these characters they idolized was indeed present. But to put things into perspective, their father and uncles, who were effectively running the world, could make the brothers shrivel up with a single word. And yet, that father and those uncles would do everything in their power to avoid angering the brothers’ grandfather and great-grandmother. Their grandfather, despite having inherited the Hero’s power and therefore now being counted as one of the Five Greats, would promptly get on his knees if he angered their great-grandmother. In turn, when their great-grandmother spoke of the monsters, she always did so with a touch of fearful awe. As such, if those monsters did indeed exist, they had to be truly...well, monstrous.


      Therefore, it was a mixture of anticipation and nerves—more of the latter than the former—that was swirling within the two princes. No matter how well they could hide it from others, there was no hiding their trepidation from themselves. This, too, was another reason they found it hard to believe that they had inherited the blood of the Absolute Ruler, whom the monsters had supposedly grown attached to as if they were his pets. They really did want the myths to be real, but at the same time, a small part of them wished that it was all mere fiction.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Frederica, looking not a day older than the day they had met, looked up at the center seat that had been converted into a technomagicka apparatus preserving Sol’s body and murmured his name.


      “Lord Sol...”


      Contrary to the public’s understanding, her current title of Keeper of the Divine Seat—singular “seat,” not plural—referred to her role as guardian of this seat and this world until the Absolute Ruler’s return.


      This was the bridge of the airship that she had traveled all over the world in with Sol all those years ago. No orders were given out anymore here, though. It was but a husk, devoid of sound and life. After appearing for the first time in decades for the Hero inheritance ritual, it had returned to wandering aimlessly through the sky.


      “It’s been a long time, my lord,” said Frederica, a faint smile playing on her lips.


      The other two who had taken up the positions of Keepers, Fritz and Rosalind, were still here, but the rest of the party that Frederica had spent those precious days going on amazing adventures with had all joined Sol in repose.


      “The world is at peace. My understanding of peace, at least, since you told me to do as I please.”


      Frederica’s grin deepened as she recalled the commotion from today’s ritual. After appearing in their true forms and blowing the pants off everyone, the monsters had then attended the proceedings as a cute young girl, an even younger girl, a doll, and a kitten. But then, out of the blue, one of Sol’s descendants—the person who was to inherit the position of Hero, in fact—had asked the All Dragon out “with marriage in view” and been summarily rejected. Since the whole event had been broadcast live to the entire continent, everyone now knew him by the less-than-flattering moniker “the Lovelorn Hero.” Thinking back to the rejected prince’s face and the All Dragon looking bewildered despite having done the rejecting elicited a real fit of giggles from her for the first time in a while.


      When her laughter subsided, she said, “I choose to believe in you and can wait however long it takes. I still get a little embarrassed thinking of the day I declared, ‘I will show you that even a normal person can wait forever!’ but I don’t regret it. Lady Luna and the others seem to be doing fine, and that gives me strength.”
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      Sol was no longer there. Although Frederica knew full well there was no one present to hear her declaration, it was only here, where she could look on that face that had once smiled upon her, that she could return to being just a girl.


      “A thousand years, ten thousand years... It doesn’t matter. I’ll still wait for you.”


      Nostalgic memories of the good old days flashed through Frederica’s mind.


      The group eventually retrieved all of the All Dragon’s organas and made the power the organas had been holding back their own. Using that power, they then cleared every dungeon and territory and even conquered the Tower itself. After much preparation, they won over the Old Rulers. On what would come to be called the Day of Oblivion, they made a grand, decisive stand against nothingness and brilliantly wrestled even that under control, restoring everything it had erased.


      Once the world was saved, Sol next set his sights on the massive amount of nothingness that remained in the reconstructed world. Specifically, he decided that he would consign himself to the void and come back with the soul that Professor Iwakura wanted through resurrection. Needless to say, everyone around him vehemently protested the idea, especially given that they already had the means to become perpetually young and immortal.


      That was when Sol revealed that he himself had no interest in extending his natural lifespan and living forever. However, he was willing to do so if he really managed to make it back. When the monsters heard that, they immediately folded. Nothing frightened Luna’s group more than the thought of being abandoned by their liege, so the decision was a no-brainer. They would much rather bet on waiting an eternity in vain for what could be a mere fantasy than have a mere hundred or so years with him, knowing that they would permanently lose him after that.


      “Unfortunately, perpetual youth and immortality aren’t entirely without their downsides.”


      The monsters’ acceptance left Sol’s companions no choice but to accept it too. However, there were two different ways they went about it. One group, which Frederica belonged to, decided to become immortal and wait for him. As for the other group...


      “Sometimes, I feel envious of Lady Reen and those who chose to grow old with their memories of you and live out their natural lives.”


      The most vocal was Reen, who declared that she would live and die with Sol, then resurrect herself at the same time as him through sheer willpower.


      “That said, I do not regret my choice. It is my dream to see the path that this world takes, this world that I dreamed up and you realized. Even though there are only two people left with whom I can reminisce about those halcyon days—no, thanks to there being two of them—I shall make my dream come true, just as you did yours.”


      Frederica was indeed waiting for Sol, but that wasn’t the only reason she was here. Being a history buff, she had always wanted to personally live through its long, winding passage. She had been granted immortality because she’d asked for it, so she had no right to regret it.


      “Still...I get lonely.”


      This was also true. Gaining eternal youth and immortality was good and all, and so was realizing her ideal world. But since she was human, satisfaction alone was not enough to keep her going forever. In fact, it was in humanity’s wretched nature to eventually feel a sense of emptiness if there was too much satisfaction, and it was already starting to get to her. The fact that it was happening after only a few decades gave her even more respect for Luna for only going a little insane after a thousand years of being fully awake yet unable to move.


      Frederica was of the mind that even though the torture had been meant to condition Luna to become subservient to her future master, the All Dragon had every right to smash Professor Iwakura into a pulp as payback. It wasn’t like he could die anyway. Lucky for him, though, Luna was willing to overlook it as “a tribulation to meet her liege,” so it wasn’t anybody else’s place to speak of it further.


      As she did every day, Frederica prayed, “Please come back to me soon. I place every faith in your word. Please give a happy ending to your legend by fulfilling your promise, then live with me for the rest of eternity as the Wayside God. I will serve you forever as your priestess.” She giggled a little. “Lady Reen, Lady Julia, and Eliza, are you on your way too? When you make it back, I’ll take really good care of you. So please hurry back with Lord Sol.”


      Though the idea of keeping Sol to herself after waiting so long was attractive, what she most longed for were indeed the golden days that she had spent with everyone.


      “Now then, that’s enough venting to Lord Sol. It’s time to get back to being a Keeper. My love, I shall wait an eternity each day for you.”


      In this way, the world continued turning in the absence of the Wayside God, with Frederica keeping faith in his return and guiding the world alongside his and his companions’ descendants...all so that the Absolute Ruler wouldn’t be disappointed on the day he was resurrected as he had prophesied.


    


  



  

    

      Final Chapter: The Promised Day


      It was 2052 CE, with the CE standing for Continent Era. Some other people used it interchangeably with AS for Anno Sol, but basically, 0 CE was the year of the birth of the person known as Libertadores, the Completionist, the Wayside God, and most famously, the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters, or just the Absolute Ruler for short. This being 2052 CE meant that it had been exactly two thousand years since 52 CE, the year when Sol Rock had passed away.


      As an aside, the ruling class still used AD, the calendar from Old Earth. The collapse of the multiverse had occurred in 2047 AD, so adding the 3,096 years that had since passed, the current year was 5143 AD.


      The story of Sol Rock, the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters, started out with him registering as an adventurer in the fortified city of Garlaige with his companions, the Miracle Children of Ros Village. When he awakened to his true powers, he promptly made Lunvemt Nachtfelia, the All Dragon, his servant. Using her overwhelming power, he then unsealed monster territories in quick succession, starting with the nine taboo ones surrounding Garlaige, eventually defeating even Country Eater with the strength of his human companions. In doing so, he freed the western part of the continent from the monsters’ control, making its fertile expanses freely available to humans. It was for all this that he and his allies came to be known as the Libertadores—the liberators.


      After that, the most powerful religion on the continent, the Holy Church, roused all the countries of the world against Sol under orders of the Old Rulers, who had been controlling the organization from the shadows for the past millennium. Things came to a head in the Oratorio Tangram, an all-out holy war that the Church declared against the Kingdom of Emelia, the country that Sol belonged to. The Old Rulers deployed a vast array of lost technology, including orbital satellite strikes and man-made angels, but all of it was wiped away with the wave of a hand. Even their ultimate trump card, the man-made Hero, equipped with god regalia made from the Augoeides of a dragon, proved entirely ineffective. This was where “Wayside God,” the Old Rulers’ name for Sol, was established as one of his aliases.


      With the Oratorio Tangram over and the Floating Continent restored soon after that, Sol had effectively unified the continent and moved on to developing it in earnest and fulfilling his dream of clearing every last dungeon and territory in the world. In the end, he even managed to clear the top floor of the Tower, the dungeon in the sky mentioned in the Kuzuifabra. That was how he earned the title of Completionist.


      The climax of his story was, of course, the end of the world that God Himself had warned of in a vision: the Day of Oblivion. Leading all the monsters under him (the All Dragon, the Elven Queen, the Demon Lord, the Divine Beast, and the Hero) and the Numbers Drivers (those he had shared his own strength with), he halted it in a resounding victory. It was after this that he became most frequently referred to as the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters.


      The reason people went with that instead of the Savior, which would have been apt and true, was that it seemed far more fitting given the sheer impact left by the footage of the fight that had happened on the Day of Oblivion. The incursion of nothingness was supposed to be a crisis that elicited pure despair, seeming like part of natural order, and yet the monsters had beaten it back with such overwhelming force that it looked easy. It was only natural, then, for people to have a much stronger impression of Sol as the monsters’ master. Also, even though the monsters had saved them, people were still afraid of them. The name choice was therefore also an expression of their wish that the monsters would continue listening to Sol, who was generally on humanity’s side.


      Two thousand years had passed since. Records so detailed as to be almost unnatural, accompanied by video footage, remained. Ironically, they were the reason many in the present day considered them more myth and legend rather than actual history. It was hardly surprising, as it had been roughly two thousand years since the time of Sol’s great-grandchildren, and they had already been doubting the records’ veracity. The general view was that although Sol Rock may not have done everything that was attributed to him, he was indeed a giant of history who had accomplished many great things, and because inheriting his blood was the basis that justified the positions of those in the ruling class, it made sense that they in some way deified their common forefather.


      It was true that there were slight discrepancies between the stories and established historical fact, such as with chronology. Most blatant were the reasons for all of Sol’s aliases. Theories had become intertwined with subjective interpretations from historians, compounded by a general understanding that those in power had a tendency to care more about pushing a good story than maintaining strict factual accuracy.


      Crucially, Gawain Baccus, the peerless Magic Blacksmith who had been a member of Sol’s inner circle, had pushed forward so much progress in both magic and science that he had practically remade the world. It was no exaggeration to say that in his lifetime, he had taken this world from fantasy to science fiction. And in the two millennia since the Day of Oblivion, there had been success in extracting from subdued nothingness memories of worlds that had once existed. As it turned out, some of them had been more technologically advanced than Old Earth. Consequently, in the modern era, mana was just another source of energy, and magic was but one of countless scientific fields. As Arthur C. Clarke of Old Earth had once put it, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” In this era, magic had indeed become science.


      The constraint of lifespans had been overcome, short of self-elimination through the diluting of one’s soul. Disease and injury, as well as the deterioration of one’s body from old age, had also long since become a nonissue overall. People did still consider their bodies an intrinsic part of themselves, but the majority of them had already been freed of their shackles. Even gravity could be freely controlled, thereby unlocking the rest of space for exploration. Given all that, people didn’t seriously believe in things like elves and dragons anymore.


      And yet, although technomagicka was now capable of practically anything, there had been no military conflicts at all in the past two millennia, much less an actual war. This peace wasn’t due to the world being unified—there were plenty of countries of every stripe and color, each with unique cultures and traditions, but they all coexisted without friction. Neither had humans evolved into perfect versions of themselves—two thousand years was nowhere near enough time for such drastic evolution to take place. No, just as before, it was pure power that kept the peace, and the person who maintained it did so by convincing the overwhelming majority that it was in their best interest to play along. In other words, the fact that not even a skirmish had broken out in the past two millennia was the most convincing argument that the myths might indeed be real and that there really did exist someone who had the power to keep anyone from getting funny ideas.


      Yes, Frederica, the Keeper of the Divine Seat, was still alive and well. In this era, her existence was known only to the top echelons of each country, but it was more than enough that they knew her power was so great that even their own technology, which could do practically anything imaginable, was but child’s play in comparison. Her soul was truly immortal, something even modern science could not replicate, and therefore people who learned of her existence worshipped her like a god. Part of that worship did include the desire to be like her, but—no, which was why—they devoted all of themselves to her service, hoping to obtain even a fragment of her wisdom and blessing.


      In addition, just knowing that there was someone who could give those who broke the law a punishment so terrible that they would consider death a mercy was enough to dispel any interest in starting any trouble in the first place. More than that, people were incentivized to make the effort to ensure that those they were responsible for did not make mistakes there was no coming back from, even out of ignorance.


      Before an irresistible carrot and a truly terrifying stick, everyone proactively applied themselves to fulfilling their duties and strove to live up to their privileges. In a world where peace and prosperity were assured by an external power, retribution came swift and hard against those who merely screamed about their rights without first doing their part.


      Thus was world peace maintained. To this day, the handful leading the world bowed in deference to those with ties to Sol and wielded their authority to serve their own interests in a healthy way, understanding that this was how they could benefit themselves the most.


      But today, that ruling structure was going to come to an end.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The central continent that ruled the entire planet was home to the three pillars of the Panhuman League: the Amnesphia Sovereignty, the authority on all matters of faith, with Adrateio as its capital; the Holy Kingdom of Crystania, the center of all commerce, with Atriesta as its capital; and the Kingdom of Emelia, the political hub, with Magnamelia as its capital. As a result of technomagicka development being pushed to its limit, their townscapes bore a great resemblance to those of Old Earth around the twenty-first century, albeit with far more integration of nature, as the trend of urban design had looped back to distance itself from fantasy and science fiction elements. They were practically the ideal cities brought to life, with flawless air quality, perfectly controlled climates, and highly efficient urban infrastructures.


      Each of these capitals had a world-famous royal academy. The one in Adrateio specialized in theology, the one in Atriesta commerce, and the one in Magnamelia politics and economics. Among them, the Emelian Royal Academy had the greatest prestige, due to it counting the Miracle Children of Ros Village among its alumni. This school had kindergarten all the way up to university, with top-of-the-line facilities and the world’s most eminent teachers providing a truly world-class education. Every single student who got in at a young age came from an ultra-affluent family and, needless to say, was extremely talented. In fact, all families of means tried to get their children enrolled there, but so narrow was the school’s gate that, for most of those children, it would serve as the very first rejection of their lives.


      “Seriously, why can’t I shake this feeling that I’ve made some big, terrible mistake?” said Reen, a young girl who had just risen to the Royal Academy’s middle school and been wrestling with this emotion her whole life.


      “This again, sis?” replied Julia, the little sister Reen was currently holding hands with. “We’re super blessed to have been born into our family. You know that.” Though Julia was still in elementary school, she had a rather mature—or, as some would put it, precocious—personality. In her conversations with Reen, sometimes it was hard to tell who was actually the older one. As the various sections of the Emelian Royal Academy were all located within its sprawling campus, this pair of sisters came to school together every day.


      “I do. I really do. But I can’t help what I feel.”


      Indeed, the two of them had been born with the talent to qualify for the Royal Academy, and their family was wealthy enough to pay the tuition without the need for a scholarship. As Julia had pointed out, their circumstances were so privileged that they ought to be thankful for it. And as if that weren’t enough, they were both incredibly beautiful, to boot.


      The pair already had a reputation at school, and not only for their beauty. The older sister, Reen, had been born with combat-related skills—a rarity these days—while the younger sister, Julia, possessed exceptional talent in healing magic. These abilities were what had gained them entrance to the Academy all the way from kindergarten.


      Truthfully, though, Reen thought of her abilities as a bit of a disappointment. In this day and age, there wasn’t much need for the power to fight monsters. She understood that it was rare and valuable, and she appreciated being able to protect her beloved family with her own fists, but the advancement of science had rendered monsters little more than pests. It might have been different if she had been a boy, but she found it hard to muster pride in her skills. The one time she’d unleashed an attack to show off to her classmates and gotten a “Damn, you’re scary” had affected her more than a little.


      “I’m sure you feel that way only because you don’t have a boyfriend,” said Julia, sighing at her sister’s typically morose mood before turning to flash a knowing smile at the high schooler holding her left hand. “Don’t you agree?”


      “Hmm, I wonder.”


      The strikingly handsome young man was none other than the eldest son of the Walden family, one of the most prominent noble families since the dawn of Pax Sol. Normally, someone of Reen and Julia’s standing, no matter how wealthy their family or how talented they were, would never have the opportunity or cause to speak to him with such familiarity. In the first place, it was absurd for the heir of the Waldens, the foremost of the continent’s thirteen noble families, to be walking to school on his own two feet. The reason he was doing so in the company of these two sisters was that he was Julia’s boyfriend.


      On Julia’s first day of school, at the schoolwide matriculation ceremony, Sephiras had caught sight of her and immediately fallen in love with her. Pushing aside the protests from family and friends—a lot of which involved calling him the “P” word—he had asked her to become his girlfriend with hopes of an eventual marriage, and she had said, “Oh, fine, if you insist” and happily accepted the overture.


      At first, everyone around them was highly critical of the relationship, but after seeing Sephiras act less like a boyfriend and more like a devoted retainer, as well as his strict adherence to the rule of “YES lolita NO touch,” people were slowly coming around to “I...guess it’s okay? Maybe?” Most importantly, besides this thing with Julia, Sephiras was an absolute gentleman who was beyond reproach in all other areas. In fact, he was so capable that he led the student council of, again, the world’s most eminent educational institute. And at the end of the day, it was human nature to judge others more based on their identity than their actions, especially if that person possessed incredibly good looks.


      “Sephiras, can’t you introduce someone good to Reen?” Since receiving Sephiras’s proposal, Julia, who had always fully understood how blessed her life was and possessed high self-esteem, had been in better spirits than ever, though she didn’t fully understand why. What she did understand, conversely, was not wanting to see her beloved older sister in such torment. She was aware of how attractive Reen was and sincerely thought that she might benefit from having a boyfriend too, as she herself had.


      However, while Sephiras was usually the consummate boyfriend who did his utmost to fulfill even the most challenging demands, he now shook his head. “My heart tells me that’s the one thing I should not do.”


      “What does that mean?” Taken by surprise, Julia was about to pout when she saw his earnestly apologetic expression, found it funny, and slid into giggles.


      Looking down at her, Sephiras said gently, “I have no idea myself. But as long as I have your love, that’s enough for me.”


      The moment he’d fallen for her had been like being struck by lightning. He understood how crazy it was for him to ask out an elementary kid and to even dream of marrying her. Even so, the fact that she had chosen him once more made him so happy that he couldn’t care less about anything else. He didn’t understand it himself. Before meeting Julia, he would have been mortified by being called a pedophile, let alone willing to wear the label with pride. What was great about him, however, was that instead of allowing his emotions to sweep him off his feet, he had started working on himself with doubled zeal. There was something in him telling him that he was going to have to do more than just accept her affection if he wanted to stay with her.


      Despite her young age, Julia saw through all this, and it made her so happy that she would spontaneously hug him for no reason. Since she was the one initiating the contact, it didn’t break the “no touch” rule.


      “Um, can you two please stop flirting in front of me?”


      A handsome and kindly young man and an adorable little girl hugging each other did make for a picturesque scene. However, it was precisely because it looked so good that Reen found it hard to watch, as she had never had a boyfriend her entire life. That wasn’t particularly strange, since she was still only thirteen, but with her younger sister already having snagged herself such an incredible catch, it was hard for her to not feel like she was falling behind. It also didn’t help to hear him so clearly rejecting the idea of introducing her to his noble peers.


      “My apologies,” said Sephiras. He had forgotten due to being caught up in the moment, but Julia was still a child, and it certainly wouldn’t make her older sister happy to see her flirting on a public road in broad daylight.


      In his flustered apology, there wasn’t the slightest hint of disrespect toward Reen. Something else that he couldn’t quite explain was why he felt so compelled to show respect toward her. Her being Julia’s sister and possessing skills that were rare in this day and age didn’t explain it. He liked to believe that he hadn’t let his status and wealth get to his head and become the kind of noble who would look down on the general citizenry, but conversely, since meeting Julia, he’d had to consciously hold himself back from acting too subservient. What was worse, when those in his surroundings pointed out to him that he was still doing it, he realized that he didn’t mind at all. He really didn’t want to believe that his father had been right when he’d said, “There is no denying one’s blood. You are indeed a descendant of our house of masochists.”


      “Augh.”


      “Ouch!”


      “Ugh.”


      Suddenly, there was an interruption to this trio’s ordinary yet admittedly odd routine. All of them were brought to their knees by an indescribable sensation of something flowing into them that Julia, being too young, mistook as pain. Reen and Sephiras could tell it was something else, but since it was a wholly unfamiliar sensation, it unsettled them all the same. Either way, there was no way to resist it, and there was nothing the three could do other than brace themselves against the ground.


      From the way the Walden guards were reacting, it was clear this was happening only to the three of them. The guards normally did their best to stay hidden and out of sight, but they now appeared from every direction and rushed over to provide aid. Concern was visible on even their faces, which they usually kept expressionless as part of their job. If it had been only one person collapsing, chances were that it was a medical issue. All three suffering from the same phenomenon, however, implied an attack. An attack that the guards, armed with the most cutting-edge equipment, had been unable to see coming.


      This was not, in fact, an attack. It was actually an opportunity for these three, who had been resurrected slightly earlier but in the same age as him, to finally awaken in full.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The sky was splitting open. People who had an unshakable faith in modern technomagicka to explain any and all phenomena looked up in stunned astonishment as they witnessed what they had seen so many times since childhood but had been sure was mere fiction now taking place before their eyes. Nothingness was staring at them from through the tear, as if this were a repeat of the Day of Oblivion. Only, the Absolute Ruler’s vassals had completely subjugated it two thousand years ago, and it still was firmly under their control. What was actually happening was that those vassals, who had been ruling the world from the shadows all this time, were using the nothingness to gather in reaction to the return of their liege.


      Still racked by the bizarre sensation, Reen groaned. “What...is going on?”


      “I have no idea,” Sephiras answered, looking up with her. “But that... Isn’t it...?”


      Something was emerging from the tear in the sky. Something with a silhouette that everyone in this world was familiar with.


      “It’s the big ship from the myth!” exclaimed Julia.


      Indeed, it was the Absolute Ruler’s flagship. Many countries had wrecks that they fiercely claimed were the real deal, but there it was, appearing in the sky exactly as it was depicted in historical footage.


      The instant Reen and Julia could clearly make it out, an “Ah” escaped their lips and they fully awakened. They finally understood—truly understood—that all the oddly vivid dreams they had seen and all the myths and history lessons that had evoked such a powerful sense of déjà vu in them were their own memories.


      Unfortunately, this did not happen to Sephiras. He stared at Reen and Julia, the indescribable sensation still insistently coursing through him, now also mixed with a strong urge to prostrate himself. All while, for some reason, something in him said, “Ah, I knew it.”


      This was the exact moment that the Absolute Ruler was reborn in Magnamelia Central Hospital. Two thousand years after altering his soul and passing away despite eternal life already being available to him at the time, he was returning in triumph, having successfully reconstructed not only his own soul but also that of a certain young girl, which he was bringing in tow. The occasion was far too monumental to be allowed to pass without fanfare. It was absolutely out of the question for the monsters who served him not to show themselves.


      Consequently, four more tears appeared in the sky, surrounding the airship. From the north emerged the Demon Lord, Alshunna. From the south emerged the Elven Queen, Aina’noa la Avalil. From the east emerged the Divine Beast, Sydonay. And last but certainly not least, from the west emerged the All Dragon, Lunvemt Nachtfelia. They all descended in their colossal Augoeides, making the ship that was already throwing a sizable shadow on the ground look tiny in comparison.


      Being taller than actual mountains, the All Dragon and Demon Lord emanated such a presence as to instantly convince those from the present day that the myths had not exaggerated in any way. Though the Elven Queen herself was human-sized, she appeared with the World Tree at her back, which was even more massive than her two companions.


      The one exception was the Divine Beast, who had remained a kitten for almost all of the past two millennia. However, what it lacked in size, it more than made up for in energy. It was zooming across the sky at breakneck speed, raising a ruckus with its incessant meowing.


      The domain of the Hero, the last of the Five Greats, was the airship itself. Thus were all five of them gathered in celebration.


      Luna cried, “My liege! To succeed after only two thousand years, you are indeed our liege!”


      “All Dragon, our liege has only just been born,” Alshunna reminded her.


      Luna scoffed as Aina’noa voiced a questioning note and Sydonay continued crying at the top of its lungs. “Don’t worry, Alshunna. Our liege is our liege, even if he is a baby.”


      The monsters’ appearance seemed to herald the end of the world, but the topic of their conversation could not have been further from that. Two thousand years was by no means short, even for them, but the thought that it had all been for the sake of today was making them ecstatic beyond comparison. Other people wouldn’t understand it, because they hadn’t waited two thousand years for their master’s return. As another sign of their excitement, the All Dragon and Demon Lord were actually in their girl and doll forms, though those were hard to spot from the ground. They had brought their much more eye-catching Augoeides along only because it would have been disrespectful not to, but there was no way they would miss the opportunity to be reunited with their liege in the forms that he had so loved.


      As had been the case for the past two thousand years, it was Frederica’s job to reel the monsters in when they were getting out of hand. “Um...we will soon be announcing Lord Sol’s second advent to the world, so can I ask that you all show more of your usual solemnity? Please?”


      In spite of all the time that had passed, she looked not a day older than the moment she had first met Sol. Of course, that wasn’t all that impressive, as the technology to stop the aging process was now available to everyone. What did deserve attention, however, was the youth of her soul, as was obvious from her manner of speech.


      Something else that her words revealed was the fact that she was on good terms with the monsters. At first blush, this seemed like no big deal, but it had actually taken her centuries to build the rapport she now had with them. It wasn’t like the All Dragon’s group had any intention of defying Sol’s word, but figuring out the right distance to maintain with them in their master’s absence had been a challenge even for Frederica. In a world where there was no one to help smooth things over in the event that she made a fatal mistake, even the smallest interaction had required thorough deliberation. After all, she was dealing with beings who could literally destroy the world. There was no such thing as too cautious, since she didn’t know how much leniency the monsters were willing to afford her on Sol’s account.


      The All Dragon and Demon Lord made an effort to curb their enthusiasm, proving that Frederica’s two thousand years’ worth of effort had not been in vain. They were humoring her as opposed to obeying her, but that was all she had needed to keep the ruling class in line over the years. And after today, she would be freed from that burden. The very thought was enough to make even her a little giddy. She had waited just as long as the monsters, and as a human, no less. On this day when the wish that had kept her going was coming true, she was also having a little trouble staying composed.


      “That is indeed her!” exclaimed a voice without a visible speaker. “Thank you, Sol! From the bottom of my heart!”


      That voice was understandably charged with emotion. It was to meet this girl once more that Professor Iwakura had collapsed the multiverse and worked tirelessly for a thousand years. After he’d slid from being so driven to giving up and trying to pass on all his power and responsibilities to someone else, that someone else had just come back, fully successful. Iwakura’s heart was absolutely flooded with gratitude.


      The thousand years he had spent throwing himself against the wall by himself had been agony, but the following two thousand years of waiting with the monsters who believed with every fiber of their being that their master would one day return to them had been almost therapeutic. Even if reincarnation turned out to be straight up impossible, as long as he was with those who could believe in it, waiting forever—or, being able to wait forever—did not seem so bad. Moreover, it had actually been quite fun gathering the pieces he himself had left scattered on the board, such as the Old Rulers and the Wards, and keeping the world’s peace with them and Frederica from the shadows.


      Even so, the moment it really sank in that he could meet his childhood friend again, emotions that he had been afraid he had lost forever blossomed anew in his heart. He had his proof that the method he had developed to stop the degradation of souls truly worked, even though it paled a little in efficacy compared to the far superior version that had been applied to Frederica. Tears of happiness streamed down his face. Even if this emotion was but an imitation of the real thing, it was real enough for him.


      “Meow meow meow meow meow meow!”


      Whatever Iwakura was feeling was fully eclipsed by the pure delight being experienced by the esteemed cat who was still zipping through the sky in a frenzy. This originally ordinary cat had become the Divine Beast, transformed its curse into a puppet that strongly resembled its appearance, then waited all this time just so it could be reunited with the master who had once showered it with love. There had been a brief moment when it had been forcibly given superhuman intelligence, but it had abandoned that of its own will so as to remain the pet from its master’s memories. This insistence had earned Sydonay quite a lot of respect from both Luna and Alshunna, such that among the Five Greats, the Divine Beast actually commanded the most respect from the rest.


      While watching Sydonay’s rampage with a smile, Luna said, “I really should prepare to become one of my liege’s classmates.”


      She already had Sol’s word that once he successfully reincarnated, he would abandon his humanity and live forever with his monsters. That was fine and all, but him restarting as a baby offered a once-in-a-forever opportunity to grow up with him as a child of the same age. They didn’t let it show, but Luna, Alshunna, and Aina’noa were more envious of Reen and Julia’s childhood friend position than Frederica herself. Never mind joining him in kindergarten, they had seriously considered becoming actual daughters of his new parents so as to join him from infancy. Over the passage of two millennia, they had discussed what they wanted to do when their liege was reincarnated so many times that Luna had blurted out the comment about becoming his classmate.


      “I take it that Lady Sydonay wishes to remain a pet. But what about you, Lady Aina’noa?” Frederica asked, getting a questioning note in reply. Though Frederica sounded amused, she too had spent copious hours planning out how she was going to spend time with Sol in between moments during her work as Keeper. Since she had been older than Sol in his past life, much of her planning had centered on being a younger sister character to him the second time around.


      After Sol departed on his quest for reincarnation, Frederica had changed her physical appearance countless times in accordance with what the situation required. She naturally preferred how she had looked when meeting Sol for the first time, but it was no extra effort to look younger than him. At the same time, the position of transfer student also really spoke to her. It was a very real and intense—albeit silly—struggle that was still raging inside her at the moment.


      Both monsters and Keepers knew full well that reincarnation meant Sol had all of his memories intact, and they planned to milk that for all it was worth. This was the least they deserved as a reward for waiting two thousand years.


      The Divine Beast was sticking to being a cat and was most assuredly going to become glued to Sol’s twin younger sister, the reincarnation of its former owner. The All Dragon and the Demon Lord were going to do a great job being Sol’s childhood friends. The only question left, then, was what was to become of the Elven Queen, who still relied solely on melody to communicate.


      “Oh, don’t worry.” Luna smirked. “With how much time has passed, her sense of self is already fully formed and she can talk. She’s just keeping up appearances to maintain my liege’s image of her.”


      “Don’t expose me!” hissed Aina’noa.


      Frederica blinked in surprise. “I... I see.”


      Now that she thought about it, it occurred to her that Aina’noa had developed emotions quite soon after being freed, eventually getting attached to Sol. Though her appearance hadn’t changed much due to her being an elf, there was no way she had not learned how to talk after such a long time. It was just because she had always come across as a different kind of being than the All Dragon and the Demon Lord that Frederica had gotten set in her idea of who the Elven Queen was. And if this had happened to Frederica, it must have happened to Sol too. Aina’noa knew this and had kept up the act to the very end of Sol’s first life. As such, her plan was to take advantage of Sol not seeing her as an actual girl to give him an unforgettable surprise. Luna revealing her secret had put an end to that plan, however. Aina’noa didn’t want to risk having Sol think she was deceiving him.


      “Um...Frederica?” asked Reen. “You do realize the whole world can hear your conversation, right?”


      No measures had been taken to keep this rather revealing exchange between beings of godlike status private, such as erecting a sound barrier. Though it was happening in a very small area compared to the size of the entire planet, since it was the capital of Emelia, there was no doubt that every moment was being filmed and recorded and very possibly even livestreamed. Though it was a bit late to be asking, Reen couldn’t help but check.


      Frederica and the others had clocked Reen and Julia the instant they had reincarnated. When they fully woke up, they had promptly been granted access to the display system. This was how Reen was now speaking to the rest of the group.


      “Ah, Lady Reen!” exclaimed Frederica. “You really did it! You really managed to reincarnate around the same time as Lord Sol. It seems you have all your memories back, correct?”


      “I think so,” replied Reen. “Sol being born probably triggered it.”


      “You truly are an inspiration.”


      Based on her image of Frederica, Reen had expected a more matter-of-fact greeting from someone who already knew everything. What she actually got, however, was the warm voice of a friend reuniting with her after a long absence and words of heartfelt regard.


      “Kindly forgive us for not reaching out before your awakening,” said Fritz.


      Rosalind gushed, “Lady Reen, it has been so long!”


      “Fritz, Rosalind, I’m happy to see you again.”


      Fritz and Rosalind were on the airship with Frederica. Although this was a voice call, Reen recognized Fritz’s characteristic formal way of speaking and could easily imagine Rosalind happily waving her hands from her seat. It was almost enough to make Reen doubt if two thousand years really had passed, especially with how she had just woken up.


      Of course, she merely had to tap into the memories she had of this life up until today to put those doubts to bed. She had noticed before that she had the same name as the First Queen and secretly thought that she looked like her, but as it turned out, they really were one and the same. The revelation was such a shock that she couldn’t help laughing a little.


      The resolve of those who had lived out all two thousand years was on a completely different level than hers, as she had followed Sol into the beyond and just woken up. It was a given for Frederica, but there was a self-assurance in even Rosalind’s voice that conveyed she had no intention of resuming her junior position from the past.


      “I see. You really did make a big, terrible mistake, big si— Reen.”


      “I know, right, Julia? Oh...it’s just hitting me that I’m older than you this time.”


      Having almost perfectly discerned everything going through Reen’s mind, Julia acknowledged that the feelings her kind and beautiful sister had been burdened by her whole life had indeed been right. While her rivals had had two thousand years to prepare, she was going to have to fight for Sol’s affection with a significant age gap. She wasn’t completely out of the race, but that gap certainly wasn’t going to do her any favors.


      That said, she and Julia had indeed succeeded in reincarnating. There was no telling whether Eliza and the others that had topped the rear palace’s ranking had succeeded too, but Reen almost felt like she owed Iwakura an apology for making it seem so easy. Then again, maybe this was just right for the laid-back world that Sol had wished for.


      “There’s no need to put yourself down, Lady Reen,” said Frederica. “I’m over two thousand years old now. Since you’ve reincarnated with all your memories intact, your physical age means nothing anymore.”


      “You do have a point...”


      The Frederica who Reen knew would have locked everything down first before saying such things out loud, or else she was purposely letting the whole world hear to some end. However, there were countless moments of her becoming a bit of a klutz when Sol was involved, so it couldn’t be entirely ruled out that she was just so overjoyed that she had forgotten herself. Since two thousand years ago, Reen had never been able to confirm or rule out if Frederica was doing it on purpose. At the end of the day, whether it was an act or real didn’t really matter. Reen knew full well how effective the “beautiful genius girl who becomes a klutz only when interacting with you” trope was in winning guys over.


      This time around, Reen did not have the advantage of being Sol’s childhood friend, and her competition was so motivated that she had waited two thousand years without batting an eye. Her situation was not ideal by any metric. Then again, though physical age didn’t mean anything anymore and she remembered who she was before, her sense of self was actually more centered on the lived experiences of her new life. If she played her cards right, she was in a unique position to assume the character of the older sister introducing a young boy to life.


      “Can I also just say how incredible you are too, Lady Julia? The two of you truly do the name Miracle Children of Ros Village proud.”


      “Though I can’t quite say the same for my dear husband.”


      Frederica was impressed that Julia had managed to reincarnate without being obsessed over Sol like the rest of them were. Naturally, that surprise and appreciation also extended to Sephiras for doing the same, albeit somewhat imperfectly. Frederica was proud that she had managed to keep faith in Sol and wait for two thousand years, but Julia casually proving that reincarnation was not a miracle reserved only for the chosen ones was an incredible achievement on its own.


      More than that, Julia had made Sephiras so attached to her that even he had managed to reincarnate despite not having been one of the Miracle Children himself. Anyone would be flattered to have someone who would wait two thousand years for their return or follow them to death and back. And yet, despite saying, “I won’t mind if you become Lord Sol’s in your next life” on his deathbed and sending Julia into a tirade, Sephiras had actually managed to come back for her.


      Even Frederica could see how happy this made Julia. Her soul had fallen for Sephiras again so hard that she had been willing to accept him as a high schooler who would ask out a kindergartener to be his fiancée. In fact, despite her best efforts at keeping her expression blank, her face was now red as a tomato.


      Amid all this chaos, the real display system facilitated by Player flickered to life for the first time in two thousand years around those who used to enjoy its boon, accompanied by all the stats and skills they had lost when Sol died. Unfortunately, Reen, Julia, and Sephiras were technically different people now, so the re-endowment didn’t happen to them.


      As Reen panicked a little at being left out, a worrying EMERGENCY notification came up in red letters. “What is this?”


      To sum up the wall of text that followed, Sol had indeed been reincarnated, but he had yet to awaken, and an attempt to restore his memories had just failed.


      Julia chuckled. “That’s the most Sol thing ever. I’m sure it’ll all come back to him with the help of some trigger like what just happened to us, but it looks like he’ll be starting as a blank sheet.”


      Reen groaned, as this meant she had lost all the advantage that she had as his childhood friend, the wife he had chosen, and all the time they had spent together in between. If she was to approach him now, she would just be a pedophile with an inexplicable fondness for a boy more than ten years her junior. That went far beyond being just a disadvantage—it was a handicap. Before she could spiral too far, however, she was snapped out of it by an offhand comment from Iwakura.


      “Sol without memories... For some reason, I feel like he would be a big brother who would really look out for his little sister.”


      “Wait, what?”


      Iwakura’s concern was that, in order to meet his own childhood friend—Sol’s twin sister—he was going to have to get past an overprotective brother with the backing of the Five Greats. Therefore, he was considering creating a fragment body himself and securing the position of a close friend to make it easier to get that permission. The proactiveness that had led him to unite the worlds was back, stronger than ever.


      “All I wanted was to meet her just one more time. After that, I don’t mind how she lives out the rest of her life. As long as she’s happy, of course. It doesn’t even have to be with me.”


      The seemingly enlightened declaration irked all the girls for a moment, but then they burst into laughter. Just then, a large electric motorcycle braked abruptly before Reen and Julia. The driver’s silhouette identified her as a woman, but her bike was so large that even men would have trouble handling it. Judging by the display windows floating next to her head as she was pulling her helmet off in a fluster, she was someone else who had been close to Sol in her past life.


      The face that was revealed turned out to be a version of Eliza in her mid-twenties. Apparently, it had bothered her so much being one of the youngest in the group that she had reincarnated before everyone else.


      Funnily enough, Eliza was the only one flustered, whereas Reen and Julia simply seemed at a loss for how to react. The reason was that in this life, Eliza was a newly hired teacher at Magnamelia Royal Academy. More specifically, she was the teacher’s assistant for Reen’s class.


      “Lady Reen, um, uh, I’ve been so disrespectful! H-How can I make it up to you?!” More than being happy about Sol’s return, she was embarrassed about having assumed a teacher-student dynamic with Reen.


      “Please calm down, Ms. Eliza. You were a good teacher to us. You’ve never treated us with disrespect.”


      While Reen was all for reminiscing about the past, she had no intention of insisting on maintaining their relationships from their past lives. They could respect each other for what had happened in the past, but it made more sense for them to base their relationships going forward on their current lives. In the same way, Reen wasn’t planning on pulling rank with the other girls based on previously having been Sol’s first wife, especially when Sol had yet to recover his memories. They were all going to be starting from the same line when vying for his affection. The bigger problem at the moment was that the target of their affection was currently a newborn.


      “Um, actually...” Eliza did not remember being particularly unreasonable toward Reen as a teacher because she had never been particularly unreasonable toward Reen at all. In fact, she had looked out for her and given her advice as someone who had also been born with a combat-related skill, which wasn’t something to be ashamed of. They had even gotten rather close, being of the same gender and in something of the same boat, albeit with a bit of an age gap. What she was embarrassed about were all the romantic experiences she had shared in trying to make herself seem mature, which had actually been exaggerations of dreams she had seen that she now understood to be memories from her past life.


      “Um, Lady Reen? The stories... They’re not...” Eliza began.


      “It’s...okay,” said Reen, averting her eyes. “I shouldn’t think of them as you with Sol, right?”


      Eliza clutched her head and crumpled to her knees, groaning. “I so want to bury myself in a hole.” She wondered what she had done in her previous life to earn so much bad karma as to find herself starting this one with such an unforgettably mortifying incident right off the bat. She would have preferred Reen thinking of her as a teacher with little experience but an overactive imagination and a penchant for making herself seem mature, but now that they all had their memories back, it was impossible to gloss things over with a little dramatization.


      Julia was watching the exchange with half-lidded eyes when Sephiras, the only one present not grasping the situation, voiced a bewildered “Um...” prompting her to turn to him with her biggest smile.


      “Everything’s fine, big brother Sephiras! Don’t worry about it!”


      The days that were about to begin were surely going to be bundles of fun, each more so than the last. They were going to be just as bright—no, even brighter—than the good old days from two thousand years ago. Everyone knew this to be a fact, because they were going to make sure of it.


      The Boy Who Ruled the Monsters — Fin.
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      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up volume six of The Boy Who Ruled the Monsters. I am Sin Guilty, the author of this humble work. It is thanks to you, the reader, reading and supporting this series that we got all six volumes out. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.


      As you can tell from reading, this is the final volume of The Boy Who Ruled the Monsters. The development was a bit rushed, but we got through all the story beats that we needed to and more or less landed the ending I first had in mind. That said, in exchange for fleshing out the ending a bit more, I had to simplify the development to get there a little. However, I thought that the readers who had stuck with me all this way would prefer that I tie off as many loose ends as I could, so this volume ultimately ended up with what it had. That said, I do sincerely apologize for not having paced the story out between the volumes as well as I could have. Hobby Japan was kind enough to give me six volumes, but I ended up having to rush the ending, and that’s on me. I’m very sorry.


      Even so, I’m very glad that I managed to write out all the developments and the ending I had imagined for Sol and his companions. I hope I’m not too forward in hoping that you enjoyed reading all of it too.


      I have nothing but thanks for NAKAMURA 8, who did a wonderful job bringing this story to life. I don’t really remember anymore how I visualized the characters when I first started uploading to Shosetsuka ni Naro, but now we have such charming depictions of Sol, Luna, Reen, Julia, Frederica, Eliza, and all the equipment and monster forms that I kind of let my pen run away with. As an author, nothing gives me more joy. I would love to have NAKAMURA 8 continue bringing my fantasies to life, but alas, this will be the last. Even so, I thank him deeply for packing this last volume’s cover and insert illustrations with just as much coolness and cuteness as ever before. Thank you very much.


      Of course, I must also give my thanks to the editor Hobby Japan assigned to me for their part in the creation of this story. Thank you for all the great feedback you gave me, and I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough to apply all of it as effectively as I could have. Even so, I truly enjoyed the countless meetups we had while working on the story together. They were valuable learning experiences, and I thank you for them. Not only will they come through as my unstoppable pen continues flowing, they will also add more depth to the joy that I strive to bring through my creative work. Being able to go back and forth with someone to create an even more interesting story was fun beyond words, even if it was for the sake of something that was to be sold. It was thanks to you that I made it all the way to volume six, the longest volume that I have ever written. Thank you very much.


      Last but certainly not least, I want to thank the readers. Without you, I wouldn’t have had NAKAMURA 8 to breathe life into the story, and I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to elevate the series even higher with an editor. I wouldn’t have had moments of joy seeing my books lining the shelves of my local bookstore, and I wouldn’t have been able to throw myself into my creative work when I had a bad day at work (which was pretty often lol). Thank you very, very much.


      If it had been possible, I would have liked to bring you more of Sol’s ordinary and extraordinary days as an adventurer, as well as the high-spirited days of his new life before his memories came back. Despite all the support you gave me, I’m afraid it’s just not to be. Even so, thanks to all of you, I got to live several years that felt like a dream come true. Imagining Sol’s adventures is as fun for me as it’s ever been. I cling to hope that maybe one day, I really will be able to bring you more stories of Sol’s past and future days.


      On top of releasing six volumes of this light novel, we also have Ketsuyuki Tamon making a serialized manga of the story. Thank you very much for your work, sensei.


      As the author of this series, all I hope is that it brought readers at least a little bit of joy, be it either in light novel or manga form. It would be amazing if you would give the books a little space on your bookshelves and perhaps suddenly remember it a few years down the line and flip through its pages once again. I’m a bit of a lost cause when it comes to grinning to myself just imagining it, but I think that’ll continue as long as I continue writing.


      To everyone else who was involved with this series for all these years, you have my utmost gratitude. Once again, a big thank you to everyone. I now wrap this afterword up with the hope that we meet again someday, somewhere.


      Sin Guilty


    


  



  

    

      Bonus Short Story


      The Boy Who Ruled Peace


      As far back as I could remember, I had never had a quiet day. Being twelve and in grade six at the Royal Academy, I was aware that society still saw me as a child. I was also fully aware that I was greatly blessed in both relationships and material possessions and that I ought to be grateful. However, if I could say so, I was too blessed, and the people in my life were all so unique that I found myself longing for normalcy. I knew that many people would swap places with me in a heartbeat, but still, it wasn’t all rainbows.


      To start with, my childhood friends were all...a lot. Their names were Luna, Aina’noa, and Alshunna, and all of them were famed beauties at our school. Although they were still only twelve, I could easily see them becoming actresses, singers, or idols in the future. And that was coming from me, someone who knew who they really were behind their attractive features: very scary girls with an almost unhealthy obsession with me and my sister. This might be a bit rude to say about cute girls like them, but it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call them monsters.


      Let’s start with Luna. She was an absolute stunner with tan skin, blonde hair, and fiery red eyes. With brains, brawn, and top scores in everything she did, she was practically superhuman. She also was a monster who was almost too protective of the two of us. I got the feeling she thought of me as a wounded kitten or something. Some people got jealous of my sister and me and tried to mess with us but then never approached us again, and I was almost certain Luna had something to do with it. I did still see them from a distance from time to time afterward, so thankfully, it wasn’t like she had actually killed them. Of course, that was a crazy accusation to levy against a normal twelve-year-old girl, but having been born with both combat skills and magic, she could end someone with no powers as easily as squashing a bug. That said, I knew she wasn’t one to brandish her power for no reason, and she took good care of my quiet sister, Sophia, so I generally trusted her. It was just that she had a tendency to jump straight to using brute force in matters where Sophia or I were involved.


      Next was Aina’noa. If Luna was a lustrous black, Aina’noa was a glimmering white. She gave off an ephemeral aura that, as I’d heard, had gotten her mountains of overtures from famous directors and photographers begging to feature her in their works. For some reason, she had turned them all down. Rumor was that one flash of her troubled smile was enough to make even the most esteemed master back down, and I could believe it. However, it wasn’t because she helped them realize that it was wrong to pursue their art at the expense of a beautiful, innocent young girl like everyone imagined. No, it was because she had zero interest in anything unrelated to me, Sophia, or the rest of our group of friends, and she made sure that people knew.


      Aina’noa possessed unmatched talent in magic, and she had no inhibitions when it came to directing actual disgust toward those she truly wanted out of her way. This coming from a really beautiful girl was in itself enough to crush the hearts of many. Add to that her innate magic talent that allowed her to literally crush anyone into paste at a whim, and the disgust could even feel like a knife to the necks of those on the receiving end.


      As if that weren’t enough, she had a very cutting tongue. Her voice was so beautiful that I thought of her as a diva in my mind, but I had also witnessed her driving an upperclassman to tears by saying to him, “Erase yourself or I’ll erase you.” I was pretty sure it was the same tongue that had made short work of all the so-called masters. A moment of silence please.


      Last but not least, there was Alshunna. She was an unflappable person with silver hair, blue eyes, and skin as pale and smooth as porcelain. Despite being twelve like the rest of us, she had a calm, assured air that made her seem much older. When Luna or Aina’noa smiled at me, my heart would always skip a beat, despite my knowing what they were like on the inside. I couldn’t help it, being a guy. Especially when it was the open, guileless smiles that they only showed those in our group. When Alshunna smiled, however—and she smiled often—not only would my heart skip a beat, but a chill would run down my back, though that was a secret I kept to myself. Even though I knew she was the same age as me, it always felt like it was an adult woman smiling at me through her eyes.


      She was by far the calmest among us, and I suspected it was a vibe she’d developed by being the mediator and representative of our group. It was also a big deal that she had a unique skill that allowed her to erase both outer and inner mana, which reduced Luna and Aina’noa to normal girls in her presence. To top it off, she was super strong, much stronger than her dainty appearance suggested. It seemed like it bothered her, so I tried to not bring it up, but she had a habit of hitting people’s shoulders or back as a way of hiding her embarrassment, which hurt so much that we were probably the only ones who could bear it.


      Case in point, when we were in kindergarten, we’d had a teacher with absolute faith in his barrier magic who’d wanted to earn our respect and said, “Hit me as hard as you can.” He’d flown all the way to the other end of the room from an openhanded slap, and I would have laughed if my other classmates hadn’t been so obviously traumatized. Even now, I could remember the incident as vividly as if it had been yesterday, despite the fact that we hadn’t seen that teacher again until graduation.


      Yes, this must be why I shiver when Alshunna smiles at me. Let’s say it is.


      So, yeah. My position probably seemed envious to outsiders, but it was really just a life of being constantly buffeted around by my very distinctive childhood friends. Every single day was one that most people would consider extraordinary.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Today, like always, I was heading to school with my group of childhood friends. Summer was just around the corner, so it was hot, even in the morning, and the cicadas were noisy. All our homes were close—in fact, we all lived in the same apartment complex, which was how we had become friends in the first place—so we’d been going to school together since we were in kindergarten, making this our ninth year doing so. Those in the neighborhood who were foolish enough to mess with us had been dealt with long ago, so our journey was entirely uneventful.


      It used to be that I was chauffeured to school in Luna’s, Aina’noa’s, and Alshunna’s families’ cars in turn, but I’d eventually gotten too self-conscious about it and declared that I was going to start walking to school. For a while after that, every day had been such a challenge that I’d regretted the change. Not for us, though—it had been a challenge for the guards hired by their families. Thankfully, after an incident that had actually turned into a pretty big deal, we no longer had those worries.


      My own family was quite well off, though not to the point of being able to have a car drive me to school and back every day. A good indicator of our wealth was the fact that we lived in an apartment near downtown. According to my parents, a place like this had been completely beyond our means when Sophia and I were born. After our births, however, everything being produced by the mid-sized manufacturer that our dad worked at had been adopted by Emelia’s government and military. Thanks to that support, the company had managed to expand overseas and was now an international behemoth in the manufacturing industry.


      I still hadn’t the faintest idea how my “Slow and steady is my motto!” father had done it, but he’d shot up the career ladder at such speed that he’d become known as “the legendary salesman” and was now the executive director of sales at his company. What had happened was: The clients he had been in charge of personally had introduced him to potential clients who’d not only signed on the very day he paid them a visit but also introduced him to more potential clients in turn, and that had continued nonstop. With results like that, no wonder he had shot to the top so quickly.


      Sophia and I had been born on the so-called Day of Reemergence, when the monsters of our myths had made an appearance for the first time in two thousand years. So I figured some of that luck might have rubbed off on us. My dad’s success story—well, his and his company’s success story—was such a miracle that someone had even made a movie about it, so I could see some supernatural force having had a hand in it. It really was so incredible that it seemed a stretch to chalk it up to luck alone, though.


      My three childhood friends’ families were all so prominent and powerful that if they had worked together, they probably could have pulled off the miracle that had happened to my dad. Knowing that, Sophia and I had actually wondered if our friends really had been behind it all. However, they were the same age as us, which meant they had been mere babies when we were babies. According to my mom, our families had only met after my dad had become successful and we’d moved into this apartment. Based on that, the idea that their families had given ours preferential treatment because we children were friends didn’t add up. In the first place, that wasn’t enough of a reason to conspire to turn a mid-sized company into an international giant, and people who would commit such an egregious misuse of power would never be granted positions of authority in the government in the first place.


      At the end of the day, the company’s remarkable growth was just the steady effort it had put into making good products finally paying off, and my dad had just happened to be in charge of the clients who’d turned out to be the catalyst that converted that effort into tangible results. It was good old hard work and an eye for opportunity when it presented itself. No matter how miraculous something seemed, most times, that was all it really was.


      “Big bro, cat.”


      Sophia tugged my sleeve, pulling me out of my thoughts. Following her dismayed gaze, I saw a jet-black cat at her feet, sitting tall with a still-living cicada in its mouth, as if ordering us to praise it for the feat.


      “No, Syd. Spit it out. Puh.”


      This beautiful black cat was no stray. It was officially registered as our family’s pet, and its name was Sydonay. I say “officially registered” because it was far too much of a big shot to be a normal house cat. No matter what we tried, it always found a way to come and go from our house as it pleased, a talent that it used to stay with Sophia, who it had chosen to be its absolute master, every waking moment. This was true not only when we went to school but even when we went on vacation, which led me to suspect it was a monster, even though they had supposedly died out ages ago—and not just any monster but a superior species.


      In the first place, it had come home with us the day that Sophia and I had been discharged as newborns, meaning it was at least twelve years old and therefore obviously wasn’t a normal cat. If word about it was to get out, scientists would probably show up the next day to kidnap it and take it to some facility to conduct experiments on it. Of course, that would make Sophia cry, so I planned to fight them with all my strength. That was, if Sydonay didn’t kick those scientists’ butts first, which seemed very likely.


      “Meow.”


      Although our cat always acted like it owned all heaven and earth, it was willing to at least acknowledge me as its master’s brother and would sometimes listen to me. This time, it seemed to understand from my reaction that Sophia didn’t like the offering it was bringing and readily released it. From the sharp buzz the insect made as it promptly made itself scarce, I could tell that Sydonay had made the effort to catch the liveliest one it could find.


      “Sophia doesn’t like that kind of thing anymore. Sorry.”


      Unlike when she was younger, insects now terrified Sophia, as they did other girls her age. A lively cicada was absolutely out of the question, but it at least showed that Sydonay had learned from the time it had brought back a mouse and made Sophia burst into tears. The memory of her being excited about insects like me was probably still fresh in the cat’s mind.


      Sydonay now looked crestfallen over having failed to make its master happy. It seemed obvious to me that if it had such a high level of understanding, it could just remember what it learned and not repeat its mistakes again. But sadly, Sydonay wasn’t good at remembering such things. It also was possible that it had never brought a mouse again because of how badly Sophia had reacted the first time, but in contrast, since she had indeed been happy to receive a cicada before, it just figured she simply wasn’t in a cicada mood this time.


      “I-I always think you’re amazing, though.” With the cicada gone, Sophia finally breathed a sigh of relief and made an effort to cheer her faithful servant up. Indeed, it took serious skill to capture a cicada without hurting it. We had even seen Syd catch a swallow mid-flight in one leap before.


      I do have a question, though, sister dear. You clearly acknowledge Syd as a faithful pet and think it cute, but why don’t you ever call it by name? If you want to give it some other name, I’m sure it would immediately accept it.


      I’d never understood why, but Sophia firmly insisted on simply calling Sydonay “cat,” even though she loved it to bits. There had to be a reason for it, but she had never deigned to tell me. Judging by the way its tail shot up, Sydonay itself didn’t care about the name thing either and was happy enough to be praised. I got the feeling that as long as it could stay by her side and was accepted by her, everything else was inconsequential.


      “I’m even more amazing, Sophia,” said Luna as she launched a lightning-fast kick at Sydonay that was promptly dodged. The next thing I knew, they were clashing in midair at superspeed, fully locked on to each other.


      Stop using clones. Stop creating sound waves. Stop throwing skills and spells with blinding effects. STOP CREATING VORTICES IN THE ATMOSPHERE!


      “Um, I know you are,” Sophia called out before shooting me an anxious look. Every time Luna and Sydonay went at it for real, it ended with Luna winning and swinging Syd by the tail like a prehistoric hunter with her catch. Sophia knew that and was wordlessly begging me to stop the two of them, as I was the only person Luna would listen to.


      “Seriously, why do you always have to one-up Syd?”


      As always, the two of them fighting scared Sophia. Sydonay was one thing, being a cat, but I would forever fail to understand why Luna’s ultimate standard for “amazing” was combat ability.


      How did she grow up with that worldview in our peaceful world?


      With a weird noise like “nyu” and a disgruntled face, Luna stopped and turned to look at me. Because she stopped so suddenly, the homing ability that Sydonay was using made it crash into the back of Luna’s head, eliciting a further grunt from the latter and a squeal from the former.


      Seeing the fight end, Sophia laughed a little in relief. Though Luna treated her very well, that didn’t mean she listened to her. In contrast, Luna always did what I asked, and she had correctly interpreted an order to stop from my rhetorical question and complied. I’d had to really spell things out in the past, so this was significant progress.


      “Just saying, but I think you should probably dial it down when we graduate from elementary school.”


      As far back as I could remember, Luna had always been a bit haughty. At first, I thought it was how her family had raised her, but that wasn’t the case. My childhood friend was simply a piece of work who’d had a serious case of chuunibyou—the condition where teens got an overinflated ego halfway through middle school—from the moment she was born. Thankfully, she had an extensive vocabulary and was good at expressing herself, plus she had the looks and self-assurance to kind of pull it off, so it didn’t rub people off the wrong way too much.


      However, new students would be joining our grade at the start of middle school, and though it wasn’t my problem per se, I was worried about her, as this was a phase that many people would eventually end up deeply regretting later in their lives. It was best that she got over it when she was still in elementary school, when her cute looks were enough to convince people to overlook it.


      “I can’t do that even if it’s you asking, Lord...I mean, Sol. This is me. I’m not putting on an affectation, if that’s what you’re worrying about.”


      “Right... If you say so.”


      It was rare for her to push back on something, so I figured it was important to her somehow and there would be no point in me saying anything more on the subject until she herself grew out of it. Another thing was that she had a habit of calling me “lord” when I said something that sounded like an order. It almost never came out anymore in normal conversation, but clearly there was still a way to go before she could fully break the habit. Honestly, it made me wonder if she was just a masochist, despite having been born into such a good family and being so talented and pretty, and she had come to see me as her master because of some incident that I didn’t remember. I hadn’t the faintest idea how to act the part of a master or a dom, though, so it was hard for me to actually feel flattered.


      Alshunna giggled. “I think she could keep it as a character quirk, actually.”


      “Aah, I see what you mean. It may be just right for her to have a cringey side so that she isn’t some perfect superhuman.”


      Though she seemed entirely uninterested in it at the moment, Luna joining the student council would give her manner of speech some substance. She had exceptional looks and was great at both her studies and sports, so with some achievements under her belt as a council member, she would be beyond reproach. At that point, what was once cringey would become actual authority and, conversely, would make it easier for her to forge relationships.


      “Cringey?! Me?!”


      The sight of Luna being shocked for real elicited more giggling from Alshunna. Her being so airheaded as to be so completely oblivious to her own weirdness was a very effective defense, as those who would use her to further their own ends would be unable to gain any leverage. All the more so if Alshunna stayed with her and helped keep an eye out.


      Hearing a cheerful hum, I turned around. “Looks like you’re in good spirits again today, Aina’noa. Are you sure you don’t want to become a singer?”


      In terms of being an airhead, this diva was absolutely head and shoulders above anyone else I knew. She had a voice so beautiful that people would stop to listen if she merely started humming. And right now, she was cheerfully humming the newest release from an up-and-coming idol.


      Without the slightest change in her expression, Aina’noa immediately replied, “Not interested. I’m staying with you and everyone.”


      Even the humming just now was amazing enough to guarantee a debut with a major label, so I honestly thought it was a bit of a waste of her talent. It wasn’t my place to tell her what to do with her life, however, so I left it at that.


      “Well, as they say, being in school is a privilege. This is the only time we can be together so much.”


      The moment she became an idol or whatever, she wouldn’t be able to continue hanging out with us. Considering how good she was, she was bound to get super famous in the blink of an eye, which meant being sucked into a completely different world from the rest of us. It was possible she had already thought about it, even though I couldn’t tell because I could never tell what she was thinking.


      I should be more circumspect when offering advice, especially when I can’t take responsibility for what happens.


      If Aina’noa were to take my words to heart because she thought I knew what I was talking about and actually left us to become a singer, I would be gutted. That being the case, I was better off being honest about wanting her around while we were still students at the very least. Thankfully, that lined up with what she herself wanted, and I was more than happy to take her at her word, no matter how pathetic it made me look. Of course, with her looks and voice, there would be any number of places begging to have her even after she graduated university. There was no need for her to start living the absurdly busy life of an idol this early on.


      Let’s just be happy that she is willing to be my friend and stick around.


      “We will be together forever, though,” said Aina’noa with a completely straight face as Luna nodded vigorously at her side.


      I was glad to hear her say that, but there was no guarantee that “we” would even last through middle school. Our school went all the way up to university, so we would still be classmates, but it was only a matter of time before Aina’noa’s parents—and Luna’s and Alshunna’s too—started to take issue with her hanging out with a commoner like me. Sophia was one thing, but I had no talent and, most of all, I was a guy. In two or three years, suitors were going to line up knocking at my childhood friends’ doors. I wouldn’t even be surprised if it turned out they’d had fiancés since birth. Though we were all still young, my presence was only being tolerated, and that was just because their families were nice and had the clout to deal with me however they wanted at any time.


      “I can see Luna and Aina’noa actually making it happen,” said Alshunna.


      The two of them did emanate an inexplicable aura that told me if they really put their minds to something, there was no one who could stop them, not even their parents. And looking at the smile that was on Alshunna’s face when she made her observation, I knew without a doubt that the same was true of her, except instead of using brute force, she would find a legit way that everyone would have no option but to accept. In a way, she was the scariest of the three.


      Of course, I knew their attachment was very likely just a phase they’d eventually grow out of. Even so, it made me happy, and that was enough for me.


      “I would like that,” said Sophia as she reached for Luna’s and Aina’noa’s hands.


      “You heard her, big bro,” Alshunna whispered into my ear teasingly.


      I made a noncommittal noise while watching Luna and Aina’noa, moved by my sister’s admission, begin squishing her cheeks from either side. It was great that she could openly enjoy such affection without public reproach. It was much harder for me, as a guy, to say such things out loud. It wasn’t even because of something as high-minded as my dignity. I was just too stubborn to admit such things. I knew I was an idiot for holding out, but still.


      “Then again, if Sol starts treating us like Sophia does, we just might be the ones to tap out first.” Alshunna surreptitiously reached behind and took my hand.


      Dammit.


      I hated myself, both for turning red even though I knew she was messing with me and for being unable to pull my hand away despite being self-conscious about how sweaty it was. I really am such a wimp sometimes.


      “Alshunna! How could you?!”


      “That’s cheating.”


      When Luna and Aina’noa looked up from playing with Sophia, they could immediately tell what Alshunna was doing and jealously berated her. What gave it away probably wasn’t Alshunna herself, who still had a straight face, but me being very clearly flustered.


      “Whoops. Busted.”


      Despite saying that, Alshunna didn’t let go. I could tell that her hand was now sweating even more than mine, and for some reason, that realization sent my heart racing.


      “Ha ha ha, you’re making a weird face, big bro.”


      No need to rub salt into the wound, sister mine.


      I knew I’d crumple to my knees if I’d had a mirror and could see myself now, but I certainly wasn’t going to say that out loud.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “So, like I said before, today is a half day, and you’ll be free to go home after the ceremony. The whole student body will be attending, from kindergarten to university, but our year, grade six, will be the center of attention. So look sharp!”


      The speaker was Ms. Reen, the assistant teacher for our class, grade six class A. Obviously, that meant she was a teacher in the elementary section, but the other sections had made even more of a buzz than elementary when she first joined. That buzz was because of how pretty she was, but even though I could agree that she was pretty, I already had a certain amount of immunity to pretty faces from seeing my childhood friends every day. That, and I was still a child myself, so I didn’t really understand the appeal of “mature charm,” whatever that was.


      In any case, on this last day before our summer break, we had no classes and, as Ms. Reen had said, would instead be attending a ceremony. That was the sole reason we had all come to school today, and it was times like these when I felt a little envious of those living in the school dorms.


      “Why did they revive such an old ceremony?” I grumbled. I liked half days, but the thought that VIPs from outside the school would also be attending made a commoner like me more than a little nervous.


      “Hm? Do you not like this kind of thing?” asked Alshunna, looking sincerely surprised by the annoyance in my tone.


      Um, does she actually think I like school functions? When have I ever given the impression that I’m such an upstanding student? It’s true that I swallow my pride and ask you three for tutoring, but that’s only because you’re all so smart that I have no choice if I don’t want to be left behind in the dust.


      “I wouldn’t say that,” I replied. “Actually, I kind of like how it seems so mystical. I was just wondering why we’re bringing it back after it died out more than a thousand years ago.”


      Today’s ceremony, the Ceremony of Bestowal, was a massive event that was hosted all over the world annually on this day as of twelve years ago. Not a single country had heard of it before that. It had taken ten years of research to establish the fact that “the first day of the first month” from several thousand years ago was now sometime in the seventh month. It was only a few years ago that the decision was made to hold the ceremony on today’s date.


      In the mythical era, the first day of the year when children turned twelve—in other words, children our age—was when God had awarded them some kind of power. I understood reproducing that as a religious ritual but not why the entire world had suddenly decided to revive the tradition all at once. After all, it provided no tangible benefit whatsoever.


      It was true that those born with supernatural abilities like Luna, Aina’noa, and Alshunna were extremely rare—there were fewer than a hundred of any given age the entire world over. That said, there wasn’t a single recorded instance of someone gaining a power from the Ceremony of Bestowal in the twelve years it had been held. And yet, so much money was spent on every iteration that even we children could tell. Countries big and small all treated it as their top priority, and truthfully, I found it a little creepy.


      Alshunna shot me a how do you not see it? look. “Could the myths having been revived in the year we were born—more specifically, on the day you were born—have anything to do with it?”


      “Oh. Now that you mention it...yeah, that tracks. Until then, the world thought the Five Greats and Keeper Frederica were all made-up— Ahem! They doubted their existence, right?”


      That would actually explain everything.


      This way of putting it was based on a lot of assumptions, but a big, fancy ceremony was the perfect way for those with a master to display their deference. Out of pure coincidence, on the same day I was born, Lady Frederica, the true ruler of the world according to the stories, also known as the Head Keeper of the Divine Seat and the priestess who lived forever to carry on the will of the Absolute Ruler, Sol Rock, had appeared in the sky above Emelia exactly as the myths had described her. She had been accompanied by the Five Greats, five monsters from the legends that everyone had thought were made-up, who had shown up with their Augoeides. Needless to say, that had thrown the entire world into a huge uproar.


      Since then, the general consensus had been that the myths were not fiction but actual history, and any and all disrespect toward the Keepers or the Five Greats was treated as a very, very serious offense. Alshunna and the others let it slide because we were close friends, but anyone else hearing me call them “made-up” would have given me a very dirty look at the very least.


      “That’s right.” Alshunna nodded, then smiled conspiratorially. “But based on how quickly the world adapted to the revelation, I suspect the truth was just hidden from the general populace and that the upper echelons of the world knew all along.”


      “Man, don’t say something scary like that with a straight face.”


      I agree with you, but this isn’t the kinda thing you can say out loud, Alshunna.


      The existence of an all-powerful sovereign would definitely explain why our world was so peaceful and tried so hard to be just and fair. It was clear that there had been a concerted worldwide effort to uphold justice as much as possible ever since the dawn of Pax Sol. This could be seen in the history of the past several thousand years, especially in the fact that armed conflict had never once broken out between countries despite the large variety in cultures and ideologies.


      Of course, there still were crimes committed by individuals or small groups. Fully stamping it out remained an impossible ideal, no matter how hard people tried. And no matter how much care the state took to govern fairly, there always would be people who fell through the cracks. Though society was prosperous, for some people, that prosperity was not a deterrent but an enabler that allowed them to attempt to impose their twisted desires on others. The number of criminal cases was low, thanks to all countries spending a significant portion of their budget on public order, but if one was to factor in all the thwarted incidents, it was obvious that humans—which included me—were still just animals.


      And yet, countries and societies, which were really just gatherings of people, still did their best to hold themselves to a higher standard. Mistakes were made sometimes, but still, the general intent to reward the strong and lift up the weak held true. Those in positions of power made honest efforts to do the right thing, as they had for generations.


      All this seemed bizarre to me, which was bizarre in and of itself. This was how the world had been for thousands of years, so it made no sense that I thought it was out of the norm. My assumption that all humans were idiots was, by my own admission, a dangerous worldview to possess. In fact, it made me even more of a chuunibyou case than Luna was. I had no right to chastise her.


      Now, if everyone who reached a certain level of authority or status had been forced to meet the Keepers or the Five Greats, then things would add up. These were absolute beings who could ensure that those who misbehaved would get their just deserts but were completely beyond being influenced by mere authority or military might. Those who learned of their existence would naturally police themselves if they weren’t stupid. After all, as long as they didn’t step out of line, that absolute power guaranteed that they would get to keep their power. Not only that, but immortality was one heck of a carrot to dangle in front of those with ambition. Given all this, those in power would know better than to stain their hands with petty criminality. Opening their eyes to the existence of things that could not be obtained with money or power was an effective way to drain away much of the appeal in pursuing either of them.


      In this way, it was based on a profit-and-loss analysis that the world had been trying to do the right thing all this time...presumably. As Alshunna said, the general public had probably been kept in the dark while those at the political and financial peak had always known that there was someone watching over everything. That would explain why the ruling families had never been replaced. There had been no need, as they were being held accountable and therefore doing a good enough job that there was no room for anyone else to usurp them.


      Alshunna smiled sweetly. “If they come after me for lèse-majesté, will you kidnap and spirit me away?”


      “Where to?!”


      Those who possessed such enormous power and were committed to using it to make the world a better place weren’t the kind of people who would strike down a mere commoner for a few thoughtless comments. Humans, however, were not always so lenient. Now that everyone knew that the Keepers and the monsters were real, some might try to pander to them by snitching on their figurative neighbors.


      In that case, the safest course of action was to actually run toward the Keepers and monsters, but I hadn’t the faintest idea how anyone would go about doing that. And even if I succeeded, I would be constantly terrified of my childhood friends angering them with something they said, because my friends were not the kind of people to filter their speech, no matter who was around. It would be the biggest joke ever for us to run to them to escape lèse-majesté charges only to actually commit lèse-majesté.


      “I can’t stay quiet hearing that,” Luna growled. “Do you think I’d actually allow a situation where Sol would have no choice but to run?”


      “Oh my, how scary,” Alshunna joked.


      Yep, just like that.


      “Why are all of you talking like you expect to beat the rulers of the world? Luna, there’s no need for that fighting aura just now. And Aina’noa, smiling and humming and glaring all at the same time is a really neat trick, but you stop that too.”


      Based on their attitudes, it seemed like my friends were raring to teach a lesson to whomever dared to find fault with Sophia and me, even if that was the Keepers and Five Greats. What Alshunna called “scary” wasn’t the idea of fighting them but the fire burning in Luna’s and Aina’noa’s eyes.


      Sophia smiled. “Somehow, I feel like they would win.”


      As an aside, Sophia, I, and our three childhood friends had been in the same class every single year. I suspected it was less out of consideration for us and more the school lumping our strange group—composed of children from very influential families and a pair of commoner siblings—together to avoid dealing with the trouble of separating us.


      “You can bet on it,” replied Luna, puffing out her modest chest as she always did.


      Honestly, I agreed with Sophia, and I knew how little that made sense. Even kings and queens had to bend the knee to the Keepers and monsters. My friends’ families were powerful, yes, but their pedigrees made them little better than commoners in this context. That said, I always had the distinct impression that the three of them were hiding their true strength. I might have been branded insane for saying this, especially with no proof whatsoever, but I was almost sure that if the three of them got serious, they would never lose to the rulers of this world. I knew that made no sense and that we were all children who had yet to see the real world. Even so, I could see Luna and the others backing up their big words by actually mowing down whoever stood in our way, and it scared me to think about it.


      Of course, the thing that had left me most mystified all this time was why the three of them treated Sophia and me, who had no special traits whatsoever, like we were their sole reason for living. If wishes really could come true, I deeply wished that through the Ceremony of Bestowal, I would receive a power that would allow me to proudly stand at their side. I knew how pathetic that sounded—I was purely relying on a higher power without putting any effort in myself. Even so...


      “Thinking something pointless again?” asked Aina’noa, eliciting a jolt from me. For some reason, she was always the first to notice when I started getting lost in my own world. She trotted over, displeasure plain on her face, pointed to her chest, and said, “We’re horses.”


      “Um...horses?”


      Her finger now pointed at my chest. “Your horses. And you’re our only rider.”


      “What does that mean?” Seriously, I’m not getting this.


      Aina’noa tilted her head quizzically. “Horses...get ridden?”


      “Hold on a minute.”


      I could almost swear that Aina’noa had gotten lost in her own metaphor. The head tilt was cute, and I could tell she didn’t mean anything improper, but being a guy, I couldn’t help but read her reply in a weird way.


      Seemingly having seen through me, Alshunna offered to interpret. “She’s saying that as much as you think we’re amazing, the fact that we listen to you makes you the most amazing of all.”


      “Yes,” said Aina’noa. “That.”


      Luna nodded vigorously. “Exactly!”


      From a young age, Sophia had understood that Luna, Aina’noa, and Alshunna were nice to her only because she was my sister and had accepted it. Accordingly, she had heard the three of them praise me countless times, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel left out, and I could see it in her face for a brief moment just now. Personally, though, I liked to think that the three were starting to be nice to Sophia because she was Sophia, though it was going to be a long time yet before they would obey her, if ever.


      “Meow!”


      On the other hand, there was Sydonay, who tolerated me only because I was Sophia’s brother. It now meowed in a crisp voice with its tail standing nobly up. When its master happily picked it up, it looked so pleased that I found myself marveling at how a cat’s face could be so expressive. They were superior life-forms indeed.


      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I’m just a normal guy. I don’t have any special ability...for riding horses.”


      I did actually understand Aina’noa’s point. It was like a jockey and a racehorse. What a jockey needed was the skill to handle the horse, and not being able to run as fast as the horse wasn’t something to be embarrassed about. Unfortunately, I did not possess any of the abilities that a jockey would need. My childhood friends had gotten attached to me all on their own, and that was it. If someone were to point out that that in itself was amazing, there was nothing for me to say in response. Even I would have said something along those lines if it had been someone else in my position. As the actual person in my shoes, however, there was an ambivalent feeling that I just couldn’t shake.


      “Come on, guys. Enough talking. Off you go to the schoolyard.”


      We’d been so absorbed in shooting the breeze like normal that we’d forgotten to head out and got a gentle reminder from Ms. Reen. With the ceremony coming up, it would reflect badly on not only us but our teacher and assistant teacher if we were to act out in any way.


      I turned to her. “Teach, shouldn’t you be telling us off for what we were saying? At least for appearance’s sake?”


      It wasn’t like I was actively looking for trouble, but her being around meant she must have heard our conversation, and we had definitely stepped out of line on a few things. It kind of was her job to say something when that happened.


      Ms. Reen pulled a face. “Don’t ask for the impossible, Sol.”


      Despite that reply, the fact was that Luna and the others listened to her quite often. I had had plenty of teachers who fell silent at a single look from the trio even when they weren’t being intentionally defiant. In contrast, the three properly remembered to say “yes,” “sorry,” and “understood” to her, and that earned her a lot of respect in my book.


      “That comment could be construed as an acknowledgment of class privilege, teach.”


      It wasn’t great for even her to be giving them special treatment. At least, that was the joke. I got the impression that she didn’t actually care about disrespectful comments made about the Keepers and the Five Greats. That was why I had added “for appearance’s sake.”


      “I strive to be a teacher who teaches how things are, not how they ought to be.”


      “Fair enough. But that alone makes life seem really grim and harsh. Can’t we strive for both at the same time?”


      It was true that being real was important. Of course, my recommendation was to keep the ideal as a pretext while reaping the rewards of demonstrating to those around her that she could make Luna’s group do what she asked. As a newly hired teacher, it was actually pretty essential that she wasn’t taken lightly by the students.


      “I think I’ll leave that to Frederica to worry about.”


      “You know the Head Keeper, Ms. Reen?”


      The name that our teacher thoughtlessly blurted out made me do a double take. If she really was in a position where she could call the Head Keeper without her title, she definitely did not need to prove to big names at an elementary school that she was a capable teacher. Conversely, someone who was that close to the Head Keeper wouldn’t let Luna’s disrespectful comments that bordered on contempt slide.


      Unless my baseless gut feeling that those three really are stronger than the Keepers is right?


      “Um, actually, teachers of the Royal Academy get to meet her once every year, so I just felt close to her, that’s all. It’s what’s called a parasocial relationship, which, admittedly, a teacher shouldn’t be developing. I’ll be more careful going forward.”


      “Right...” Didn’t she get hired just this year?


      I felt no malice, but if she really was someone with close ties to the Head Keeper, then a complete layman like me wasn’t going to get much from prodding her. For a split second, I wondered if she was here to keep an eye on my friends for a more solid reason than my hunch, but I quickly dismissed it as me overthinking things.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “I...definitely didn’t see this coming.”


      The Ceremony of Bestowal wasn’t over yet. However, there was no doubt that this iteration had turned into an enormous commotion not only here at Magnamelia Royal Academy but the entire world over. And of everyone present, I was probably the most bewildered.


      The flying ship of legend, Sol Rock’s flagship, appeared every year for Emelia’s ceremony, and though it was said that all three Keepers—Lady Frederica, Lord Fritz, and Lady Rosalind—rode the ship each time, they never showed themselves. This time, however, they were not only in full view, they were also accompanied by the Augoeides of the monsters, like twelve years ago. It was only natural that it caused a ruckus.


      Is this how things were twelve years ago?


      Additionally, when the ceremony began, for the first time ever, some people actually received powers from God—or at least, from beings our world treated as equal to God. It was probably pandemonium on the streets right now. Moreover, those “people” were my three childhood friends and Sophia, and what they received were the powers of the Five Greats. From where they floated in the sky, the All Dragon, the Demon Lord, the World Tree, and the Divine Beast sent their powers to, respectively, Luna, Alshunna, Aina’noa, and Sophia. The sight nearly gave me a heart attack.


      “Are you sure you didn’t see it coming, my liege?” asked Luna. “You already had an inkling of who we really are, didn’t you?”


      “For a few years, I’d say,” said Alshunna.


      When Aina’noa hummed a quizzical note too, I sighed. The five of us had rushed to the chairman’s office to take refuge from the commotion, but my childhood friends seemed entirely untroubled. To clarify, it looked more like the Augoeides themselves had been drawn into my friends’ bodies rather than just a portion of their power. And now, my friends seemed to be dressed in super high-quality cosplays of their corresponding monsters. They were also floating in midair like it was a completely normal thing to do, but I chose not to comment on it. Sophia was floating with Sydonay, and surprisingly, it was Sydonay who had absorbed the Divine Beast’s Augoeides, so my sister was still in her uniform.


      “All I really knew was that you thought nothing of making enemies of the Keepers and Five Greats and that your confidence had to be based on something.”


      The trio gave me a look like I was being dense, but I couldn’t deny that I was, kind of. But in my defense, they were the ones who had hidden this massive secret from me and pretended to be my childhood friends for twelve whole years.


      Wait, but they have been with me since I was born, so it wasn’t really pretending...or was it? No, I have more important questions to ask right now.


      As it turned out, Sydonay, our pet cat, was in on it. Based on her stunned expression, Sophia was on my side, thankfully. If she had been in cahoots too, I would have been unable to trust any humans—well, monsters—for a while.


      No, wait, all the monsters did feign ignorance. Me becoming distrustful of them would be warranted.


      “But,” I continued, “I never imagined for a moment that you guys were the Five Greats themselves.”


      This was the crux of the matter. Even if I gave them the benefit of the doubt and accepted that Luna’s group had been merely chosen by the monsters and therefore blessed with their power... Actually, it wouldn’t have made a difference. In fact, that was undoubtedly the general public’s interpretation. It wouldn’t even occur to anyone that these three were the real monsters, alive for thousands of years and now descended in person.


      “And now we are declaring our fealty to you,” said Alshunna. “Can there be any proof more convincing that you are our liege?”


      “Ugh.”


      This was the most troubling consequence of the current situation. Luna was already calling me “my liege” and talking in a deferential way. I could tell these were habits she was slipping back into and she felt more comfortable doing them, but I still only had memories of her as my friend from this life, so it was very disorienting.


      If they had been merely humans—blessed with pedigree, looks, and abilities from birth, yes, but still humans—who’d suddenly found themselves also blessed with power by the monsters, that would have been a massive deal. I would have been concerned about them and felt charged to step up and be a steady source of support. Maybe. But all that was moot since they were actually the real monsters and had merely been pretending to be humans all this time.


      Under these circumstances, it was rough that Sophia and I were the only ones who had yet to regain the memories of our past lives. Sophia was in an awkward situation, with the stories never having said anything about me having a sister but her now being the Divine Beast’s master. I was obviously supposed to be Sol Rock, the Boy Who Ruled the Monsters, but the problem was that I was still powerless. It would have been great if I had awakened to the powers of Player as described in the myths, but alas. Luna had a point that the monsters acknowledging me as Sol was the most compelling proof that I was indeed him, but I still wasn’t entirely convinced.


      “Even if your memories have yet to return, given what’s happening, you have no choice but to accept that you are the reincarnation of Sol Rock, yes?” Alshunna chuckled. “Did you think nothing of the way you viewed the world? Did you never make a decision based on something you thought you knew but couldn’t quite recall?”


      “I thought I was precocious for my age, like Luna. You know, like how everyone gets halfway through middle school.”


      I was aware that I was quite cynical for a child, but it was a revelation that it was a view informed by my past life. And right now, that cynicism was pointing out that I was a far cry from the great man depicted in the myths. Of course, as some grizzled old veteran in a corner of an Adventurer’s Guild might say, heroes and champions were just humans too and most likely not everything they were said to be. Even so, I didn’t like being reminded of how lacking I was.


      “We have yet to reach middle school, my lord,” Alshunna reminded me. “Moreover, it’s less obvious now, but you very distinctly stood out from the crowd in kindergarten.”


      “I...have been thinking that I haven’t grown much the past few years.”


      “Being an old soul is unrelated to memories, my lord.”


      I mean, yes, I know that. But are you seriously calling me an old soul? I thought I was a normal twelve-year-old until moments ago! But then again, the Absolute Ruler supposedly died of old age. It isn’t wrong per se to call the soul of someone who already lived a full life an old soul, memories notwithstanding.


      Wait a moment. The Absolute Ruler was supposedly the head of a harem so huge that almost all the royal families in the present day are descended from him. When my memories come back, I’ll have knowledge rivaling that of a veteran sex worker while still a virgin. What kind of punishment is that?! I want to fall in love with a girl and develop a romantic relationship with her the normal way. Having that ruined by my past self is ridiculous. What bad karma did I earn in my past life to deserve this? Ah, I guess I’ll remember that too.


      “So, why did you decide to reveal yourselves today?”


      I got that today was the day when the Absolute Ruler had received Player, the talent that had allowed him to bring the whole world under his control. Even so, it should have been obvious to those from my past life that I hadn’t regained my memories yet. That led me to wonder if there was a reason things had to be rushed. If there was a crisis that required the abilities of Player and all the monsters working together, I could hardly fault them for pulling the trigger.


      “You need not ask permission for anything. And I, for one, wanted to continue living as your childhood friend for a little longer. However...”


      The wry smile on Alshunna’s face told me there was no crisis, and that tracked with what I knew. If the stories had not been exaggerated, it was impossible for there to be a threat that these monsters could not handle. Adding Player was not going to make any significant difference in a situation that was beyond transcendental beings who had conquered even nothingness.


      “I’m deeply sorry!” cried someone in the corner of the room as she and the others around her all bowed their heads deeply to show remorse.


      It was none other than Lady Frederica, the Head Keeper. Standing a pace behind her were the other two Keepers, Lord Fritz and Lady Rosalind. It made sense that they were here if I really was the reincarnation of Sol Rock. And judging by their response to my question, it was clear that they were the ones who had decided to reveal our identities to the world today.


      What surprised me was that Ms. Reen, my class’s assistant teacher, and Principal Eliza, our school principal, were in the group too. And standing with them was Julia, an upperclassman rumored to be the second coming of the Saint of Healing, waving at me cheekily with a smirk on her face.


      In the present day, it wasn’t uncommon for parents to name their children after characters from the myths. There’d even been an uptick in this after the Day of Reemergence, especially among those born in the year it happened. This was why I had thought it a funny coincidence that this was the case for so many people around me but never had given it a second thought. It never even crossed my mind that they could be the characters themselves.


      Alshunna shrugged. “So, there you have it.”


      Completely skipping over the entire explanation sure is a novel way of explaining something.


      The red faces of Lady Frederica, Lady Rosalind, Ms. Reen, and Principal Eliza, however, were enough to tell the story. Their expressions and attitude practically confirmed the depth of the affection the stories depicted them having for the Absolute Ruler. Put simply, they couldn’t stand it any longer. It was because it didn’t feel real yet and I still had the perspective of a third party that I was able to calmly analyze the situation. It was only natural for Lady Frederica and Lady Rosalind to feel antsy about their lover being alive again after waiting thousands of years unable to make contact. The same went for Ms. Reen and Principal Eliza, who had succeeded in reincarnating around the same time but ended up being significantly older. Plus, I imagined there was a bit of the reincarnated group being unable to push back too hard against the surviving group due to physical age being so easily altered in this time.


      The most obvious hint was the presence of Julia and the smirk that had been on her face this whole time. Myths had a strong tendency to idealize the characters depicted within, but the ones involving Sol Rock spoke of the Saint of Healing’s penchant for teasing him and his wives. One look at her now and I could tell she was dying with laughter inside at the torment her companions were feeling. The fact that I had yet to regain Sol Rock’s memories probably made the situation even funnier to her.


      For some reason, the idea of my teacher and principal being so deeply in love with a twelve-year-old student excites me more than them being with the ruler of the world. Is it because I’m an old soul? Not that I’d ever admit this out loud...


      Alshunna turned to Lady Frederica. “Do his memories have to be back for it to count?”


      “Well, I wouldn’t say that...”


      My measly twelve years of life experience didn’t give me a whole lot of insight, but the way that Lady Frederica and the others were reacting to the question made the answer pretty obvious. Even without my memories of the time we had spent together in the age of the myths—the time that we had spent creating the myths—the only thing that really mattered was that my soul was Sol Rock’s. The hard work of waiting thousands of years or reincarnating within years of me, both incredible in their own way, was already done. In fact, I was starting to feel bad about being unable to reciprocate that dedication.


      “Does everyone else have their memories back already?” I asked.


      “Yes, they do,” replied Lady Frederica. “We three did not reincarnate, but all of those who did have indeed recovered their memories.”


      Then again, there wasn’t much point in me fretting about not having my memories yet. My childhood friends aside, the attitude being shown by Lady Frederica, who practically ruled this world, Ms. Reen, and Principal Eliza left little doubt that I was indeed the reincarnation of Sol Rock. It wasn’t like I was the one making the claim and trying to dupe them into thinking so. On the off chance this was all one big mistake, however, all I could do was hope that I wouldn’t be held responsible.


      As for proof that Lady Frederica and the others were who they said they were, I didn’t need much more than the fact that the other teachers, students, and most of all, the mass media were respectfully staying away from the room that we were sheltering in.


      “Seriously? How many are there?”


      Finally understanding that I had no choice but to accept that I was indeed the reincarnated Absolute Ruler, I decided to move on to taking stock of the situation. The answer that I got, however, turned out to be more shocking than I had expected. Apparently, many of my other wives, even some who had only been mentioned in passing in the myths, had also been reincarnated, as had the majority of those in my inner circle at the time. And thanks to Lady Frederica’s maneuvering, they had already largely taken over most of the highest positions in the current era.


      “Wow...”


      Put simply, the entire world had already been prepared for Sol Rock’s return, and all that was left was for him to reclaim his empty throne. Out of morbid curiosity, I really wanted to ask what they expected a twelve-year-old boy to do when suddenly thrust into that seat.


      Despite being more mature than me in both body and mind, Lady Frederica started fiddling nervously. “I have no intention of forcing your awakening. It was just that I couldn’t stand, um, another day of knowing that you’re, you know, here, but we have to act like you’re not, and...”


      “It was getting hard for me too,” said Ms. Reen.


      “Me three!” Principal Eliza chimed in.


      Three for three. Hold on, I think what they want is to enjoy the current circumstances where I don’t have my memories back yet.


      “If I can be honest, I thought the status quo was hilarious.”


      Yep, there’s the upperclassman I’ve heard of.


      It was on this day that I learned that such a flawlessly beautiful person could make such a devious smile, thus broadening my horizons.


      Luna kneeled before me with practiced grace. “As for me, I wish to be your servant more than your childhood friend.”


      “Wait, hold on.”


      I still thought of Luna as my childhood friend and looked up to her, so it felt really weird hearing her refer to herself as my servant so naturally. My memories from the past twelve years were all I had, so I seriously hoped she would pump the brakes a little.


      Grabbing my arm, Alshunna said, “Either works for me, as long as I can stay by your side.”


      “Same,” declared Aina’noa, taking my other arm.


      I know they all mean well, but this is too sudden! What do I even do when girls suddenly get so close?! I’m still only a kid, not some womanizer who visits the rear palace every night!


      “Big bro...”


      “I’m sorry, Sophia...”


      Seeing the cute sister that I was close with being weirded out as a girl sent a pang through my heart. There was no disdain in her gaze, thankfully, but I understood what she was feeling. Not only were her three childhood friends—they were her friends too—suddenly her flesh-and-blood brother’s “women,” but so were the two prettiest members of the teaching staff and legendary figures from history. Anyone else in her shoes would react the same way.


      I wasn’t even sure exactly what I was apologizing for, but I felt the strong urge to say sorry to her. It seemed to me like my best play was to work on quickly regaining my memories so that I could stop causing more trouble for her.


      Frederica bowed. “I’m sorry, Lady Sophia. However, I wasn’t the only person who was running out of patience.”


      Before I had time to register what that meant, the chairman, who I’d thought an unrelated party caught up in our messy reunion, suddenly leaped out of his chair, shouting, “Lady Frederica!”


      “Mr. Chairman...?”


      Until this moment, he had kept a calm smile on his face. Or at least, on what I could see of his face, because he was wearing a fancy enigmatic mask that only left his mouth visible. That composure now made his dismay all the more obvious. I knew that the stories didn’t have a character that corresponded to the chairman, and Sol Rock had never had a sister. As it turned out, he had been dying to meet her.


      We had just gone over how differences in physical age were no longer a concern in the present day, but I couldn’t help raising my guard as Sophia’s brother. Unwittingly, I murmured, “Looks like I really do need my memories back soon.”


      Regaining my memories would allow me to properly read the situation and know how to react to it. I did want to enjoy being a child a while longer, but it was clear to me that was now a luxury I could not afford.


      Frederica spoke up. “Um, if you don’t mind a somewhat forceful method...”


      While Ms. Reen and Principal Eliza looked surprised and Julia gave off major aww, you’re ruining the fun vibes, Lady Frederica was clearly very eager for me to have my memories back. I couldn’t blame her since, according to the stories, she had always been the mediator of the group, a position that I knew came with untold stress.


      Somehow, the revelation that there was a way made me a little sad. It wasn’t too bad, though, as I’d had zero interaction with Lady Frederica so far in this life. If it was Luna’s group who had brought it up, I might have felt more blue about it.


      “How would that work?” If it’s really so convenient, why haven’t they already used it?


      “Well, we still have your original body preserved.”


      Oh, right. The “Divine Seat” that Lady Frederica’s title refers to is Sol Rock’s body. That changes things.


      “So that wasn’t just a dream.”


      Every so often, I had a dream where I woke up in a dark, unfamiliar place, unable to move a single finger. This had been happening for a while now. Nothing happened most times, and I simply waited until I woke up, but sometimes a beautiful girl would show up, saying something that I couldn’t catch. My view had been fuzzy, so I hadn’t tied her to it right away, but I now realized it had likely been Lady Frederica in another outfit. In other words, I had been unconsciously linking up with my preserved body for a few years now. That seemed to imply that I had the ability to treat my original body as part of myself.


      Judging by the bewilderment on Lady Frederica’s face, I gathered that she had no idea that this had been happening. I figured it was best to keep to myself the fact that I had seen her in her moments of weakness. It was best for me, for the girls who’d known me from my past, and most of all, for Lady Frederica herself. If I was to strive to live up to Sol Rock’s legacy, knowing when to stay silent was probably going to be a very useful skill.


      The coming days were surely going to be far more exuberant and full of life than I could ever imagine, and I was going to enjoy a long, long time with Frederica and all the others.
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