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      Chapter 1: The Advent of the Evangelist


      “Come on. Show me what you’ve got!”


      A red-haired young man stood before me with a bold and arrogant grin. Sheer darkness oozed from his figure, dwarfing that of the earlier Top Vassal. His presence was marked by a pressure that weighed heavily on the world itself. The word “transcendent” seemed to fit him to a T.


      He was poised like some coldhearted mafia boss. It clearly intimidated Emily, given how she was currently frozen stiff in my arms. I was willing to bet his overwhelming presence had the same effect on most people.


      But in my case, I simply looked him over with narrowed eyes.


      Who’s this...?


      Firstly, his power was off the charts. Secondly, he seemed to have taken the Top Vassal’s place. Thirdly, by the sound of it, he was clued in on the situation. That meant he must have been using the Top Vassal to observe us up until now.


      And even though chances were slim regardless, he didn’t seem like an OC—at least not the type who had any canon knowledge. That was assuming he wasn’t putting on an act or anything.


      With all this in mind, I concluded, “You must be the Evangelist.”


      “That I am. Ah, come to think of it, I haven’t introduced myself yet, have I? Sorry about that. Indeed, I am the Evangelist, the leader of the Vassals of the Overlord. That being said, those guys are simply pawns as I pursue my goal.”


      The Evangelist was a mysterious character who had never made a single appearance in the anime. I had far too little information on him, if any at all.


      He actually exists...? Fans speculated he wasn’t even real...


      Because the Vassals of the Overlord turned out to be a crazy cult with the express purpose of being comedic relief, fans had theorized that their so-called Evangelist was just some collective hallucination. Anyway, he was basically a character only ever mentioned by name. Heck, I had no idea if he was even human.


      But why had he shown up now, of all times?


      Actually, I already had an inkling. Based on everything he had said so far, he appeared to believe that we shared a common goal of becoming a “perfect being.” If I were to trust his words, then his appearance must have been out of some sense of connection—empathy, even.


      “You know, it may be hard to tell, but I’m rather elated. After all, I’ve never come across anyone else who shares my goal,” the Evangelist crooned. “Yes, I can feel it... Facing you like this, that feeling is unmistakable. You seek to break the shackles that are human limitations, all to transcend—to become something more. We are quite alike in that way...though we chose different paths to achieve that goal.”


      The question now was why he hadn’t appeared in the anime?


      Well, since the Top Vassals had shown up sometime after the Church, could this guy have lost his nerve after seeing them and learning about the gods? If so, I could hypothesize that this Evangelist wasn’t on the Church’s level. Another possibility was that he’d remained hidden because of a particular weakness against the divine or a disadvantage once the world had become more like the celestial realm.


      Whatever the case might be, I didn’t really care. Either way, thanks to my divine power, I had the upper hand against him.


      “Good... Yes, very good. I know how you feel. You want absolute power to rule over the world, don’t you? Well, so do I. Why else do you think I’m doing all of this?!”


      Though the Evangelist kept speaking, the gears in my head continued to turn. Faced with a situation that I knew next to nothing about from the anime, I couldn’t afford to stop thinking for even a single moment.


      Now that the Evangelist was here, what was stopping their so-called Overlord from popping up too? Hmm... But from the way he was talking, it sounded like the Overlord wasn’t in the picture just yet. The Evangelist had also said that the Vassals of the Overlord were for him to pursue his goal, not to worship the Overlord.


      In that case, I was facing two possibilities here. First, the Overlord could be nothing more than a hoax—propaganda fabricated by the Evangelist to gather more members. Second, the Evangelist could be planning to call himself the Overlord after he became a “perfect being.”


      Hmm...


      Countless calculations played out in my head. What was the Evangelist’s goal? How strong was he? And how could I wrap this all up in my favor?


      “Shall we get to it, then?” The Evangelist pulled his right hand out of his collar and held up his palm toward me.


      Next thing I knew, his hand appeared right in front of my face.


      “Oh?” After evading with a tilt of my head, I responded by whipping out a roundhouse kick, using the recoil from the impact to create some distance between us by launching myself backward.


      He’s really fast...but I can keep up. That being said, his attack seemed to lack genuine intent. I wasn’t about to let my guard down just yet.


      “You followed my attack... I knew it. You’ve evolved into something greater, haven’t you? Come now, don’t be shy. Tell me: How did you reach that? Where do you plan to go next?” His lips curled up in glee and his eyes sparkled as the pressure emanating from him grew weightier. “Ah, but from that kick... You’re holding out on me, aren’t you? Just standing there, observing me, instead of initiating a counterattack. Why? Am I not enough for you?”


      I wordlessly narrowed my eyes.


      “I know, I know. This worthless vessel isn’t doing me any favors. But see, even in this weakened state, I’m stronger than you. So, little chick—show me what you’ve got. I want to see it all. My time is precious, and I wouldn’t want to waste it on a dreary farce. You won’t disappoint me, will you?”


      §


      Clawlike nails swiped fiercely from left to right. Their sharpness was enough to rend human flesh like paper, but all they actually tore through was empty air.


      “Nice dodge,” crooned the Evangelist.


      Zil met the man’s lighthearted remark with chilling silence. Not an ounce of panic could be gleaned from his frigid expression and leisurely poise.


      Still, their fierce exchange was far from over.


      The Evangelist swung down his arm like a mighty hammer, only for Zil to evade.


      The Evangelist coated his hand in darkness and whipped it out like a gale, only for Zil to evade.


      The Evangelist shot out his nails like deadly needles, only for Zil to evade.


      “What a bore. Is that all you’re capable of? Evading?”


      “I could offer you the same remark. Are those claws your only parlor trick?”


      “Of course not.”


      The moment those words left the Evangelist’s lips, an army of pulsating, bloodred spears manifested in the air. They were all pointing at Zil, ready to skewer their foe with a single order from their commander.


      However, this didn’t come to pass.


      “Begone.”


      An invisible power burst from Zil. Goose bumps crawled over the Evangelist’s skin, but his attention was wholly drawn to the sight before his eyes: The spears revolving around Zil had all swelled and exploded, drenching their surroundings in blood. Yet Zil and the girl in his arms remained dry and clean, almost as if some invisible and impenetrable force field staved off any harm.


      The Evangelist shuddered. “That’s it...”


      That incomprehensible power, that unfathomable phenomenon... It utterly and decisively obliterated the unique power he wielded.


      The Evangelist’s lips warped into a deranged grin. “That’s it...! Yes, there it is! Therein lies your true worth! Just as I prepared my very own ‘core’ to surpass humanity, you too have a ‘core’ to transcend human bounds!” He chuckled darkly. “But this isn’t enough. Surely you have more up your sleeve. Won’t you give me a show?”


      Darkness enveloped the Evangelist’s figure. The next moment, he manifested behind Zil and whipped out a fist clad in pure darkness. In response, Zil spun around and blocked it with his leg—the limb encased in that same bizarre power.


      The clash birthed a massive shock wave that trampled over their surroundings and crushed the trees beneath them, but neither of the transcendents paid this expanding destruction any heed.


      “Is it that girl in your arms? Is she holding you back, limiting your movements? I see, I see. Then I shall get rid of her fir—”


      The Evangelist was cut off as Zil’s leg smashed against his face, causing the man to bend backward. However, not even the slightest bruise marred his face.


      “Aha. So it is her,” crooned the Evangelist as he lashed out with a return kick.


      Still supporting Emily with his right arm, Zil used his left to block the blow—and immediately narrowed his eyes.


      “Zil!” Emily cried.


      Bloodred thorns protruding from the Evangelist’s leg had stabbed right through his arm. With a click of his tongue, Zil yanked his arm free and leaped back.


      The Evangelist merely watched him. His maniacal grin had cooled into a frigid stare. “Encasing your body in that power should be trivial for you... You’re imposing limitations on yourself so as not to burden that girl, aren’t you?” He nodded. “Yes, of course. That power must be like a poison to ordinary humans. That explains why you never let it touch her. But listen here, little chick. It’s not doing you any favors. It forces you to block—just barely, might I add—when you could have simply dodged.”


      The Evangelist’s gaze swept over their surroundings.


      “Also, there’s a barrier over this area, isn’t there? Mm-hmm, okay. I get it now.” He brushed off a speck of dust from his shoulder and continued, “You came here with a specific goal in mind, for which you cannot afford to go all out.”


      Zil’s unreadable gaze pierced the Evangelist, but the man continued.


      “All right. I see where you’re coming from. The colossal nature of your true power could wipe the measly masses off the face of this continent. If you unleashed it to its fullest might, surely many consequences would follow. Yes, I understand. But I’ll have you know”—the Evangelist flippantly raised his right hand, his expression cold and uncaring—“I don’t give a damn about what you’re trying to do here.”


      Immense power coalesced in the Evangelist’s hand. Eerie hues of red and black mixed and gradually took form, growing larger and larger until its tip grazed the barrier over the forest—shattering it in an instant.


      “I’m not here to cater to your needs. I’m here to make you bend to mine.”


      In the Evangelist’s hand was a gigantic spear that loomed like a skyscraper. Its massive size was enough to destroy a mountain in a single strike. However, the Evangelist’s sights were not set on a mountain, but rather the capital of the Magic Republic.


      “You refuse to display your full strength out of concern for this country? So be it. I’ll just have to get rid of it for you.”


      “N-No!” Emily screamed from within Zil’s arms.


      “Come to think of it, little girl, you’re also reaching for the stars, aren’t you? Then it would do you well to keep in mind...the world bends to the will of the strong. As the strongest being present, I’ve earned the right to erase this puny corner of the world as I please.” The Evangelist’s lips curled into a chilling smile as he slowly swung his arm downward. “Behold and rejoice, for legends and myths are always born from ruin.”


      A single attack now presented the Magic Republic with a disaster of unprecedented proportions.


      §


      No mage failed to notice the barrier’s destruction. Naturally, Chloe was no exception. She had been outside the forest treating the wounds of both Stella and Kieran when her reflexes sharply drew her eyes upward.


      A massive threat was closing in on them, swallowing up the entire sky in its wake.


      “What is that...?” Stella went wide-eyed in horror. It was the first time Chloe had ever seen such a look on her apprentice’s face.


      Meanwhile, Kieran remained silent. His glowing eyes seemed to hide many brewing thoughts.


      Panicked voices resounded from the city.


      “Wh-What’s going on?!”


      “Something’s falling straight toward us!”


      “What do you mean, ‘something’?!”


      “How am I supposed to know?! It’s too big to tell what it is!”


      “W-We need to secure our grimoires...!”


      “And our research documents! Expert magic users, block that thing and—”


      “Oh no! Our formaldehyde-preserved friends are over there...!”


      The cheery and carefree voices that always filled the streets were now nowhere to be heard. This was another first for Chloe.


      Slowly, she closed her eyes.


      Whatever that thing was, it could destroy their nation in a single blow. Buildings would be crushed, people would be killed, and nothing would remain. Even if a single blow didn’t mean the end of it all, something told Chloe that their country could only survive a few more at most.


      She knew it was time to take action.


      “Niflheim.”


      Thus, the world’s greatest witch wielded her forbidden art.


      §


      “Oh?”


      A hint of amusement slipped into the Evangelist’s voice. His spear was slowing down under a creeping blanket of ice, but that was only the beginning. Gray clouds came rolling in over the blue sky, drastically dropping the temperature to below zero. The once lush forest had now swiftly transformed into a blizzard-ravaged icescape.


      This was no natural phenomenon. No, this was the work of someone exerting the power to reshape the world itself. This realization drew a smile out of the Evangelist.


      “Interesting... Somebody just took control of this entire area. A transcendent power, albeit incomparable to mine or the little chick’s. Hmm... So this is the forbidden art, huh?” The Evangelist smirked. “Unfortunately, this cannot stop me.”


      “Think again,” came a small voice from behind him.


      The Evangelist slowly looked over his shoulder and found a small girl dressed in white—the creator of this space. He chuckled darkly. “You must be the master of this spell. Not bad... Alas, it appears the caster isn’t as transcendent as the spell she wields. Regardless, managing to employ the forbidden art... Consider my interest piqued. I’d assumed it was unusable in human hands.”


      The girl’s brows creased ever so slightly.


      “And you even fail to comprehend its workings,” he observed. “That’s too bad. You’re not quite as impressive as I’d initially thought.”


      “I don’t care how you see me.”


      “Really now? Well, honestly... Neither do I.”


      Power swelled within the Evangelist’s arm. The ice encasing his spear creaked eerily as cracks began to form along its surface. Chloe swiftly responded by forming a new layer of ice, but alas, the Evangelist was a touch faster.


      “Checkmate,” he sneered.


      “Then...how’s this?” Instead of stopping the spear itself, Chloe clenched her fist and directed her ice toward its wielder—encasing the Evangelist’s body in a thick chunk of ice.


      “Oh?” The Evangelist looked down at his freezing body and shook his head. “Fascinating. You seem to possess the ability to freeze anything within this space at will. And naturally, that extends to the very source of the attack—me. Perhaps freezing concepts themselves is not impossible for you here in this domain... But this spell has a fatal weakness. A simple yet insurmountable weakness.”


      Black light emerged from the ice surrounding the Evangelist, instantly shattering it into countless fragments.


      “It helplessly crumbles before greater power.”


      Chloe’s expression warped bitterly, whereas the Evangelist spoke with an eerily gentle voice.


      “See? This is as far as you can go while shackled to the limitations of humanity. Though, I must say—you have much potential. If you’d like, I could free you from those mortal restraints.”


      “I’ll pass.”


      “Ah, well... So be it.”


      The Evangelist raised his left hand and hurtled a bloodred spear toward her. But before it could reach its target, it froze over and clattered to the ground.


      It was only then that the Evangelist fully turned his body to face Chloe, his lips curling into a wider smile. “I suppose the peak of humanity still calls for my full attention. Very well, then. You shall be this spear’s first victim.”


      “I do not permit it.”


      The Evangelist sensed a surge of power and heard the sound of forming cracks before the enormous spear above his right hand shattered instantly.


      “Oh?” The Evangelist lowered his right hand and brought up the corner of his lips. Appearing before the Evangelist once again was the boy, though the air about him had changed significantly. “So, even this spear is nothing to you...”


      “I cannot allow the likes of you to kill my mentor.”


      The Evangelist’s fervid smile swiftly warped into a perplexed scowl. “Your...mentor? Her? Hah. With the massive gulf between you two, I never would’ve guessed...” He paused. “Wait. You aren’t holding that girl. Where did she go?”


      “With the barrier gone, so too is any reason to keep her in my arms. And while you so graciously turned your attention to my mentor... Hmph. You see, I have a subordinate whose sensitivity to my needs exceeds even my own. That fool actually came here despite the danger present...”


      The Evangelist pursed his lips. If he were to take Zil’s words at face value, that meant this subordinate of Zil’s had managed to get this close and take the girl, all under the Evangelist’s nose without notice. How could that be? The mere notion left him utterly baffled.


      Zil’s voice cut into his thoughts. “With this, my restraints have been lifted.”


      The Evangelist narrowed his eyes. “What?”


      Chloe turned to him. “Zil?”


      “My mentor’s forbidden art now saturates this space, obstructing foreign observers from detecting my power, while the blizzard physically obscures my figure. As for witnesses within this country... They should no longer be cause for concern for me, even if it called for a slight gamble.” Zil smiled darkly. “I have awaited this very moment for too long. Now, I can act under the notice of all others.”


      “What are you...?”


      “As much as I loathe to admit it, relieving this world of your existence demands my full attention. However, for my goal, laying the groundwork was necessary. Now, I am ready—to unleash my divine aura and heavenly arrays.”


      The world around Zil began to shift.


      The Evangelist’s perplexed grimace gave way to a wide grin. “Finally... Just what I’ve been waiting for!”


      Meanwhile, a hint of shock slipped into Chloe’s expressionless face. “Zil, is that...?”


      “Indeed. I too have forbidden art inscribed into my flesh.”


      Chloe wordlessly reached out and patted Zil on the head.


      Zil squinted. “What are you doing?”


      “I’m glad you weren’t crippled.”


      “Hmph...”


      The Evangelist observed the pair with a fascinated smile. One wielded a forbidden art, while the other sought to become a “perfect being.” On the Evangelist’s path to perfection, they were more than worthy to be used as tools. “Interesting... Very interesting. You may have the honor of knowing my name.”


      Countless massive spears manifested behind the Evangelist.


      Divine power began to circulate throughout Zil’s body.


      Creeping ice crackled around Chloe.


      “My name is Ewig. Rejoice, for you have been chosen to serve as stepping stones for my goal!”


      Zil’s expression instantly darkened. “I will see to it that you die a thousand deaths.”


      “Why do I feel like that guy just stepped on Zil’s land mine...?” Chloe muttered.


      Just a beat later, three figures clashed.


      §


      “I’ll go first.”


      Ewig unleashed his army of bloodred spears—though given their massive size, they were better likened to pillars. At over ten times the speed of sound, they sliced through the blizzard. Each one harbored enough force to pierce through mountains and destroy entire towns—yet they still failed to strike their two intended targets.


      “Pathetic,” Zil spat.


      The spears targeting him swelled and exploded, a bloody rain coating the snow-white canvas. Meanwhile, those targeting Chloe froze over and crashed to the ground, violently rattling the bloody icescape.


      Not a single spear had made it anywhere near them.


      “Goodness, what a thrilling sight...”


      Ewig’s face lit up like a child who’d just found a new toy. Before him now were two powerhouses capable of single-handedly reforming the land, the likes of which were quite the rarity in this world. Ewig certainly couldn’t name many like them off the top of his head. The sight was so novel, so refreshing, that he couldn’t help but smile.


      Just as that expression crept onto Ewig’s face, his entire head was suddenly frozen into a block of ice.


      Chloe clenched her fist. “Shatter.”


      The ice heeded her command—but alas, Ewig’s head remained intact, his expression just as breezy as it had been before being frozen.


      “Did you forget? You cannot harm me,” he crooned. “Raw power is a double-edged sword. When faced with those below you, you’re insurmountable. Yet when faced with those above you, those who simply have more, you’re utterly helpless. Such is the way of the world. Defeat me? Impossible.”


      “You seem to take pleasure in lecturing others. Is that why you call yourself the Evangelist? Hmm, Ewig?” Suddenly, Zil appeared above Ewig, swinging down his leg infused with divine power.


      Ewig swiftly hurtled several bloodred spears toward Zil’s leg, but they hardly slowed him down as the force from his kick shattered them. “You’re pretty tough,” Ewig mused, instead raising his right arm overhead.


      Zil’s leg and Ewig’s arm collided in the air, sweeping the land with a tremendous force. It was like a massive earthquake that could shatter even the thickest of armor like glass, but Ewig’s arm—despite having borne the brunt of it—remained entirely unscathed.


      The man simply smiled and said, “Nice kick.”


      Zil dubiously narrowed his eyes. “You...”


      His gaze fell to Ewig’s arm. It was encased in tough red material—coagulated blood—like a gauntlet. Though it was now cracked and warped, it had been successful in protecting Ewig from Zil’s kick. Having served its purpose, it then dissipated like mist.


      Ewig’s lips curled into a smile. “When faced with this blood, that power of yours seems to lack the same effectiveness it has against my darkness. If I just fortify my defenses like so, I can at least avoid being knocked away. Well, the shock still went through my armor and broke some bones, but that’s hardly an issue—”


      Zil cut off Ewig’s ramblings with a wind blade.


      Ewig evaded by a hair’s breadth, but by then, Zil had already disappeared from his view. When Zil next appeared, he was right below Ewig, jabbing a sharp elbow toward the man’s abdomen—which Ewig managed to block with his right hand.


      Ewig swiftly went on the offensive. He reached out for Zil’s face with his left hand, but aborted this motion when Zil’s body began to emit a golden light. Instead, he whipped out a kick, which Zil met with his own. Their equal forces canceled out and simply threw them both backward.


      They had reached a stalemate, their exchange of offense and defense never leaning too far to either side.


      An ecstatic chuckle spilled from Ewig’s lips. He summoned more spears and wasted no time hurtling them at Zil, who nimbly dodged every last one as he prepared his next attack.


      Suddenly, a dark shadow fell over Ewig.


      “Hmm?”


      A gigantic arm of snow had grown from the ground. Its palm—several times larger than a mansion—now swung down toward Ewig as if swatting a fly.


      However, Ewig hardly batted an eye at the sight. “Oh? It seems you are still keeping some cards close to your chest” was all he said as he flung his bloodred spears at the snow arm.


      The white hand was blasted into chunks and crumbled to the ground, sending another bout of tremors across the land. However, Ewig was filled not with triumph, but rather confusion. Chloe had been the one controlling that snow hand. Though he had been intent on damaging it, he hadn’t expected it to collapse so easily.


      His doubts were soon cleared when a fist emerged from beyond the curtain of crumbling snow, revealing that the white hand had been no more than a cover for this attack.


      “Begone.”


      The punch sent Ewig crashing straight into the snowy ground, launching a pile of snow into the air as he was buried into the wintery landscape.


      His assailant—Zil—followed him with his gaze, in which Chloe observed a glint of displeasure. Evidently, Ewig was far from dead, and this battle was not over just yet. Power circulated through flesh inscriptions in preparation—


      “Gosh. What is that power?”


      —when a lazy, drawling voice came from beneath the snow, punctuated by a massive explosion. Emerging from the snow, still entirely unscathed, was Ewig.


      “Though it appears the Frost Witch wields something similar, the purity of yours is on another level. No difference in skill or mastery can explain that.” Ewig casually brushed the snow off his clothes. And the second following that, he suddenly appeared right in front of Zil. “Say, little chick, where did you get that power? Did you make it yourself? How? No power is born from nothing. It must’ve come from somewhere. Come on—tell me!”


      “Hmph. You demand the answer from me instead of seeking it out yourself? Truly, you are nothing more than third-rate vermin. Rack your brain as best as you can—that is, with the meager time left in your sorry life,” Zil muttered as he unleashed a burst of divine power.


      “Aw. That’s too bad.”


      Ewig defended himself with a wall of bloodred spears. It swiftly crumbled before Zil’s divine power, but it had served its purpose of impeding a direct hit.


      With a growing smile, Ewig produced new spears and began launching them at Zil in succession. “Good grief. Where you kicked me sure is taking its time to regenerate. But just as I thought—this body is weak against that power. Crafting sorcery was such a painstaking endeavor, yet here you are, shutting it down with ease... Unbelievable.”


      Contrary to his words, Ewig was still smiling. In fact, a belligerent air brewed about him, inviting Zil to do more.


      “But after watching you...” Ewig slowly raised his right hand. “I’ve figured something out.” A new horde of bloodred spears charged toward Zil. Ewig eagerly looked on with narrowed eyes to see Zil’s reaction.


      Alas, nothing would come of it as Chloe froze the spears. All the while, Zil—fully trusting her defenses—unleashed a sword of light. This caught Ewig completely off guard, allowing the sword to pierce straight through his body.


      But Ewig simply muttered something under his breath, ignoring the agonizing pain that assailed his body from the sword. Not even the smell of burning flesh rattled his streaming thoughts.


      “Is it a matter of raw power? No, wait... What was it you said? That sorcery ‘goes against the ways of the world’? Well, you’re not wrong... After all, it turned the supposed unavoidable fate of death that awaits all humans into a completely avoidable thing. But it sounds to me like you know something... Whatever the case, I find your perspective deeply fascinating. It’s almost as if...you have a bird’s-eye view of the world. As if you’ve already witnessed the grander workings of this world.”


      Zil launched Ewig back with a kick, while Chloe sent a massive wave of ice after him. The icy torrent spanned the entire sky that looked upon the Magic Republic, seeking to swallow Ewig whole. But he simply fended it off with a blast of darkness and a deluge of blood.


      “Whatever caused you to harbor such a perspective...is the key.” Ewig finally emerged from his pool of thoughts. He pulled the sword of light out of his own abdomen, gave his stomach a light pat, noted the slow regeneration, and casually levitated into the air. “Mm-hmm. All right. I think I’ve got the gist of it... But I can’t leave it at that. I still need to keep picking your brain—because somewhere in there is the key to my goal!”


      Suddenly, the world around Ewig began to tremble. The blizzard in his vicinity was overwritten with an aura of blood and darkness, which soon coalesced into one singular point. Space itself cried out, birthing a field of energy that seemed to crush everything around it.


      “I will uncover everything about this world... Only then can I attain true perfection.” Ewig’s lips curled into a wide smile. “Now then... Any objections, little chick?”


      Finally, the world was painted black.


      “Witness my great undertaking—Severance.”


      Instantly, Chloe’s white world was pierced by a single black beam. The blizzard was parted, space was gouged, and sound was blasted into a static ring. A curtain of darkness draped the heavens, as if night had come in one fell swoop.


      “That’s as far as you go.” Chloe formed layer upon layer of ice shields to impede the darkness surging toward Zil.


      “Oh?” Ewig hummed in intrigue. His attack could easily destroy an entire nation, yet the Frost Witch had instantaneously raised a defensive maneuver against it. There was no longer any doubting her skill.


      Alas, it still wasn’t enough.


      “You amped up your defense with my earlier attack in mind, hmm? Unfortunately for you, this one’s a little different.”


      The darkness instantly swallowed Chloe’s ice shields. Even her forbidden art had failed to slow this wave of destruction. That single massive attack had been packed with an indescribable, transcendent power.


      Chloe gritted her teeth. “Zil!”


      “Your move, little chick,” Ewig crooned.


      Before this immense power, the likes of which no human could possibly fend off, Zil simply spread his arms wide. He wore a cold and indifferent gaze as the divine power within him circulated—activating a heavenly array.


      “Behold the wisdom of the gods—Shield of the Light God.”


      Suddenly, the world was embraced by a brilliant gleam. Blinding light emerged from Zil’s hands and formed a massive wall that bridged the heavens and the earth.


      On one side, a beam of darkness.


      On the other, a bulwark of light.


      Their clash generated a shock wave that shook the world itself. The deafening roar drowned out Ewig’s maniacal laughter, while the blinding light obscured Zil’s frigid countenance. As the shield of light stood firm and unscathed, so too did the beam of darkness that had crashed against it. These clusters of absolute power ravaged their surroundings yet remained undaunted before the other.
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      “Fascinating! Oh, how intriguing! The principle behind that light is utterly unfathomable! Even this world of ice contains power beyond human hands but not beyond human understanding! Perhaps it still has much potential, but at this present stage, it’s well within the bounds of logic!”


      However, that wall of light was a true mystery that housed the unknown. By analyzing it, Ewig could surely reach even greater heights.


      “Argh?! G-Gah...! Ha... Ha ha...! This feeling...! It’s like my brain is going to explode just trying to analyze it! Is that power just innately incompatible with me?! Ha ha ha...! This is incredible!”


      Ewig’s laughter rang amid the chaos. Unable to withstand the tremendous storm of energy, his hands were gradually reduced to tatters. The speed of that destructive force made it impossible for his regeneration to keep up. However, Ewig didn’t back down in the slightest. Far from it; he injected his attack with more power in a bid to uncover more of Zil’s secrets.


      “Will you show your true strength? Or will we destroy the world right here and now? Let’s see which comes—”


      Before he could finish speaking, Ewig’s face was encased in ice yet again—but that lasted for merely a moment. Cracks instantly formed over the surface until the ice shattered into chunks.


      Though hidden for not even a second, Ewig’s face had emerged from the ice with a displeased scowl. His glare was laser focused on the girl clothed in white flying nearby. “You have lost my interest,” he said darkly. “I liken you to a pesky little fly, always buzzing persistently by my ear. Get out of my—”


      “Yet you still offer her your attention,” came a voice from behind. “Let it be known, vermin, that folly has sealed your fate.”


      Ewig went wide-eyed with shock. Impossible. His wall of light is still active. How is he behind me? That spell clearly needs to be constantly fed that unknown power of his. He shouldn’t be able to control it remotely...!


      Alas, Ewig was ignorant to the fact that Zil’s spell—that heavenly array—could remain active so long as he continued feeding divine power into his body’s arrays. His ignorance also extended to the reality that all was going according to Zil’s plan. It was exactly how he had envisioned it after he’d confirmed that Chloe was capable of buying him a few seconds.


      “Despite not being impervious to my mentor’s attacks, you still harbored overzealous confidence in your immortality.” Zil huffed. “I seem to lack the power to suppress you in this form. Rejoice, vermin. You shall have the honor of perishing before my true form.”


      The sudden change in Zil’s figure added to Ewig’s compounding shock, fulfilling its role in making another opening—one that Zil used to circle around to Ewig’s rear and grab the back of his head.


      “Why, you—!”


      “Too slow,” Zil muttered, injecting divine power into Ewig’s body.


      “AAAAARGH!”


      What is this?! What is this?! What is this?!


      Ewig’s body was pillaged by an unknown power, subjecting him to immense torment and tearing an agonized scream from his throat. The pain that assaulted his body now was incomparable not only to what he had felt from the sword of light, but to anything he’d experienced since the creation of sorcery.


      G-Gah...! I can’t...understand...! B-But I was right after— Urgh! Th-This vessel is too—


      Gradually, Ewig felt his consciousness slip away. But to him, more shameful than anything else...was that he had yet to uncover the mystery before his eyes.




      The darkness surging from Ewig slowly subsided, but Zil didn’t let up in the slightest as he injected the man’s body with even more divine power. His intent to thoroughly crush the man, here and now, was conveyed clearly in the force of his power.


      “That hex your subordinates used... They called it ‘Rakshasa Transformation,’ yes? It alters the very core of a person’s existence... Very fascinating.” Zil’s lips slowly curled into a chilling smile. “Furthermore, that enormous spear and torrent of darkness you wielded... You seem to fancy carrying yourself in a conspicuous manner. Then what better punishment to subject you to than a silent and unnoticeable death?”


      With one final, heavy burst of divine aura, Ewig’s skin began to crumble from his body. The ferocious force was eager to crush his very existence.


      “Alas,” Zil continued, “it serves little meaning given this isn’t your primary body. With that, farewell.”


      No response came. The invisible attack had ravaged Ewig from the inside, causing his body to erupt into a fountain of blood.


      Thus, this battle welcomed a muted conclusion.


      §


      The blizzard cleared, making way for sunlight to bathe the land in its brilliance once more. Slowly but surely, the ice and snow that had blanketed the land melted away, returning the world to its original form.


      I nonchalantly tossed aside the tattered body in my grasp. It was the body Ewig had been using just moments ago, but now it had reverted to the appearance of the Top Vassal I took out before Ewig popped up.


      I was willing to bet that Ewig had aborted his possession just before any harm came to his true body. Did he surrender? Hard to say. After all, that guy didn’t strike me as the type to just turn tail when times got tough.


      The Vassals of the Overlord...


      Their immortality and sorcery were definitely things to look out for. Not to mention the fact that their leader had turned out to be far stronger than any of the Continent’s Strongest. Given his fatal weakness to the divine, I wouldn’t go so far as to label him my number one priority just yet... But I had to admit, the curiosity was now mutual.


      Guess this calls for some investigation...


      Back when Babel had gotten invaded, I’d brushed off the Vassals of the Overlord. But now that their Top Vassals and Evangelist were in the picture, it was about time I took them seriously.


      Ewig was especially problematic. Who knew how strong he was in his original body? It could go one of two ways: Either his full strength was what I saw earlier...or possessing a foreign body had weakened him. The latter would be bad news. He was already shockingly strong in a Top Vassal’s body. But to be even stronger in his own flesh?


      Ugh, what a headache.


      Most importantly, him calling me a stepping stone had really hit a sore spot. That instantly boosted him up on my hit list.


      “Zil?”


      I slid my gaze to the side, where Chloe was levitating off the ground. She looked at me with a tilted head. Our eyes locked.


      After a short pause, I answered, “Yes. I am Zil.”


      Apologizing wasn’t Zil’s style. But...I felt like this was grounds for an exception. After all, I had used her pretty extensively during the fight. I had no regrets since it had been necessary for my survival, but that didn’t mean I always had to act in bad faith. It simply wasn’t my style to repay a helping hand with a slap on the cheek.


      I slowly opened my mouth. “I—”


      “Wow. They grow up so fast... Even physically. Shocking.”


      “What.”


      “My child is all grown up.”


      “Wait, listen. I—”


      “I need to brag about this.”


      “Listen to me—”


      Chloe zoomed through the sky at a frightening speed. My poker face worked overtime to suppress all my inner panic as I hurriedly chased after her.


      §


      While chasing after Chloe, I reflected on the recent series of events.


      The long and short of it was that everything had gone according to plan. Now, that wasn’t to say that there hadn’t been any hiccups along the way. Still, I had been able to steer the situation pretty well and had ultimately managed to paint the picture that I wanted.


      I totally looked like some hero straight out of a fairy tale, right? Well, let’s get the obvious out of the way: I hadn’t acted purely out of goodwill. Of course, seeing the way that Top Vassal—his name was Sanjel, according to Kieran—treated Emily did drive me up a wall. But that was only because she had really grown on me. There was no sense of justice or righteousness at play here.


      Now, before I go about explaining my actions, I’d like to preface by reiterating my three main goals in the Magic Republic: recruit Stella, peruse the grimoire, and acquire their divine power.


      When I saved Emily and flew into the air, a sudden thought struck me: Can’t I take advantage of this situation?


      Even a Top Vassal like Sanjel was nothing to Zil. Had I let my emotions take the reins, that guy would’ve been mincemeat at the snap of a finger. Heck, I would’ve worked up a bigger sweat preparing cup noodles. But I had decided against it. In fact, I’d taken quite the different approach. I’d taken my sweet time—prattling on like some righteous hero and dismantling every move that guy made—before dealing the final blow.


      Why bother with this sham in such a roundabout way? Simple: to earn brownie points with Stella. After all, who would hate the person that saved their friend? Especially if that person turned out to be a really nice guy.


      With that in mind, I’d put on a bit of a performance. Just as I played Zil the final boss to earn my subordinates’ obedience, this time I had played Zil the dark hero to lay the groundwork for recruiting Stella. That being said, nothing I’d told the Top Vassal had been a lie. Rather than putting on a performance, it was actually more like I had allowed some of my true self to bleed to the surface...


      Anyway, the fact remained that I’d had an ulterior motive. I had no intention of justifying that, much less deluding myself into thinking that I’d acted out of the kindness of my heart.


      That was terribly calculating of me... But no regrets here.


      Nobody had come out the other side of this incident worse off. Emily was safe, and Stella was happy. Means and motives aside, everyone undeniably had gotten a happily ever after ending. As the saying goes: The end justifies the means. Even if the means was a crappy third-rate drama that was scripted, directed, and performed all by yours truly.


      My ultimate goal is to overthrow the gods and give a middle finger to my fate of dying as fodder. If I don’t keep my eyes on the prize—in other words, survival—then I can kiss any chance of standing against the gods goodbye.


      Anyway, this incident basically served as a nice little boost toward my goal of recruiting Stella... At least, that was how it all should’ve been, until Ewig popped up out of the blue. See, I’d had no way to overpower him without going all out and metaphorically ripping off my disguise. But doing that would’ve been bad news for Emily as long as she was in my arms. It wasn’t like I’d had the option to simply let her go, at the time at least.


      Then, while dodging Ewig’s attacks, a light bulb had gone off in my head to just drag Chloe and the Magic Republic into this whole mess. In doing so, I could not only crush Ewig but also achieve my goal in this country—two birds with one stone!


      Chloe’s forbidden art, Niflheim, allowed her to take full control of an area by saturating it with divine power. She could freeze anything and everything on a whim, even whip up a blizzard with a flick of her finger. The icing on the cake? Just by itself, the ice attribute was already incredibly potent and versatile.


      Incidentally, after acquiring the forbidden art, Chloe had also applied her learnings to her own magic and made similar spells... Ah, but all of that wasn’t really important at the moment.


      Anyway, the best way to describe Chloe’s spell would probably be “flashy.” I mean, she could turn the entire Magic Republic into a winter wonderland if she just put her mind to it. With such a huge blizzard in place, could any outside observer make heads or tails of what was going on inside? Not a chance.


      Not to mention that the entire space was also saturated with divine power. So what if I unleashed a bit of my divine power in there? If anyone got suspicious, all I would have to say was “Oh, that? It was all the Frost Witch. Ya know how witches are, always going over the top. Crazy, huh?”


      All in all, Niflheim was the perfect smoke screen to avoid the curious gazes of other nations.


      And here’s the kicker: The Frost Witch, one of the Continent’s Strongest, had just made a huge move. Even if the Republic’s citizens started to spread word about me, everybody’s eyes would now be naturally drawn to her. After all, who made more sense as the source of that remarkable power: some random kid or the Frost Witch herself?


      So, did that mean it was fine for me to be exposed to the citizens of the Republic? Well, to them, I was the hero who swooped in and saved their country, so I didn’t have to worry about being identified as a threat or a nuclear missile or whatever. Besides, the Magic Republic’s executives might be materialistic, but they were no fools. They would never make an enemy of me—by, for example, forming alliances with foreign nations just to eliminate me—when I was on friendly terms with Chloe and just saved their nation. If anything, I had my bets on them trying to win me over.


      This was the best part of it all: I’d saved their country and proved my worth. Could the Magic Republic’s executives afford to brush off my request?


      The answer was a resounding no.


      See, the executives had brains but no brawn while I had public sentiment on my side. My two remaining objectives here were all but accomplished.


      First came perusing the grimoire... No issues here. The citizens of the Magic Republic would probably recommend it to me before I even opened my mouth. My only real obstacle would’ve been Chloe the shotacon. I’d feared that she’d go through her awakening right on the spot to tear me away from a crippled fate. But now, I had no reason to worry since she’d seen me safely wield another forbidden art.


      Second came acquiring the Magic Republic’s divine power... This was also in the bag. Why? Because these people knew next to nothing about what divine power actually was. Heck, they’d probably be relieved to hear that I was asking for “so little.” On that note, it would probably be best to ask for a monetary reward of some kind as well, just so the executives don’t start digging into it...


      Not everything had been smooth sailing, but it was no exaggeration to say that things were perfectly falling into place for me. After all, I’d achieved nearly everything I’d come here for.


      The only thing left for me to do was to bask in this sense of accomplishment as the Magic Republic’s citizens welcomed me and Chloe back with cheers and applause. No doubt they were hailing us as heroes at this very moment.


      §


      A merciless blizzard froze the world.


      An army of bloodred spears rained down on the earth.


      A beam of darkness tore through the air.


      As a barrage of incomprehensible phenomena rampaged about, a golden light suddenly pierced the heavens.


      The earth crumbled, the heavens parted, and space itself seemed to cry out in agony. The shock waves alone shattered distant buildings, flattened the forest, and launched rubble and debris into the air. Nothing was spared from the destruction and chaos.


      Playing out before their eyes was none other than a cataclysm. It was an upheaval of the world itself, the likes of which were only spoken of in ancient tales and legends. The sight was so grand, so unreal, and so far and away beyond what they believed magic was capable of.


      Their country was now host to a clash of extraordinary and transcendent powers, one side seeking to destroy and the other striving to protect. The atmosphere itself was saturated with magical energy and unknown power, making them feel as though icicles were stabbing into their backs.


      It went without saying how the people of the Magic Republic reacted to this spectacle.


      “I-It’s beautiful...!”


      “The Frost Witch’s magical energy! It’s filling the air! O-Oh my goodness! That magical energy and strange power emanating from that silver-haired child feel so...wonderful!”


      “Ooh... Oooooh!!!”


      “Th-The measuring apparatus! Hurry, turn it on!”


      “Way ahead of you!”


      “Man, I wish my formaldehyde-soaked friend was here to see this...”


      “Wait! I-Isn’t that a forbidden art?!”


      “G-Goodness...!”


      “Are you saying that boy Zil is also capable of wielding a forbidden art?!”


      They were over the moon.


      Hardly any were evacuating. Was this because of the trust they had in Chloe and Zil to protect them? Not at all. The mages were simply of a one-track mind—they saw magic, so they stayed. Some lunatics were even trying to be frozen by Chloe’s spell.


      “That child... During the demonstration, didn’t he use expert spells of every attribute besides ice? Could it be that he can’t use the ice attribute...because the Frost Witch hasn’t taught him yet?”


      “And he can also use a forbidden art...?”


      “Huh? Then, doesn’t that make him God...?”


      That word instantly drew the attention of a certain man. “You are correct.”


      “Ah! Y-You’re...!”


      The mages remembered this man. He went by the name Kieran and acted as both that boy’s servant and avid believer. There had been many times he’d insisted that Zil was God and admonished them for failing to see the truth.


      “A-Aah...”


      “Wh-What have we done...?”


      Realization dawned on the people of the Republic. They were convinced that Zil was none other than the God of Magic, the sacred and exalted being that would guide them to the truth of this world.


      They drowned in despair and lamented their past ignorance. Didn’t the essence of magic lie in turning armchair theories into reality? How could they pride themselves as lovers of magic when they had just thoughtlessly dismissed the very existence of God as a mere fairy tale?


      But this man, Kieran... He was different. Not only did he believe in God, but he also strove to open their eyes to the truth—to enlighten them. Yet time and time again, they had covered their ears and averted their eyes. Perhaps there was still time for those researchers who had been studying God to redeem themselves, but what of the rest of them? Surely, they were far beyond salvation.


      This realization of their unseemly fate caused despair to swallow them whole. But the worse part of all? Their own foolishness. Why had they been so convinced that God didn’t exist? How could they have come to that conclusion so confidently when magic was all about probing the unknown?


      “All of you are fools. You failed to open your eyes to the true nature of Lord Zil’s identity all this time,” Kieran declared, chastising them. Yet his lips were curled into a soft, almost gentle smile. “However, I was the same once upon a time. Lord Zil’s benevolence knows no bounds. He has allowed a fool like me to stay in his presence and granted forgiveness to the imbeciles of the Church.”


      Light shone upon Kieran’s back.


      Overcome with emotion, some of the mages exclaimed that it was a halo, muttering that he had been a recipient of God’s favor. Of course, the source of this light was actually the Shield of the Light God that Zil had deployed against Ewig’s Severance. It had absolutely nothing to do with Kieran. Alas, not a single soul took notice, for this country was home to only idiots and simpletons.


      “Offer your sincere worship henceforth, and Lord Zil will surely accept you. Perhaps it’s far too soon for all of you to awaken to true faith, but fret not—Lord Zil sees everything. Someday, your faith will reach him... Thus, the day you arrive at the truth is not far.”


      Silence swept over the scene, pregnant with emotion, before the voices of the mages resounded one after the other.


      “He has established our faith...!”


      “O-Our founding father!”


      “P-Please, bestow your guidance upon us!”


      “We are ashamed to admit that we lack knowledge of faith and worship...”


      Kieran nodded. “Very well. I shall teach starting with the basics.”


      Thus, Kieran became known to the people of the Magic Republic as their founding father. This was the moment that the Magic Republic of Magia welcomed a new chapter to its history. However, those more sound of mind called the event the beginning of the end.


      In particular, a certain thought crossed Zil’s mind upon later witnessing the change in the people: Maybe this world really would be better off without these guys...


      §


      Somewhere not in this world, a young red-haired man slowly opened his eyes.


      “Ah, well. With a vessel of that caliber, there was only so much I could do. After all, among the Top Vassals, that man was the weakest. He was only given a position because of his compatibility with immortality. Still, he was too measly to serve as my vessel...”


      The young man—Ewig—then let out a yawn and stretched his limbs as if he’d just awoken from a long slumber.


      “Hmm... It’ll take more than a Top Vassal’s body for me to judge that little chick’s true strength. Ah, I suppose aiming straight for the head isn’t necessary. How about starting with his hands and feet? Even the weak links of the bunch can accomplish that much if I just grant them some more power... Ah, I’ll also need to start gathering intel. Guess it’s time to start replenishing my forces...”


      Ewig stared intently at his hands—his right clad in darkness and his left in blood—as he continued muttering to himself.


      “I just don’t get it... If I am to become a perfect being, what is the last piece to the puzzle? His unknown power seems to be a fatal weakness of mine. And there’s nothing ‘perfect’ about having a weakness. Hmm... I suppose I have work to do as well.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Reach for the Stars


      Two days had passed since the battle with Ewig. Many things had happened in that time, but none were really noteworthy enough for a detailed rundown. Instead, how about a rough overview?


      For starters, what had happened immediately following that whole mess?


      Well, I’d chased Chloe all the way back to the Magic Republic’s capital, where the citizens had welcomed us with a whole load of nonsensical cheers. “The God of Magic is here!” “We were fools! Please, forgive us!” “We offer you our faith and worship!” and so on and so forth.


      Besides that, the citizens had started hailing Kieran as their “founding father” for some odd reason. Chloe had bragged about me, only for the people to look at her in awe and start worshipping her too. Stella had been off in her own world, trying to drink up all of Chloe’s melted ice.


      Great. The recap just started, and we’re already going off the rails. I gazed lifelessly off into the distance. The aftermath was wilder than the battle itself... I don’t even know what to say.


      To be fair, the outcome itself wasn’t bad. I’d at least avoided the worst-case scenario of being designated as a threat.


      But you see, I just couldn’t help but wonder: Why the hell does everyone keep worshipping me like a god? Every. Damn. Time. With each move I made, they read into it way too much. Whenever I made the simplest of statements, they came away with profound meaning. A single step down the street brought people to their knees. A single word of response brought tears of joy to their eyes. Before I knew it, a line had formed in front of me—all “believers” waiting to offer their gifts to “God.”


      Honestly, it was starting to scare me. I wanted nothing more than to tell them to stop giving me those looks and breathing so heavily like a bunch of creeps—maybe even to threaten to call the police—but alas, I had a character to maintain. Cowering before a horde of freaks wasn’t Zil’s style. In fact, he’d probably accept the masses’ worship like it was the most natural thing in the world. Hence, I could do naught but put on a poker face and see it all through—as Zil.


      Man, I can’t believe I survived that...


      It was frightening work, wading through that crowd of believers and accepting all their offerings. We’re talking about national treasures, pricey rings, precious jewels, foodstuffs, magic items, plots of land, entire mansions, and even...parts of formaldehyde-preserved mages... With each gift I received, I felt my soul whittle away bit by bit.


      Who the hell even gives a part of their formaldehyde-preserved friend as a gift? Is this some kind of harassment or something?


      Unfortunately, with Zil’s sharp perception, I could see right through the mages—and I sensed they were acting purely out of goodwill. Honestly, at this point, I would’ve preferred if they were actually harassing me.


      But I had no reason to correct their misunderstanding. In fact, that’d be a bad move on my part. Remember how the Church mistook me for a god and I let them be—even going so far as to affirm their misunderstanding—since it worked in my favor? Well, because of that, I now had no choice but to keep up the act. Refuting their worship meant inviting the Church’s suspicions, and the last thing I needed was to blow my cover and let things escalate into an all-out war.


      Thus, I was just...kinda stuck as a god now. I wasn’t going around introducing myself as one, but if someone came up and asked, I’d have to nod my head.


      Honestly, the whole thing was rather suffocating, but there was a silver lining to all this: None of the mages tried to undress like the people of the Church had. Apparently, not even Kieran would keep prattling on about how “stripping is true faith” after the incident at the Church.


      Anyway, Chloe had been right by my side throughout this whole predicament—because, well, she was a victim too. She had had a mountain of gifts in her arms, obscuring her figure from waist up—including the empty and lifeless look in her eyes.


      Ah, and one more thing: Chloe’d had enough of Stella’s little ice-licking fit so she’d turned her into an ice cube without warning. Only that had drawn the envious stares of the other mages toward the girl. For some reason, a handful of them had also looked at me with expectant gazes.


      This place is terrifying... Am I trapped here?


      Just as I’d been losing all hope, a true superhero had swooped in and saved the day.


      Emily had yelled, “We don’t have all day! Please, wrap this up! We still have to eat lunch!” She had actually managed to shoo everyone away. Her figure had been so gallant, so dashing, that I’d nearly scrapped my facade and called her “my lord and savior” right then and there. I hadn’t acted on that urge, of course—that’d have been a pretty stupid way to waste all my efforts till now—but I was incredibly grateful to her on the inside.


      That had been how the five of us were able to make our way back to Chloe’s residence. The surrounding forest had been ravaged to no end, but her mansion looked no worse for wear. So, our wonderful five-star chefs—Emily and Kieran—had gone to work and whipped up a delectable meal.


      We had discussed our future plans at the dining table, so I had taken that opportunity to bring up my interest in the grimoire. Chloe had agreed right away and contacted the executives on my behalf.


      And when I met them, they were... Ah, no. I shouldn’t say any more. They had appeared frighteningly gaunt, inhaled stomach medicine like it was air, and looked like they would throw themselves on the ground before me any second. I’d leave it at that.


      When I’d expressed my interest in the grimoire, I could’ve sworn they had a mix of disappointment and disgust all over their faces. Now that was kinda offensive. But once they had seen that it didn’t cripple me, a spark of greed—along with a flicker of hesitation—returned to their gazes. And I hadn’t said a peep about it.


      Now, as for the divine power... The Magic Republic handled it sloppier than I’d expected. When I’d asked them about it, their first reaction was “Huh? What’s that?” After pressing them a bit more, their next reaction was “Oh, that thing!”


      From there, they’d escorted me to where the divine power was enshrined. And frankly, my first reaction—internally, at least—had been, Are you guys making pickled vegetables or something?


      Outwardly, all I could ask had been “What is that jar...?”


      “I believe that may be what you are looking for...”


      I’d squinted. “Are you of sound mind?”


      “Y-Yes... Oh, er... We are the crazy ones by this country’s standards... B-But I believe I am of sound mind... I think...”


      I had been rendered speechless. Actually, I didn’t have to ask the poor fellow—I’d already sensed the divine power from the start. But trust me when I say that no one would ever have expected a fragment of the gods’ power to look like that. I almost felt kinda bad for the gods, even though they were essentially my sworn enemies.


      Thus, I had proceeded to absorb the Magic Republic’s cluster of divine power with disgruntled reluctance.


      It certainly hadn’t helped that I’d heard Stella and Emily whisper, “Oh, so those weren’t pickled vegetables?”


      This new power seeped into me as I died a little inside. I couldn’t help but wonder: Am I really getting a power-up...by absorbing pickled vegetables...?


      This was probably how it was sealed in canon too. That meant the original Zil...had also had a face-to-face encounter with this pickled divine power.


      Ugh. That’s one mental image I could do without.


      On one hand, this sealing method was highly questionable. On the other, it was very much understandable. You know what they say: To deceive the enemy, you must first deceive your allies. Surely, not even the gods could have foreseen that their power would be passed down through the generations as pickled vegetables...


      Never mind... I take it back. There had to have been a better way of sealing this.


      Anyway, moving on. Two days after the battle with Ewig, Stella and Emily had asked me and Chloe to take a look at their magic. Emily had looked a little giddy, Kieran had gritted his teeth, and Stella had been her usual perverted self.


      First up had been Emily.


      “H-How did I do?”


      “Your understanding of the phenomena is passable. However, you lack control over your magical energy.”


      “Ah, I knew it...”


      “Don’t worry, Emily. You’ve come so far because you’re very hardworking.”


      “It is as my mentor said. Fools who shirk their studies and training will fail to comprehend the phenomena to any degree. Watch closely—I shall give you a demonstration. Needless to say, grasping the sensation and how you go about doing so is entirely up to you.”


      “Madam Chloe, Zil... Thank you! I’ll give it my all!”


      After that, next up had been Stella.


      “That ought to do it. Well?”


      “Hmm. No comment.”


      “Likewise.”


      “Continue as you were. Work hard.”


      “Mm-hmm. Good luck.”


      “Wow. I’m sensing a bit of favoritism here...”


      “Says the fool who jumped into the path of my magic during the demonstration for Emily. By my assessment, we are being rather generous for even entertaining this.”


      “But letting it just dissipate would’ve been such a waste!”


      “My foolish apprentice...”


      “Stella, you have to admit that was a bit...”


      “Huuuh? Why does it sound like I’m the weirdo here? Kieran, care to chime in?”


      “Silence, brat! Only I have the honor of being hit by Lord Zil’s magic...!”


      “Oh, you’re hung up on that? Also, don’t all of Little Zil’s enemies get hit by his magic? Is it still an ‘honor’ then...?”


      Somehow, word of this little training session—if you could even call it that—reached the streets. This led me to later receive an invitation to take up a teaching post at a magic institute. The five of us had dropped by and, long story short, the institute had blown up—like, literally. By the end of the day, all that had remained were the smiles on everyone’s faces.


      Seriously, how was this country still standing to this day?




      And that brought us back to the present—the evening of the third day—where I was currently cradling my head in dismay.


      Crap... I can’t figure out how to recruit Stella.


      This was my last remaining objective here in the Magic Republic. Unlike with the other two, I had made no progress whatsoever on this front.


      Why did Stella leave the Republic in the anime...? It seemed she and Chloe got along just fine... Could Emily have died in canon, driving a wedge between master and apprentice? Were the Vassals of the Overlord already making moves in the shadows, and the anime just hadn’t depicted any of it? At the very least, it was clear from the anime that something had caused the rift between Chloe and Stella... But in regards to whatever that was and how it tied into Emily’s death? I had no idea.


      Could it be that the trigger for their rift hadn’t happened yet? But the only other reason I could think of would be...a growing frustration on Stella’s end for her master’s passiveness? But Chloe’d been becoming more proactive as of late, so I doubted that would happen anymore...


      I looked up at the ceiling, dazed. Is this that butterfly effect thing...?


      Perhaps after a few more days here I would get an epiphany on how to recruit Stella, but I couldn’t afford to stay for too long. I had a whole mountain of things waiting for me back in Babel, and Stella wasn’t worth putting them off any longer. It wasn’t like recruiting her was a matter of life and death, at least not yet anyway.


      Besides, I’d at least succeeded in leaving a deep impression on her. If something were to happen between her and Chloe, causing her to leave the Republic as she had in the anime, then there was a good chance she would come to me of her own accord.


      All the groundwork for recruiting her is laid out... Guess it’s time to take my leave.


      Hmm... Would she come join me if I just gave her a Favor? She wasn’t out for blood yet like in canon, but she was already a mage at heart. A Favor should be plenty fascinating to her. After all, it granted abilities that were impossible with magic...


      Ah, but that was kinda a gamble. If that wasn’t enough to get her to join me, I’d be leaving her behind here with a Favor—in the Magic Republic, no less. Now that sounded like a headache and a half.


      Besides, at this point in time, Stella wasn’t seeking out power. She just loved magic. There was no guarantee that she’d be interested in a Favor, especially not if it meant leaving behind everything she’d ever known. As she was now, she would much rather stay with Chloe and Emily.


      Ah... Well, I’ll hit the road soon.


      There was no business left for me here in the Magic Republic. It was best to head back and start planning my next move. Some things were also bothering me. In particular, how I got stronger after earning the faith of the Republic’s citizens... The sensation was eerily similar to the power-up I’d experienced after the magical beast attack on Babel. Not to mention that I felt bad about leaving Hector in charge for all this time.


      I’ll tell Chloe that I’m heading back tomorrow...


      “Hey, Zil... Um, sir.”


      Just as I was about to rise from the couch, Emily suddenly called out to me. Her damp hair was resting on the towel on her shoulders. She must have been fresh out of the bath.


      “Emily. What is it?”


      “Are you free right— I mean, may I have some of your time, please...?”


      “Very well. Also, I believe I have already permitted you to speak with me frankly. You are worthy of that right.”


      “Oh... A-All right, then.” Emily slowly took a seat on the couch. A short moment of silence passed between us before the girl finally mumbled, “Uh... Best of luck to us both!”


      “Indeed. Continue your efforts.”


      “I will!” Emily beamed, then blinked. “Huh? Did you...pick up on my whole message, just from that?”


      “Of course. Who do you take me for? In fact, you kept your words short out of trust that I would understand their meaning. Did you not?”


      “Uh... Nope. I wasn’t really thinking that far.”


      “Hmph... I see.”


      Did she fail to pick up on my exasperation? Or did she simply brush it off? Either way, Emily said no more as she lightly swung her legs.


      “Wherever you’re headed, whatever you’re aiming for, I just know it’s something incredible,” she said eventually, a soft smile on her lips. “I mean, you’re as amazing as Madam Chloe. There can’t be many things out there that you can’t already achieve. I’ve got a goal of my own to work toward... So, let’s both give it our all. I dunno about me, but Zil—I’m sure you’ll definitely get what you want.”


      I slowly closed my eyes.


      Aah... Damn it. I really want to bring Emily with me.


      How did this girl keep tugging at my heartstrings? Did she have any idea how much her simple, heartfelt words actually meant to me? She had this special sort of calming effect on me, kinda like Hector. Sure, my reason to want to bring her along was terribly selfish, but what did you want me to say? It was the truth.


      Unfortunately, that was never going to happen. The path I was treading wasn’t one Emily could follow. Not that she would want to anyway. She had her own goal: to become the Frost Witch’s apprentice.


      After all the goodwill she’d shown me, how could I bring myself to get in the way of her goal? She was one of the few people—after Hector, Sophia, and Gracie—to have given me a bit of warmth. The best way to thank her was by showing my full support for her dream.


      Thus, I decided to refrain from recruiting Emily. I had resolved to attain my goal even if it meant dirtying my hands... But just this once, I wanted to do things the just and righteous way.


      “Hmph... That goes without saying. Nothing can impede my endeavors,” I replied. “Remain steadfast, Emily. Becoming the Frost Witch’s apprentice is no easy task.”


      “I know. I’ll definitely become Madam Chloe’s apprentice!”


      “You want to be my apprentice, Emily?”


      “Absolutely!”


      “Okay. From today onward, you’ll be my third apprentice.”


      “Yippee!” Emily froze. “Wait... Huh?”


      Oh, that poor girl. I can totally relate. I was also frozen stiff on the inside. Actually, when did Chloe show up...?


      “I’m the third... Huh? What?”


      “Hmm? Have you changed your mind?”


      “N-No! I love it! I’ll never change my mind!”


      “Yay.”


      “Wait, but... Huh? Why? I’m your helper, aren’t I? And I have no talent...”


      “Hmm? You’re my helper because you said you wanted to be. This was the first I’ve heard of you wanting to be my apprentice. Shocking.”


      An awkward silence fell over the room. Emily buried her flushed face into her hands, I worked desperately to keep my poker face, and Chloe tilted her head in confusion.


      I broke the silence with a huff. “You appear exceedingly refreshed.”


      “I had a nice, long nap.”


      “Night has already fallen,” I pointed out.


      “I was reading a very fascinating book, so my nap got pushed back a bit.”


      “A fascinating book?! That’s high praise coming for you, Madam Chloe. You didn’t even enjoy the grimoire!”


      “Mm-hmm. It was a very interesting (fairy tale) book written by Leister.”


      “Leister... That name sounds familiar. Wow, that (grimoire) must’ve been quite the rare find, Madam Chloe. Amazing!”


      I glared at the two girls. “It would be beneficial to you both to speak more concisely. The subtle misunderstandings are rather irksome.”


      Thus, I welcomed the end of the day with Chloe and Emily both staring at me in confusion.




      “By the way, Zil... Before I approached you earlier, what were you thinking about?”


      “Ah... I was pondering on my desire for Stella (as a subordinate).”


      “Oh, wow... Your desire for Stella...”


      “That lass is quite the rare find, no?”


      “Yeah, she sure is... Mm-hmm... Wow... Uh, sorry, come again?”


      “It is as I said. I desire Stella.”


      “O-Oh... Oh, wow... I see... Y-You desire Stella... And by that, you mean that you... O-Oh my gosh...”


      “Emily, your cheeks are turning red and your eyes are spinning... Weird.”


      “Weird, indeed. I was simply expressing my desire to recruit Stella into my ranks.”


      “Y-Your desire to recruit her?! Z-Zil, I had no idea you were such a passionate roman— Wait, what?”


      “Hmm? Emily, what did you think he meant?”


      “A-Ahh...”


      “I am curious as well. So, Emily? Care to elaborate?”


      “Ahhhhh!!!”




      Finally, night passed and the sun rose.


      “Insolent brat... What is the meaning of this? How dare you stand in Lord Zil’s way?”


      “Aha ha ha! Oh, come on. Just stick around for a sec, will ya?”


      I observed the girl with narrowed eyes...but I couldn’t get a read on her at all. Even with my canon knowledge, Zil’s exceptional intelligence, and my personal experiences with her these past few days working in concert... I still couldn’t make sense of this sight before my eyes.


      “Now then, Little Zil... Or is it Big Zil now? Eh, whatever. Before you leave, how ’bout we play for a bit?”


      The surrounding land was mercilessly encased in ice. At the center of it all stood Stella, barring our path as her eyes blazed with every intent to do battle.


      §


      “Now then, Little Zil... Or is it Big Zil now? Eh, whatever. Before you leave, how ’bout we play for a bit?”


      Stella was wearing her usual bright smile, yet her voice was devoid of any emotion, bringing an eerie touch to her words.


      Identifying her as an enemy, Kieran took a quiet step forward as he pierced her with a belligerent glare.


      I raised my hand. “Halt, Kieran.”


      The man bowed his head. “I apologize for acting out of turn.”


      “You are pardoned. There is no denying your loyalty to me.”


      I studied Stella with a narrowed gaze. She’s mustering her magical energy, but I sense no malice or killing intent... That being said, I don’t think she’s here just to chat. My lips twitched into a frown. What in the world is she thinking? Picking a fight for no good reason? That isn’t like her. Heck, up until now, we were getting along just fine. None of this makes any sense.


      Unfortunately, staring at her any longer was both pointless and unnatural. Instead of standing around and playing a meaningless mental guessing game, I might as well try to draw out some answers from her.


      Concealing my befuddlement, I let my Zil persona do the talking—with his signature indifference. “You and me? Play? Hmm...” Our cold gazes clashed in the air. “Unfortunately, time is valuable. And I wish not to waste it on such frivolities. Your impertinence is wholly deserving of death... But out of respect for our mentor, I shall overlook your transgression. Step aside, Stella.”


      “No can do. You see, Little Zil... I wasn’t asking.”


      A sheen of ice burst from Stella’s feet and crawled over the ground toward me. However, my feet were frozen for merely a moment as my black flames instantly devoured the ice.


      All the while, Stella hardly batted an eye. “You’ve got more magical energy than master, almost as much skill, and just as much talent... And physically, you’re out of this world. Gosh, you’re absolutely crazy,” she drawled.


      A surge of water extinguished my black flames before freezing over in the blink of an eye, courtesy of the blizzard that had overtaken our surroundings. My vision was obscured with sheer whiteness.


      Hmph... Not bad.


      I took to the skies to escape the withering visibility. In no time at all, Stella cast flight magic to pursue me.


      “You are an exceptional mage,” I told her. “However, in a contest against me, you don’t even have a sliver of a chance of coming out victorious. Cease your futile actions at once.”


      “Funny you should say that, Little Zil. Would you give up just ’cause you had zero chance of winning? Nah, I didn’t think so! You’re the type to face any challenge—even a stronger opponent!”


      My eyes narrowed. Don’t tell me...


      Those words gave me a vague inkling as to her true intentions, but no more.


      Whatever the case, it didn’t look like I was going to be able to talk my way out of this. I went ahead and chucked a fire spell at her, to which she swiftly responded with some ice magic. Fire and ice collided in the air, swallowing our surroundings in a burst of white steam.


      Within the shrouded battlefield, Stella’s voice rang clear.


      “After your little chat with Emily yesterday, I wanna check something. So here I am, challenging you—deciding which path I wanna walk from here on out.”


      Soon, she began to chant.


      “Thus shall my soul transgress this world.”


      I desperately suppressed my shock. That’s a supreme spell... She shouldn’t be able to do that yet! With a swing of my arm, I cleared away the mist.


      There stood Stella, stringing her words together into a melodious chant.


      Could the battle with that Top Vassal have spurred her growth? No, wait... Her magical energy was in total disarray and nearly out of control. Even her limbs were starting to freeze over!


      This was a far cry from Chloe’s spell. Heck, it wasn’t even going to succeed. If I could see that, then surely so could she.


      “Thus shall all known to man surge forth.”


      But Stella showed no signs of stopping. Her expression was warped in agony, and each bead of sweat on her temple instantly froze in its tracks—but she just kept going.


      Why...?


      Misfiring a supreme spell would be catastrophic, both to the surroundings and to the caster. In fact, the death of the caster was pretty much guaranteed.


      It’s pointless.


      Just stop.


      You’re gonna get yourself killed.


      What an idiot.


      Strangely enough, in this moment...not a single one of those thoughts came to me. Before I knew it, I’d lowered my hand and aborted the spell that had been forming on my fingertips. All I could do was watch as Stella’s chaotic magical energy desperately strove to take shape.


      “Thus shall the laws of the universe come to be.”


      Seriously, this girl...


      She was riddled with openings ripe for the taking. A simple flick of my finger would be enough to put a stop to this madness. For a guy like Zil, being seen taking such a sloppy attack head-on was unbecoming. Besides, I had bigger fish to fry—much stronger opponents like the gods. Wasting time on this little detour wasn’t a luxury I had.


      “And thus shall the world be encased in ice.”


      But before my eyes...Stella was shining ever so brightly. Something was telling me that this dazzling brilliance deserved an audience.


      “Full Spell: Permafrost!”


      A silvery white gleam instantly painted over the world.


      This sorry excuse of a supreme spell was messy and crude—the complete opposite of Chloe’s. Still, it was like a lone star in the night sky, shining bright and proud while carving itself straight into my heart.




      “Aw, man. That was a total bust. Too bad!”


      “Yet you appear to be terribly satisfied with your results. Perhaps even significantly refreshed, hmm?”


      “You’re no fun! How are you gonna earn brownie points from me like that?”


      “I need nothing of the sort.”


      “Boo... Anyway, Little Zil, hear me out! I just discovered that being frozen...isn’t as good when I do it to myself. Aah, what a cruel world. To think that mages can’t satisfy their own desires... This grand discovery is for sure going to land me in our history books!”


      “If you speak the truth, then your history books must be rubbish.”


      “Aah, master’s magic is just the best... Nothing beats being frozen by her.”


      “It appears we have some irreconcilable differences. Shall I drop you?”


      “Tut-tut. That’s no way to treat a lady.”


      “A lady? All I see here is a wild beast.”


      “Meanie!”


      “Hmph... So? Have you caught a glimpse of your own ‘unreachable star’?”


      “Whoops. You caught on, huh?”


      “Do not take me for mere obtuse riffraff. Knowing your intentions, I shall no longer condemn your actions as disrespect. However, should you still wish to die, then you may continue to deride my intelligence.”


      “No, thanks.”


      Our lighthearted banter came to an end as I finally landed on the ground and slowly set Stella back down on her feet. The girl staggered briefly but managed to stay standing by her own strength.


      “See, Little Zil... I’m in a bit of a pickle here. I overheard you and Emily yesterday. And I couldn’t help but be curious about what it is you’re dying to reach. And that’s why...” Stella turned to face me with a wide and mischievous grin. “I’ve decided to stick around you for a bit. Oh, by the way, I will take a leave every now and then to visit master and Emily!”


      Once again, her face shone with a bright and innocent smile.

    

  

  
    
      Magic Republic Arc Epilogue


      “Your Imperial Majesty, I bring an urgent report.”


      In the throne room of a certain country, a butler was down on one knee. Seated upon the lavish throne in front of him was a young man wearing a gentle smile.


      “An urgent report, you say? Hmm... Does it have anything to do with the blizzard that suddenly swallowed up the Magic Republic the other day?”


      “No. That matter is still under investigation at this time,” replied the butler. “However, this report does involve the Magic Republic.”


      “Oh? Then it surely is connected to the blizzard in some way.”


      The young man rested his finger on his chin. That blizzard must have been the work of the Frost Witch. Whether it was a supreme spell or the rumored forbidden art remains to be seen... Regardless, some incident forced the hand of one of the Continent’s Strongest. Given the timing, it was hard to believe that any report on the topic of the Magic Republic was entirely unrelated.


      “We have received intel that the Republic has begun worshipping a god,” said the butler.


      “That nation of crazed mages...worshipping a god?” The young man held his chin as his lips warped into a chilling scowl, sending a shudder through the butler at his feet and the maids by his side. “So much for the Magic Republic, hmm? Perhaps they would prefer to be called the Religious Republic these days. Though, I suppose they already had a crazed fanaticism toward magic anyway... A strange turn of events, but not entirely unexpected.”


      The young man raised his right hand. Something massive shifted behind him, which the young man extended his hand backward to and lovingly caressed.


      “To think the Magic Republic would devolve into a conclave of weaklings who cling to fantasies and make-believe... How pathetic,” he spat, his voice seemingly devoid of all emotion. “Their greatest strength was the collective power of their population. Even with exceptional talent in their midst, each individual still resolutely strove toward their own growth. Despite the questionable aspects of their culture...they had at least earned my respect in every other regard.”


      The young man slowly rose from the throne, prompting the massive being behind him to also lift its head from the ground.


      Crack...


      Quietly, a crevice formed along the floor.


      “Oh, how the mighty have fallen. The Magic Republic of Magia, worshipping a god? Hah. Of all the news in recent days, that’s undoubtedly the most preposterous. Gods will save no one, and clinging to such fantasies will achieve nothing. Do they hope this so-called god will mend their troubles as they shield their eyes from reality? I knew it—only we are worthy of guiding this world. Whatever that ‘god’ of theirs is... Shall I invade the Republic and dispose of it myself?”
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      The young man, otherwise known as the Dragon Emperor, turned his chilling gaze to the window. Not even the butler, who had been by his side for many years, could read any of the thoughts brewing behind those cold eyes.


      §


      Stella was successfully recruited.


      Honestly, I wasn’t sure how exactly it happened. Whether or not all my schemes had somehow come into play was anyone’s guess, but all’s well that ends well. I got what I wanted, so who was I to complain?


      “Wow, Zil. I never would’ve guessed that you’re a king!”


      “Me neither! Does that mean you’re some kinda bigwig, Kieran?”


      “I am Lord Zil’s possession. Nothing more, nothing less.”


      “I raised Zil.”


      “Is that your new catchphrase or something, master?”


      Our trip back to Babel was shaping up to be just as rowdy as our trip to the Magic Republic. When Stella told Chloe that she would join me, Chloe had volunteered to tag along to send us off. Naturally, I had no reason to refuse.


      You never know. She and Emily might even take a liking to my country and choose to move in. Between Chloe’s extraordinary talents and Emily’s calming presence, you wouldn’t catch me turning either away.


      That went double for Chloe with what she offered in terms of combat. Heck, in the anime, she was duking it out with the gods after awakening. I had no doubt she’d stand against them once more just as she had in canon, so recruiting her wasn’t such a high priority. But hey, who’d say no to more powerful subordinates?


      Anyway, that probably wasn’t gonna happen. Life was pretty good for her in the Republic. This was all just my wishful thinking.


      Hmm... I guess there’s no harm in looking for some good bait anyway.


      There was no such thing as having too many good subordinates. I might as well see what I could do to entice them to move to Babel.


      §


      “What the...?”


      It was hell on earth.


      Such a horrendous sight was never meant to be. This nation, this deviant force of nature, never should have come into existence. Yet, before our eyes, that absurd reality made itself known with absolute clarity.


      “Our prayers! W-We offer our prayers!”


      “My faith! My love! My loyalty! I lay it all bare before you!”


      “Ahhhhh!!!”


      A crowd of humans filled my vision. Old and young, men and women, they all stripped down to nothing but their underwear. They appeared almost pure, even sacred...but at the end of the day, they were no more than a half naked mob.


      How could such an atrocity be allowed to exist?


      Had they all lost their marbles?


      Was this really happening right now?


      As these chaotic thoughts stormed my mind, I felt a pair of hands grab me by the shoulders. They belonged to Stella, who appeared terribly disturbed to say the least. “L-Little Zil? Wh-What is all this...? J-Just what is going on here?”


      That’s my line! Who’s in charge here?! I wanna file a complaint! I mentally cradled my head. Damn it! I’m in charge!


      “I-Is this...tyranny? Are the citizens here forced to strip...?!” The pale faced Emily turned her attention to me. Her teary eyes contained a frantic mix of disbelief and despair.


      N-No... You’ve got it all wrong, Emily! This is all just a misunderstanding! Yeah, just some sort of horrible mistake!


      Every fiber of my being wanted to deny her words, even if it meant scrapping my mask as Zil, but where would I start to explain all this? This was my country, and these were my citizens. That was the sad yet undeniable truth. Whatever excuse came out of my mouth, the half naked mob was right there to refute it all.


      This must be how it feels like to be caught with another woman while your wife suspects you of cheating... I never wanted to know what that felt like, but I guessed I’d just gotten a taste of it the hard way.


      Meanwhile, Chloe was staring blankly off into space. I’d have loved to join her and just zone out of this frightening reality, but somebody had to put an end to this utter chaos.


      Mustering all my willpower, I managed to remain standing as I dragged my gaze to the only person who wasn’t going haywire—Kieran.


      “Lord Zil has returned. The time has come to offer our worship.”


      In one swift stroke, Kieran threw off his clothes, got on his knees, and bowed his head. How he managed to strip so naturally was beyond me. It was almost as if he were born to be half naked.


      That shouldn’t even be possible... How does Kieran make it look so...normal? That’s gotta be the most useless skill in the history of mankind!


      Somehow, the sight filled the townspeople’s eyes with awe. “What profound faith,” someone whispered. They all prostrated themselves before me and began to cheer in unison.


      “All hail Lord Zil, our God!”


      A strong urge to flee came over me, but I held my ground through sheer willpower alone. I... I swore to kill the gods and break canon...! This isn’t where I bend the knee! I-I’m going to—


      “S-So it’s true! This frightening tyranny is all yours, Zil! How... How could you...? Is this your goal? To turn all of humanity into half naked worshippers?! I-I have to admit, it’s definitely quite the undertaking. And I can’t imagine it being easy, even for you... B-But I never thought this was what you wanted!”


      “Little Zil... I, uh, don’t really know what to say... Well, I guess you really are reaching for the stars, huh...? You must want to see the entire world half naked, right? Mm-hmm. Doesn’t take a genius to see how tough that’ll be. Not just anyone can achieve a dream like that. But, uh... I’m not so sure about this...”


      Gah...!


      Alas. This was, in fact, where I bent the knee. Mentally, at least.


      My poker face was not helping. It gave the impression that this madness was just another Tuesday for me—that I was no different from Kieran. But compromising Zil’s imperturbable facade was not an option here.


      Talk about being stuck between a rock and a hard place. Looming before me now was a problem of greater proportions than even Fermat’s last theorem!


      Think, think, think! What should I do? How do I fix this?!


      It took all the brainpower I had to think up a solution, but then realization struck—as king of this country, there was little I could do. When the ruler of the country stood before this sight completely unfazed, what else would one presume besides that he had sanctioned the act himself?


      Actually, I had an even bigger problem on my hands.


      The harder they worship, the stronger I feel... What am I, a machine that runs on a lunacy battery?!


      This... This can’t be... I once got stronger after the magical beast attack, then again after the Magic Republic started worshipping me... If this meant what I thought it meant, then my hands were tied—I simply couldn’t stop this madness playing out before my eyes. Weighing the pros and cons, it was clear as day which course of action played into my favor more. After all, I was here to overthrow the gods, not to win over Emily and Chloe like in some dating sim.


      But... But even so, this is just...


      “Boss... You’re finally back...”


      While drowning in my spiraling thoughts, a familiar voice dragged me out. Hector and Theodore had arrived looking terribly worn out.


      “Hector, Theodore...”


      Hector was one thing, but Theodore... I’d never expected to see him looking so defeated. That being said, after seeing the sorry state of this country myself, I could hardly blame him.


      “Another half naked mob’s coming from the capital...to offer their...fai...”


      “I’m going back to my lab... This is out of my...han...”


      I watched as the two brave heroes crumpled to their knees and collapsed to the ground. And then, I raised my gaze toward the sky, a single miserable thought appearing in my mind.


      Somebody save me...


      §


      Meanwhile, at the Church...


      “My dearest brother has returned to Babel. It appears the people of the Magic Republic didn’t offer him any sort of challenges. Though, I find some things a bit perplexing... Am I the weird one here, Sophia?”


      “Though you share Lord Zil’s field of vision, you have no way of grasping the things that happen outside of his sight. It’s only natural for you to miss some context or fail to comprehend a few details, Gracie.”


      “Is that really the problem here...?”




      “Based on the reactions of Miss Gracie and Sophia, it seems we can hold off on eradicating the Magic Republic... We couldn’t even face them, but our god did so without issue. He really is something else... I can’t help but feel ashamed.”


      “But of course... We are nothing...compared to the gods... What is impossible for us...is a simple matter for him...”


      “You said it. He’s different from us. Just dreaming of standing side by side with him is pretentious. Still, we can’t just sit on our hands here. The continent is far more vast than I’d initially thought... It’s probably best we stay prepared at all times. Right, pope?”


      “Indeed. We are not even worthy of serving as the god’s hands and feet, but our sole purpose is to be useful to him. We must be ready to fulfill his orders. No matter what they are, and whenever the time comes.”


      “Gotta keep working hard, then... Until he lets us strip too.”


      “I...agree...”


      “As do I.”




      “I’m worried they might start putting the cart before the horse...”


      “Hmm? What’s the matter, Gracie?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing... I hope all is well with my dearest brother.”

    

  

  
    
      Anecdote: Hector During Zil’s Absence


      Where did it all begin...?


      I’d left my country in search of stronger opponents—nothing more, nothing less. My days had been spent earning a living through mercenary work and seeking out anyone who could put up a fight against me.


      It had been around the time I was setting my sights on one of the major powers that I ran into that man.


      “Hey. You’re pretty strong, huh?”


      He had responded with no more than a glance, but his cold demeanor had hardly bothered me. Why? Because he was strong. Far and away stronger than anyone I’d ever met in my life.


      “That look in your eyes... I can feel it. You pack a mean punch, don’t ya?”


      His response to that had been very simple: He looked down on me with a haughty gaze and unleashed a massively oppressive aura. That had been all it took to seemingly make the world shake in its boots. His invincible, immovable figure hadn’t filled my heart with fear or despair, but rather excitement and joy.


      “Come, mercenary.”


      “Hah... Now we’re talkin’!”


      And so, we had battled.


      By the end, that man—the greatest, most overwhelming presence I’d ever encountered—had stood tall as aloof and arrogant as ever. Meanwhile, I had been laid out on the ground battered and bruised.


      But then, his lips had curled into an amused smirk.


      “Hmph... You seek out the strong and covet greater power. I’ve taken a liking to you, mercenary.” He’d leisurely stridden to my side, placed his hand on my back, and begun to pour something into me. “I am fond of those who strive for greater heights. Only those who know better than to cling to fairy tales and long gone fantasies, such as those gods, are worthy of serving under me. Hence, I shall grant you this power. Accept it, for you have earned it by proving yourself to me. Of course, whether or not it amounts to anything noteworthy is entirely up to you.”


      Aah, that’s right... Boss... Back then, I swore to follow you. Not only did you give me power, but you also promised to find me more powerful opponents to fight. You even brought me to the Church, opening my eyes to new worlds and heights I never knew existed.


      But... But boss, this is just...




      “Brothers and sisters, bow your heads in silent prayer...”


      Currently, I was a witness to an overwhelmingly bizarre scene. Men and women of all ages were in their underwear, offering up prayers and worship.


      What’s going on...? Am I dreaming? Wait, no... I’m awake...


      This absurd sight before my eyes was a hundred percent reality. It would’ve made more sense as a nightmare, but it was—unfortunately—my reality.


      These people were currently conducting a prayer ritual for my boss, the king of this country. Honestly, I had no idea how they thought this was an expression of faith. And to tell the truth, I’d rather keep it that way.


      After a while, the man leading the proceedings approached me and asked, “Sir Hector, was our ritual satisfactory?” He was dead serious. The look on his face alone made it obvious just how much this ritual meant to him.


      But how am I supposed to take you seriously when you’re half naked?!


      How was I even supposed to respond? Hell if I knew if their ritual was “satisfactory.” They didn’t even need to strip for this!


      Actually, they did have a bunch of reasons. “Wearing clothes is disrespectful,” or “Only suspicious individuals would face Lord Zil while clothed,” or “There is no mistake because Sir Kieran said so,” yada yada yada...


      But if you asked me, not wearing clothes was way more disrespectful. And facing the king while half naked... Wasn’t that exactly the sorta thing only suspicious individuals would do? As far as I could tell, they didn’t have any pressing reason or conviction for doing all this... None of it made any sense.


      I resisted the urge to cradle my head. Damn you, Kieran...


      As much as I wanted to wring that bastard’s neck right this instant, he was currently out of the country with the boss. And these guys... Well, there was no point in taking it out on them. After all, they were the victims here. They’d been average, ordinary citizens before Kieran had gotten his hands on them.


      Desperately bottling up my boiling anger, I turned to the half naked mob and replied, “Uh... Sure, I guess?”


      Talk about a half-baked answer... But the flock of perverts seemed pleased. They all smiled and nodded.


      Are these guys all right...?


      They could ask me all they wanted—I had no clue how to judge their ritual. If they wanted help with that, they had to go ask Kieran or those guys from the Church.


      By the way, there had been another witness to this madeness—Theodore. His reaction was as follows: “This is ridiculous... What am I even looking at? I don’t remember ever signing up to join a cult. I’ll stick to working behind the scenes. Don’t expect to see me unless Sir Zil gives the orders.”


      It was the most sane and sensible reaction I’d seen to date. I’d pegged him as some gloomy and cowardly guy, but it turned out that Theodore was one of the few normal people in this world—a priceless ally, so to speak. Honestly, that was all I needed to realize that we’d get along just fine.


      In my free time, I found myself bringing him some refreshments to his research lab. Theodore would usually respond with a sigh, saying something along the lines of “Fine, have a seat. I suppose the least I can do is pour you some coffee,” and spend a short moment of peace and quiet with me.


      These little visits ended up being one of my few moments of reprieve.


      Man, never thought I would ever spend time with Theodore like this... When boss comes back, we should go on a trip or something. Just the three of us.


      What? Kieran? Who’d invite that guy?


      Come to think of it, couldn’t boss just bring in everyone from the Church, and not just the li’l princess? Then, we could dump the citizens in their laps, and they could all be half naked lunatics together. Designating Sophia as our intermediary wasn’t a bad idea either, with her being one of them yet somehow not as insane. Plus, she seemed eager to stick by boss’s side. It was a win-win for everyone.


      Oh, and she was crazy strong to boot—I was nowhere near her level.


      Hmm... Between Sophia, the Church, Regr, and boss... As long as we all put our backs into it, not a soul in this world could stop us.


      Boss’s ultimate goal should have been world domination. Now, I had a feeling that he wasn’t too fond of the fanatics of the Church, but he also struck me as the type to use whatever he had at his disposal.


      So, why wasn’t he using them? If taking over the world was the plan, was there any reason to hold back from utilizing such a powerful asset? No, there shouldn’t be... Unless he had some other goal? Something beyond world domination?


      Does he have a grander goal than taking over the world...?


      And then, it hit me.


      At its core, the Church was an organization that placed the gods above all. Well, what if those gods were actually real? What if they weren’t just made-up ideas or characters out of fairy tales, but actual beings that existed out there somewhere?


      And what if boss’s real goal...was to eliminate them?


      The Church would switch sides in an instant. And how could he take over the world if he had to rely on subordinates who would one day betray him? Far from it, he was probably preparing for that inevitable clash.


      Fighting the gods and the Church? Sounds like I got a lot more training to do...


      Boss was strong. Monstrously strong. Even the ambition burning in his heart was far from ordinary. But see... I had a feeling that somewhere deep down, he was actually just like the rest of us. So, if he kept forging ahead all alone...then someday, he just might reach his breaking point.


      Hah... Interesting. Challenge accepted.


      He was my boss, and I was his subordinate. So my job here was obvious: Since fighting was all I was good for, I had to become stronger than everybody else. So when the time came, I would be ready and right by his side to face those so-called gods.


      Ah... The half naked mob, though? I’d really rather not face them ever again.


      Oh, boss... Come back soon, will ya?




      Back then, I hadn’t expected boss to be gone for five whole days, nor had I imagined needing to drag Theodore out for backup.


      Oh, boss... Nobody can ever replace you... That’s why you’re our king... So, please... Do something about your citizens...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Rulers’ Schemes


      I... I survived...!


      After watching the prayer ritual till the end, I made my way back to the castle, where I very nearly passed out from the relief. I had to stay in character, so fainting was out of the question, so I desperately held on to my consciousness and powered through it all.


      Holding on to my consciousness is child’s play compared to that hellhole I just crawled out of... Way to go, me! Nothing can stop you now!


      The best part was that I’d managed to clear up the misunderstanding. Emily and Chloe no longer saw me as some tyrant—or worse yet, some pervert—who coerced his citizens to strip. It was an accomplishment worthy of being recorded into the history books, to be praised for generations to come... But I digress.


      How did I do it? Simple—I told them that it was a local ritual passed down since ancient times. Figuring the matter was of historical and cultural relevance, both of them dropped the issue altogether. It took a ton of willpower—and kindness, no doubt—to hold back from telling them that their country’s obsession over magic wasn’t any better.


      Anyway, since Stella was moving to Babel, I made sure to tell her that the ritual was a show of loyalty back where Kieran was from, and that the guy had popularized it here too—a nice mix of half-truths and half-lies.


      After all, since she was going to be working with Hector and Theodore from here on, it was only a matter of time before she learned the truth. And if that happened while I wasn’t there to immediately rectify her perception, it’d be a ticking time bomb.


      For example, their conversation could go a little something like this:


      “Man, this country sure is something else... You’d never see anything like this back in the Magic Republic. What a culture shock.”


      “You’ve gotta be crazy to call that ‘culture.’”


      “Huh? Wait, s-so it was only recently reinforced (by Little Zil)?!”


      “Reinforced? Nah, it’s more like brainwashing (by Kieran).”


      “O-Oh my gosh... I never realized he was such a pervert...”


      “Me neither...”


      If something like that happened without me knowing, I would die—both mentally and emotionally. Know what else would die? My carefully crafted image of Zil. Basically, it would be game over. In the worst-case scenario, Stella might even leave, potentially encouraging the others to quit too.


      Thus, I figured it was smarter to get everything out in the open from the get-go. It at least beat keeping one thing secret and risking it snowballing into an even bigger mess.


      Ah, Stella’s reaction? Well, she’d looked a little doubtful at first. She’d shot Kieran a dubious gaze, seemingly not entirely convinced it wasn’t just a personal preference of his... But whatever happened between them wasn’t my problem anymore.


      Honestly, the best solution would be to nip the problem in the bud—in other words, to put a stop to this whole “faith” nonsense. Alas, I had already built up a certain hypothesis—begrudgingly, might I add. If it proved true, I’d gain another weapon to use against the gods...but at the cost of enduring this worship for all eternity.


      I vividly remembered the sensation of my strength rising as the Magic Republic began to worship me. It was very much like that power-up I had gotten after the magical beast attack on Babel. Most recently, it had happened in real time as I watched over the half naked mob’s prayer ritual earlier.


      From these three instances, I could now form a hypothesis. The specific variables and parameters needed to be ironed out, but broadly speaking—the more people worshipped me, the stronger I became.


      Faith and gods went hand in hand. I supposed it only made sense for people’s worship to fuel a god’s strength. At the end of the day, gods were nothing without believers. Though, I wasn’t sure whether gods were born of human faith or the gods’ existence inspired human faith. It was basically the chicken-and-egg problem.


      Needless to say, this didn’t mean that the gods were weaklings without the faith of the people. After all, their descendants—Gracie and the Seraphs—were crazy strong even without any believers. Would it have made sense for the gods themselves to be entirely powerless without any? Of course not.


      Basically, this meant that faith was like a buff—independent of the gods’ base strengths. I’d be an idiot to assume that defeating the gods was as easy as crushing the people’s faith in them.


      The main takeaway here isn’t that I’ve found a way to debuff the gods. It’s that I’ve discovered a new means to buff myself.


      I always made it a point to do whatever it took to get stronger. If gathering believers boosted my abilities, then you’d best believe I was going to use it to the fullest. The buff itself might not be much, but it could spell the difference between victory and defeat down the line.


      Now, moving on...


      One particular question was on my mind: Was faith the only catalyst?


      What about awe or respect? If those worked too, then those alternatives were way better options. Turning the half naked mob back into sane citizens might be a pipe dream, but I could at least stop them from multiplying.


      But overall, my plan was decided.


      Is this fate at work...? Carrying the original Zil’s mantle is one thing, but I never expected that’d include his grand ambition...


      To gain the faith or respect of every human, it all came down to one thing—ruling over the world. In other words, I had to strive for world domination. In my case, it was probably better to call it world unification... Not that it made any actual difference.


      At present, two countries worship me: Babel and Magia. I’d like to have most if not all of the continent’s small countries under my thumb too.


      Well, that was definitely easier said than done... Oh, not the world unification part. That was as easy as giving a single order to the Church. The problem was that it didn’t automatically translate to everyone worshipping me.


      At the end of the day, world unification was a means, not an end. Just ruling over the continent was pointless when my true goal was beyond that. If my abilities were boosted through faith, then unifying the world by force would provide nothing to my true goal. Think of it this way: Just because nobody in class stood up to a bully didn’t mean they respected the bully. In my case, world unification attained through fear was simply a waste of time.


      Still, I can’t get too hung up on garnering faith... That’d also be getting ahead of myself.


      Frankly speaking, around sixty percent of the continent’s population should suffice. I was already planning on approaching each nation to seize its divine power anyway. This basically just added one extra item on my checklist for each of those visits.


      I also had to consider the timing at which I approached each nation. After all, negotiating with someone who was in a good mood made it easier to get better results. I’d have to keep my eye on each nation’s state of affairs.


      But all in all, my course of action was simple: try to take over the world within the set limitations.


      I’ve already dangled the bait for that country... All that’s left is to see how things play out.


      With all my thoughts in place, I rose from the throne and turned my attention to the side, where a girl was writhing around like a creep. “That Favor I granted you—what do you think of it thus far, Stella?”


      “This thing’s crazy! Like, not in a bad way...but not a good way either! You know, theoretically, time manipulation is...”


      Despite everything she said, Stella could barely contain her excitement. With her valuable insights on the subject of magic, I never dared to cut off her ramblings. In my head, I was taking mental notes. On my face, I wore a completely disinterested expression as if I were already privy to all this information.


      Stella hung her head. “Sorry, I’ll just zip it...”


      “Unnecessary. I am aware of how deeply fascinating this topic must be for you.”


      “Yeah, it really is! I can’t help but wonder if it’s somehow related to the forbidden art. Maybe even more so than supreme magic... Hmm... Can I borrow your backyard for a bit?”


      “Use it as you wish. Good luck.”


      “Thanks! Be back in a bit!”


      As I watched Stella leave, I suppressed a wicked smile.


      Combat forces were a vital asset—no, a necessity in my battle against the gods. Personally, I wanted nothing more than for Regr to keep up with the accelerating power creep. Stella was especially lacking in practical combat experience, so that’d be first on the agenda for her. She was already good to go in the talent and skill departments at least. There was no better proof than her ability to use chantless expert magic.


      I had six main objectives.


      First, complete and strengthen Regr.


      Second, gather all the divine power on the continent and—if possible—search for any lost heavenly arrays.


      Third, garner the people’s faith and progress my world unification plans.


      Fourth, subordinate or ally with other powerful individuals who weren’t originally under Zil’s command in the anime.


      Fifth, locate the anime protagonist. I wanted this done sooner rather than later because there were just way too many unsolved mysteries surrounding this guy. Heck, even his current whereabouts were a big fat question mark.


      Sixth, make contact with the Underwater City. This kind of overlapped with the fourth objective.


      The Underwater City was even stronger than the Church. It was less of an organization and more like...an entirely different world. The protagonist and his allies stumbled into the place in part three while fleeing from the gods.


      By all means, I would love to establish a connection with the head of the Underwater City. That man was generally apathetic to the fate of this world and even the gods themselves. But what had really caught my eye? He was strong enough to contend with the gods—and that was more than enough reason to set my sights on him.


      But with how I am now...that place is just too much. All the residents became mysterious life-forms known as “neo-humans,” not to mention that girl...


      At the very least, visiting a place like that was off-limits at this stage. Plus, given I had nothing to bring to the negotiating table at the moment, there was no point going there anyway. I couldn’t even ensure that I’d be able to leave that place alive.


      The sixth objective would have to wait for later... Still, I couldn’t put it on hold for too long since there was still the question of how much time I had left. In the anime, the Underwater City was dragged into the show because the gods came charging in after the protagonist. The question was how should I go about dragging them into my plans?


      There were also a bunch of other matters to investigate. The Vassals of the Overlord were a given, but there was also the Peak of Humanity. It was a phenomenon the anime had hardly bothered to explain save for its name and effect...


      But all in due time. As I walked through the castle halls, escorting Stella to the backyard after she’d returned asking for directions, my thoughts shifted to a much more feasible and easier objective—a little plot I was scheming to get one step closer to unifying the world.


      §


      “Whatever that ‘god’ of theirs is... Shall I invade the Republic and dispose of it myself?”


      The Dragon Emperor’s chilling voice froze over all the throne room’s inhabitants. Their gazes slowly turned to the second most prominent presence in the room—the massive being behind their emperor. It let out a low, rumbling huff as the ominous glint in its eyes illuminated in the darkness, ready to leap into action at a single command.


      “Just kidding,” crooned the Dragon Emperor, releasing the chill that had coiled around the room. The creature behind him also settled down, prompting the butler and maids to breathe sighs of relief. A pleasant smile took to the Dragon Emperor’s lips at the sight of their reactions. “Well, wanting to destroy it certainly wasn’t just some quip... However, the Magic Republic is better off left to their own devices.”


      A maid hesitantly spoke up, “If I may ask, why is that?”


      The Dragon Emperor knit his eyebrows. “Truth be told, the Magic Republic is troublesome to deal with in a multitude of ways. For one, their citizens have no attachment to their own country whatsoever.”


      The ties between a human and their home country were inextricable. If the entire country were to be destroyed overnight, they would have to worry about food, clothing, and shelter, not to mention employment, on top of so many other things. Very few countries welcomed refugees. And among those exceptions, there was no telling how they would be treated. Thus, by most human standards, the safety of their home country was of utmost importance, both in the long and short term.


      However, there was an anomaly—the citizens of the Magic Republic.


      “Let’s say the Magic Republic was suddenly wiped from existence. Those mages would simply shrug it off and seek out another suitable land in which to continue their research.” The Dragon Emperor shook his head. “Though I loathe to admit it, those mages demonstrate an inexplicable coexistence between insanity and intelligence.”


      The Dragon Emperor had long since concluded that common sense was inapplicable to the Magic Republic. Their obsession with magic even caused them to neglect basic human functions like eating and sleeping. Wealth and fame were the object of greed for most humans, but this was not the case for the Republic’s citizens. Their sole desire was magic. Expecting them to act normally was a fool’s errand.


      To the citizens of the Republic, magic came first and their own country second. Their food, clothing, and shelter could vanish into thin air and they wouldn’t so much as bat an eye. But their research materials? Just the slightest meddling to one of their documents would send those mages into a frenzy.


      “Even if I were to declare war against them, they would take note of their disadvantage and simply abandon their homeland.” The Dragon Emperor raised his finger. “What I am getting at is that destroying the country itself will do nothing to the mages. And as long as the mages are alive, the loss of their country will be no greater an issue to them than sleeping in and being late for work. A hindrance, but not something that warrants despair. They will go on with their lives, scatter across the world, and infect the rest of the population with their lunacy and obsession.”


      The Magic Republic was no country—it was a prison for an entire populace of powerful lunatics. Its disappearance would unleash a catastrophe upon the rest of the world. To the Dragon Emperor, that threat could easily spell doom for all mankind.


      “In other words, it would be best to think of the Magic Republic as a detainment facility for heinous criminals...?” the maid asked.


      “Exactly. That being said, the Republic’s independence and self-sufficiency means they pose no threat when left alone. There is no need to unleash them unto the world. To use your earlier analogy, it would be like releasing a horde of heinous criminals from prison. Doesn’t that sound like hell on earth?”


      “It certainly does...”


      “Well, there you have it. Destroying the Republic is like unlocking the gates of a prison. I can’t begin to imagine how much their executives have endured. By all means, I encourage them to continue their efforts and keep their citizens contained within their borders.”


      All in all, the Dragon Emperor saw no value in invading the Magic Republic. Far from it—there were more demerits to be had. Thus, when it came to the Republic, he was set on letting them be.


      Besides, they have the Frost Witch... I believe she would be the strongest among us in war...


      The Dragon Emperor kept these thoughts to himself. There was no need to voice them, nor did they matter at present. The most pressing matter for him at the moment was the irregular behavior of the Magic Republic.


      “For the Magic Republic to be obsessing over something besides magic...I simply cannot overlook it. What could possibly earn the faith and worship of that nation of magic manics...?” The Dragon Emperor scowled in displeasure. “Clearly, there has been quite the development within their borders. The Republic would not have undergone such radical change without a catalyst.”


      §


      How would other countries react to news of the Magic Republic now worshipping a god?


      Well, most would shrug it off. After all, the Republic’s citizens were already infamous for their lunacy and obsession. Being crazy over magic or going bonkers over God... In the eyes of the exasperated onlookers, the difference meant very little.


      Honestly, I felt kinda bad for the Magic Republic. No matter how much they changed, they would always be seen as weirdos. If any other major power were at the center of this, investigations would sprout up across the continent. But the Magic Republic? It was just another Tuesday. Everyone else would keep avoiding them like the plague.


      What a tragedy... I can already hear the executives crying.


      However, that was just the majority opinion. This dramatic change would alert a select few that something was off, even for the band of lunatics that was the Magic Republic. And of this minuscule minority, not many had the actual power to take action against a major power. I could probably count them on one hand.


      Hmm... For now, I’ll wait and see who takes the bait. But if I’m not mistaken, the only one who will bite is...


      §


      “How did it go?”


      “It was as you suspected, Lord Cyril. The Magic Republic has recently allied with a small nation.”


      Upon hearing the old butler’s report, Dragon Emperor Cyril caressed his chin with an unreadable expression. After a lengthy period of silence, it was one of his maids who hesitantly asked, “Is something the matter?”


      “Well, putting two and two together was easy—too easy. This must be bait.”


      “Bait...?”


      “Yes. Given the timing, it is highly likely that small nation played a role in the Magic Republic’s sudden change—perhaps it’s even the cause. My theory may be wrong, but at the very least, this warrants keeping them under observation.” Cyril frowned. “However, if my read on this situation is correct, this so-called god of theirs... Ah, for the sake of discussion, let’s call them the ‘Fake God.’ The Fake God must be quite the clever and cautious individual. It would have been child’s play for them to hide their ties to the Magic Republic. I find it hard to believe that they would expose themselves so easily—unless they are trying to bait us.”


      §


      But if I’m not mistaken, the only one who will bite is the Dragon Emperor... And he’ll bite knowing full well that it’s bait.


      Anybody decently keen would pick up that something was off, but not everyone had the means to actually take action. Why? Because investigating a major power required not only sufficient manpower but also the military strength to hold out in case it devolved into a conflict.


      So, who made the cut? Only other major powers, that’s who.


      That being said, even major powers wanted to steer clear of the Magic Republic. They might pass the first two criteria—noticing the anomaly and possessing the capacity to investigate—but they’d still look away simply because they wanted nothing to do with the Republic.


      If they were going to get involved with those lunatics, they needed a very compelling reason. You know, something like...an insatiable ambition to dominate the continent? And according to my canon knowledge, there was only one who met all of the conditions: the Dragon Emperor.


      Typically, you’d turn a blind eye the moment you realized it’s bait, but...


      §


      This is clearly bait...but I cannot afford to withdraw.


      Cyril dreamed of one day ruling the continent, and he suspected that the Fake God harbored the same ambition. And if their achievement in gaining the Republic’s reverence was any indication, they certainly possessed the ability to bring it to fruition.


      If left unbridled, how quickly would their influence spread? Cyril had no way to know for sure, nor was he eager to find out. Given the Fake God’s success with the Republic, it wasn’t hard to imagine they would have little trouble conquering small nations as well. In time, Cyril might just find himself surrounded on all fronts.


      The Fake God took over the Republic without acting as an aggressor... Their own military forces must be on the level of a small nation’s, certainly not comparable to a major power’s... Cyril narrowed his eyes. But then, why the bait?


      It didn’t take a once-in-a-lifetime genius to see the abnormality behind the Magic Republic’s new religious “whim” and the truth behind their “god.” However, acting on it required more than just brains. Though the Republic’s infamy would cause some to hesitate, the biggest factor at play was that—despite everything—the Magic Republic was a force to be reckoned with. Launching an investigation risked inciting the anger of the Republic and bringing about doom to your entire country.


      This is without a doubt bait. But there are very few who can even afford to take that bait...


      Thus, the Dragon Emperor arrived at the theory that the Fake God was trying to bait him specifically.


      The Adventurers’ Association might also fit the bill...but contacting them is a simple matter. There’s no reason to bait them. Besides, reaching out to the Association is pointless when they already have a major power under their wing.


      Long ago, the Adventurers’ Association was established as an organization of intrepid spirits who sought to uncover the unknown. However, at present, there were hardly any stones left unturned in the continent. So the Association had been reduced to an odd jobs agency, and their members were adventurers in name only.


      The Adventurers’ Association benefited little from working with major powers, and vice versa. For smaller nations, however, collaborating with the Association was a matter of life or death. This odd jobs agency solved many of their problems, from magical beast extermination to labor shortage. Some nations were so small and weak that their survival entirely depended on the Adventurers’ Association’s aid.


      All these little connections across the continent accumulated until the Adventurers’ Association had obtained massive influence, rivaling that of a major power. There was even said to be an individual among their ranks who was on par with the Continent’s Strongest.


      All in all, of those capable of identifying the Fake God’s country, the Adventurers’ Association barely met the minimum requirements. The capacity to investigate the Magic Republic? Check. The acumen to notice the anomaly? Also check. After all, they always kept an eye on the major powers. It was vital in their dealings with small nations.


      But this bait clearly hadn’t been set for the Adventurers’ Association.


      Going about this in such a roundabout way is unnecessary just to contact the Association.


      There were two main reasons for this. First, the Fake God’s country was now allied with the Magic Republic. It was hard to imagine that they were desperately lacking in manpower and in need of the Association’s aid. Second, the Association never turned away small nations. If the Fake God wanted the Association’s attention, they didn’t have to resort to bait. To begin with, it seemed likely the Fake God wasn’t after the Association at all.


      Naturally, Cyril came to suspect that this bait was for him specifically, bringing another concern to mind.


      His lady-in-waiting looked at him with worry. “Lord Cyril...?”


      “Hmm... It’s nothing,” he replied with a smile, his thoughts progressing all the while.


      Surely the Fake God is fairly smart, but something is amiss about all this... With my current profile of the Fake God, I struggle to see how certain outcomes came about. Could another party be involved? Perhaps a mastermind is plotting to prop up the Fake God as an object of worship...?


      Finally, Cyril shook his head.


      Whatever the case, there is a far faster method to confirm any of this—using my own eyes.


      Cyril ultimately concluded that the Fake God couldn’t be baiting him specifically. They would have had to possess detailed intel on the entire continent as well as Cyril himself—his personality, goals, values—to have come up with such intricate bait. Otherwise, the list of those who both met the criteria and had taken the bait would be much longer.


      But is that even possible? No, it simply cannot be. Seems highly unlikely.


      In the end, the Fake God might have had a specific target in mind, but this bait had ultimately been laid to draw out a few qualified individuals. And it just so happened that Cyril would be the one to come knocking.


      With his thoughts now in order, Cyril also came to realize just how crude and inefficient the Fake God’s methods were. If Cyril had been his target, surely there had to have been better ways to go about it. For that reason, Cyril deemed that this bait wasn’t meant for him specifically.


      Cyril’s lips curled into a cold and callous smile. An obvious trap meant to ensnare rabble and riffraff... Shall I smash it to bits by my own hand?


      §


      That should be the conclusion he arrives at.


      My strongest weapon was my canon knowledge. The Dragon Emperor had no idea that I knew all about him, so all he could do was conclude that his suspicions were unfounded. Sure, he was clever and rational, but people like that were easy to read and manipulate in their own way. Especially when they had something they were willing to take a risk for.


      Of course, the same could be said for me. After all, I had Zil’s facade to keep up. I had to meet any provocation with a smile, any challenge with a fight—no matter how much I wanted to run away from it all deep down.


      Come at me, Dragon Emperor. Your nation will be the very first one I crush.


      §


      That being said, I should at least be open to the possibility that this trap was laid specifically for me.


      Though Cyril didn’t think it was likely, he also acknowledged the Fake God’s wit. There was no harm in bracing for the worst-case scenario.


      If it turns out that the Fake God was baiting me, then my nation must be their next target. Having two major powers under their thumb is tantamount to seizing the entire continent. Alas, everyone else is ignorant to this impending threat as the Fake God is ruling from the shadows. On the surface, the status quo has been maintained. This gives the Fake God the perfect opportunity to strike.


      Cyril’s leisurely steps echoed in the hall. He stopped in front of the massive presence and slowly looked up.


      However, this also means that I can flip the script on the Fake God—take both their country and the Magic Republic in one fell swoop. That would be a major step toward my goal of world domination.


      In other words, this was a face-off. They would use everything they had—from territorial advantage and military strength to economic power and strategic wit—to decide who would seize the lead in their race to rule the continent.


      Interesting... Challenge accepted. Allow me to make the first move in this secret war of ours.


      The Dragon Emperor narrowed his eyes, a fierce resolve burning within his gaze.




      “Dragon Emperor...”


      “Fake God...”


      Two rulers smiled as their schemes slowly fell into place. Though they were a great distance apart, their words were undoubtedly meant for the other.


      “I shall use my all...to take everything from you.”


      §


      Dragon Emperor Cyril was a young man with orange hair and a gold-rimmed monocle. He was usually seen with a gentle smile and princely demeanor, contrasting starkly—yet also coexisting perfectly—with his deep-seated ambition to rule the continent. The anime had depicted him and Zil as birds of a feather that were rather fond of each other. Still, they were fated to clash in the end.


      Canonically, he’d made a great effort to avoid the Republic and all their lunacy. Their sudden change, as well as the immediate formation of our alliance that had followed, was probably driving him up the wall. I had no doubt he’d set his sights on my country and try to make contact.


      It only took three days for my prediction to be proven true. While I was busy in my office after returning from the Magic Republic, it was Hector who delivered the news.


      “Boss, you’ve got a sealed letter from the Dragon Emperor. Theodore and Stella already checked that it’s safe to open... Huh? Whatcha up to?”


      I accepted the letter from the perplexed man with a quick word of thanks. “These are the finishing touches for Gracie’s room. Though she now can freely stroll the castle grounds, her private room should provide special comfort, no?”


      “Oh...”


      “As king, I have a duty to supply each and every guest with a pleasurable stay. Naturally, my own kin deserves more.” I opened the letter and quickly parsed its contents. Just as I’d expected, the Dragon Emperor expressed his intent to visit my country soon. The corner of my lip twitched upward.


      “How’s it looking?” Hector asked.


      “Everything is proceeding according to plan. This comes as no surprise. At this early juncture, we are still acting in line with the other’s expectations.”


      “Kinda like battle, huh? Sometimes you gotta charge in even though it’s obvious your opponent’s just baiting you.”


      “Precisely. The Dragon Emperor must have picked up on my trap. However, he remains wholly oblivious to the extensive intel I have on him. As much as he may have considered the possibility, he will thoroughly doubt its likelihood.” Rationally speaking, it was unlikely that I knew everything about him. And the Dragon Emperor was too rational to conclude otherwise... Well, for now, at least.


      “So the head honcho of an empire is going behind enemy lines and getting his hands dirty? He’s got guts, I’ll give him that.”


      “He... Rather, his dragon possesses power unlike any other on the continent. Needless to say, the Dragon Emperor is quite strong in his own right. In terms of survival, he would likely fare far better than any soldier he could dispatch.”


      “Oh, so it’s a lot like how you tried to visit the Church by yourself before.”


      “Indeed.”


      “Gotcha... Guess that’s just how it is when your underlings are a lot weaker than you. Gotta minimize the losses, and all that...” Hector looked up at the ceiling. “Welp. For starters, I’d better catch up to the Seraphs.”


      I slowly slid my gaze to him. “Aiming straight for the heights of superhumans... Ambitious, are we?”


      Honestly, that was music to my ears.


      As inheritors of divine blood, the Seraphs had basically transcended humanity altogether. Not even the Continent’s Strongest, the peak of humankind, were a match for them. That being said, I wasn’t going to write off Hector’s chances just yet. In the anime, some humans had managed to hop on the power creep train and actually battled the Evil God and the gods themselves. Who was to say that Hector couldn’t do the same?


      Alas, hopping on the power creep train was easier said than done. The only method was irreplicable—that, or the anime simply hadn’t revealed it—and could really only be described as an “awakening.” Officially, it was known as the Peak of Humanity. I’d spent a bunch of my free time testing things out, but no dice.


      Well, Hector might go through his own unique awakening thanks to Gracie.


      All Gracie had said was that she “sowed a seed,” but given the context of their conversation, I had a sneaking suspicion she had been referring to a power-up. Considering her closeness to the gods, it wasn’t a stretch to assume that Gracie had her own ways of “blessing” others.


      “Well, ya know...” Hector shrugged. “Just feels like I won’t get anywhere unless I do.”


      “I see... Should you ever need a sparring partner, do not hesitate to inform me. I shall assist you myself.”


      “Don’t you have enough on your plate, boss? But sure, I’ll give you a holler if I hit a wall.”


      §


      The time has finally come to judge the Fake God with my own eyes.


      Dragon Emperor Cyril was deep in thought while saddled on his partner’s back.


      He had received an immediate response to his letter. It was filled with bold and brazen words, as if the sender wasn’t the least bit perturbed by the major power. Yet not even the most determined nitpicker could find the slightest instance of discourtesy within the text. This had seemed to slightly stun Cyril’s butler and ministers, but Cyril himself had hardly batted an eye.


      The Fake God has the Magic Republic under his thumb. Conducting himself boldly before a major power is not at all a surprise. Besides, using the bait was his doing, so of course he expected to be contacted eventually. This immediate response does not warrant any shock from me.


      When a small nation dealt with a major power, most would expect them to tread carefully, humble themselves, or perhaps even panic. Against those harboring such preconceived notions, the Fake God’s swift response would have been incredibly effective. It would have made them fear that they were actually dancing in the palm of his hand.


      Why, look no further than my own butler and ministers, Cyril thought with a bitter smile. Shock rattled the mind and clouded one’s thoughts. The Fake God had dealt a single, frightening blow.


      But Cyril had already seen it coming. He wasn’t so naive that such a predictable gesture would have caught him off guard.


      Surprise attacks and daring schemes are an underdog’s best friend. A quick and bold response to my letter was the easiest, most obvious card he could have played. Cyril huffed. Besides, by relying on such schemes, all the Fake God has proven is that he’s far from powerful. Of course, this also means that I mustn’t let my guard down against his cunning. Hmm... Depending on how the situation unfolds, perhaps I should consider making him my subordinate. I’m quite fond of his audacity and wit.


      Various thoughts and possibilities swirled in Cyril’s head.


      Given that they are members of a small nation, his forces cannot possibly rival mine. Granted, he now has the option of dragging the Magic Republic into this... But can he remain steadfast even after seeing my forces with his own eyes?


      Cyril looked down at his partner—a dragon. He was surrounded by his entourage, each member also riding a dragon of their own. These creatures were superior to humans in both size and power. Thanks to commanding an army of these fearsome creatures, he had become known as the Dragon Emperor, much like his predecessors.


      People cannot escape their emotions. Knowing the best move does not always lead to choosing the best move. Such is human nature.


      Every situation had a rational choice to be made. For example, imagine if someone you hated offered you ten gold coins. Accepting would give you not only the coins but also a significant mood boost, whereas rejecting would only give you a meager mood boost. The rational choice would then be to accept it.


      Alas, humans were ruled by their emotions. The most rational option was not always the popular one. In this example, instead of taking it, some would obviously respond with, “Do I look like I want your money?”


      Psychological warfare and intimidation tactics are mainstays in negotiation for a reason. Of course, not all people can be held to these standards. Such as those who lack emotions, harbor unorthodox values, or possess no self-awareness... But that doesn’t matter now. The Fake God should be the rational type.


      However, when faced with an army of dragons, would he still have faith in his victory with no more than the Magic Republic’s backing?


      A sinister smirk formed on Cyril’s lips as he gradually made his way to his destination.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The King Versus the Dragon Emperor


      “Welcome, Dragon Emperor. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance. I am Theodore, your escort for today.”


      Upon arriving at his destination, Cyril was greeted by a young man who introduced himself as Theodore. He was a tall and lean figure. Not only was the man dressed like a researcher, but Cyril sensed he was as weak as one to boot.


      “Well, it is my honor to be the recipient of such a gracious response from your king. Thank you kindly.”


      Though he didn’t show it, Cyril was rather impressed by Theodore’s spunk. Before this entourage of enormous dragons and robust warriors, the researcher displayed not even a hint of anxiety. This in turn spoke volumes of his superior’s capabilities.


      However, he must have been chosen as my escort for no other reason than his stalwart spirit. Why else would the Fake God have assigned this task to a researcher of all people? It was probably deemed a worthy trade-off to keep me in check.


      Foreign dignitaries were typically escorted by high-ranking soldiers or attendants. In small nations, the rulers would even personally step up for the job. Suffice it to say, a researcher like Theodore was a rather unorthodox choice. The awkward touch to his etiquette seemed to indicate he wasn’t properly trained for the role. That was evidence enough that he had been specially selected as Cyril’s escort purely for his mental fortitude.


      Labor shortage... A common issue among small nations.


      Still, to raise a challenge against a major power despite that deficiency... Cyril wanted to praise the Fake God for his guts. As the desire to place that man under his employ grew by the minute, Cyril couldn’t help but suppress a smirk.


      Oblivious to the thoughts brewing in Cyril’s mind, Theodore pushed up his glasses with his middle finger before snapping his fingers. “Let us proceed. The castle is merely a short walk from these gates.”


      The gate slowly opened before their eyes, filling their vision with the sprawling sight of...bare skin...?


      “Wh-What’s going on...?”


      “Is that a half naked mob?!”


      “Eek...”


      “P-Perverts...”


      Cyril fell speechless, while his subordinates began to panic. The agitation of the group seemed to rattle their dragons, filling the air around them with disgruntled huffs and unsettled stomps.


      What in the world? Is this...some form of ritual?


      For once, Cyril failed to keep his cool. His field of vision was overwhelmed by the sight of a half naked army. They kept the bare minimum covered, but that didn’t make this scene any less absurd. All of them were bowing their heads over and over with single-minded devotion while intermittently chanting, “Long live Lord Zil!”


      Zil... That’s the name of this country’s king, the very man that the Magic Republic started worshipping as God. Is this...a prayer ritual for the Fake God? I expected this country to liken itself to the Magic Republic, but this...


      The man known for having the sharpest mind on the continent could do naught but stare dumbly at this bizarre sight. Countless thoughts flitted through his mind in a desperate attempt to make sense of it all.


      I don’t get it... I don’t get it! What is the meaning of all this undressing...? Even if their God isn’t some fantasy, how is stripping a valid display of faith? The Fake God should be a rational man like me... He wouldn’t demand this of his followers without reason. There must be a point to all this half naked worship... But is there really? I almost wish there isn’t... No, no. Without a rationale to explain this, that would make the Fake God no more than a pervert who makes his followers strip for his own enjoyment... Wh-What is going on...? This... This isn’t like him at all...
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      Cyril’s restlessness grew as he struggled to make sense of the scene playing out before him. This wasn’t very smart of the Fake God, nor was this a very...dignified display to show his guests.


      Is he attempting to dull my thoughts, or observe my reaction to this absurdity? Am I...being tested? Perhaps he wants to see how much insanity it would take to rattle the Dragon Emperor...


      Several possibilities came to mind, but none explained the half naked worship. There should have been other ways to throw Cyril off. This one even risked tainting their nation’s reputation.


      But it certainly caught me off guard... If this was his ploy, then I cannot deny its effectiveness. Cyril suppressed a scowl. Besides, there’s another problem... The citizens are all participating in this half naked ritual like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Are they simply that loyal to their king...? Such intense devotion... Ah! I see now... This must be his way of showing me I cannot win over his people!


      Cyril nearly shuddered at the Fake God’s deviousness. His ploy must have been to use the half naked citizens to rattle Cyril’s mind while making a show of his people’s loyalty, killing two birds with one stone. Why, you could even say he had chased two rabbits and brilliantly caught both.


      However, a terror even greater than the Fake God’s prowess...were his citizens. Specifically, their evident lack of reluctance to offer their prayer and worship while in their underwear.


      An urge to flee nearly came over Cyril. Oh, how frightening...


      For such a nonsensical conclusion to come to him, surely this absurd sight had taken its toll on his mind.


      At present, the very source of his agitation—the so-called Fake God—was in his castle saying, “Oh crap, I forgot to tell them to quit stripping... Wow, that’s one sentence I never thought I’d say. Definitely not your everyday item on the to-do list for welcoming a foreign dignitary... Damn it.”


      Alas, Cyril had no way of knowing this, so his thoughts simply continued to spiral.


      And this man, Theodore... As Cyril’s gaze landed on Theodore, his awe for the Fake God grew threefold. What a fierce expression. That intense concentration, that suffocating tension... This air about him is almost palpable. He must be weighing the people’s faith and looking out for any false believers... To have commanded such loyalty of this seemingly apathetic man... Just what in the world is the Fake God?


      Cyril solemnly closed his eyes. Hmm... Perhaps he was actually chosen as my escort for his passion toward this half naked worship...


      Unbeknownest to Cyril—who completely misread the situation—Theodore was only willing himself not to pass out. It bore repeating that this encounter had taken a significant toll on Cyril by now.


      Interesting... You’ve stoked my intrigue, Fake God. I very much look forward to our battle of wits.


      Had Zil heard this, he would have deadpanned, “How does a half naked mob lead to a battle of wits?”


      This was how a most idiotic opening act paved the way for the meeting between the world’s two greatest geniuses.


      §


      Humans were weak to the element of surprise.


      Even when up against the same situation, there was a world of difference between bracing for it and having it slap you in the face. For example, someone could go through a haunted house just fine but still get the fright of their life as long as they thought of it as a playhouse.


      Smart people had a tendency to thoroughly prepare before facing challenges. Studying before an exam, taking deep breaths before entering a haunted house... Barring some exceptions, humans liked to manage their risks.


      The Dragon Emperor fit into this mold. He’d have to, seeing how he had his sights set on world domination. Dispatching spies and establishing intelligence networks in foreign lands, deeply pondering which course of action to take with other nations, scouting promising talents... Long story short, we were two peas in a pod. When it came to dealing with problems or handling people, you could always count on him to do his homework ahead of time, pore over several possibilities, plan a course of action, and ensure that the end result worked in his favor.


      Now, riddle me this: When two of this type butted heads, what tilted the scales?


      There were multiple right answers here. A good one was “throw them off-kilter with a big shock.” This only granted you the upper hand mentally, but that was not to be underestimated. There was a reason most people performed miserably in stressful interviews. A poor state of mind affected the rest of the body in a number of ways.


      All in all, catching your opponent by surprise was an effective means of agitating them, whittling their defenses, and gaining the mental upper hand. This worked especially well against those who were well prepared.


      For example, imagine you went above and beyond to prepare for an interview—researching the company, preparing a self-reflection, studying the industry—only for the interviewer to say, “This is completely off topic, but I really love ramen. So, give me an impassioned speech all about ramen. Whoever moves me to tears passes the interview!” No doubt you’d draw a blank, maybe even fall into a panic and struggle to get through the interview at all.


      Anyway, my point here was that it was important to catch your enemies off guard.


      So, yeah.


      “The moment they set foot on this land, they were greeted by a half naked mob... Hmph. Surely they have lost their composure. I doubt anyone in this world expects to be confronted by a half naked mob when taking the journey to an international conference.”


      “Come on, boss... That’s a pretty pathetic excuse. I totally get where you’re coming from, though.”


      “Silence, Hector! Why do you fail to comprehend the sublimity that is Lord Zil’s thoughts?”


      “Uh, Kieran? Little Zil basically just implied that half naked worship is weird and not at all normal... Did that part fly right over your head? How can you be so sharp most of the time and so dim-witted otherwise?”


      So, yeah. Everything was going according to plan.


      Without a doubt, that half naked mob had dealt a critical blow to the Dragon Emperor when he least expected it. In our upcoming battle of wits, he would be off his game—significantly debuffed, so to speak.


      “Stella. Lord Zil’s true intentions have failed to reach you. Clearly, he is lamenting the lack of faith in this world.”


      “Wha...?”


      “Everything in this world should be Lord Zil’s rightful possession, and every human his devout believer. Yet that is not the case, indicating that the world as it is now is abnormal.”


      “Uh...”


      “Undressing is the highest form of worship. As such, we offer it to Lord Zil. Yet the mere sight of our ritual baffled even a man of the Dragon Emperor’s caliber. Now do you see the truth? Lord Zil is seeking to correct this world. You claim that our ‘half naked worship is weird’? Nay. This world is weird for shunning our faith! Through the Dragon Emperor’s reaction, Lord Zil has ascertained the twisted state of our present-day world!”


      “If anything’s twisted here, it’s your logic.”


      “Don’t bother, Stella. His logic isn’t twisted. He genuinely believes what’s coming out of his mouth.”


      “Seriously...? Kieran, I think you need to get your head checked, pronto.”


      “That’s what I’ve been saying. Man, it’s great having another sane person on board—”


      “You are the one who needs to get your head checked, Stella. Taking pleasure in being frozen by the Frost Witch... Hmph. Lunatics like you would never understand.”


      “Huh?”


      “What? I don’t just enjoy it. I practically can’t live without it!”


      “H-Huh...?”


      A battle of the century between two geniuses was bound to end in a stalemate. Then why not debuff the enemy before it got to that point? There were no rules stating it had to be done face-to-face. In fact, playing this hand from a distance—when they least expected it—was far more effective.


      In other words, this was basically like 4D chess. The battle had started long before either player approached the board. So, the Dragon Emperor brought his dragon army with him? Well, I’ll see your army and raise you my half naked mob! In a clash between these two fearsome forces, the results were clear as day—if the other side’s sheer bewilderment was any indication.


      “How is it, Dragon Emperor? Did you foresee that display?”


      ’Cause I sure didn’t! Who would’ve thought that this downright disgrace would infect both the capital and countryside?


      “Come... Let us do battle.”


      Everything was going all according to plan—I had to delude myself into thinking as such, otherwise I would have lost my goddamn mind.


      §


      Upon entering the castle, Cyril secretly released a sigh. He had finally escaped the presence of that crazy half naked mob. He never would have expected simply passing them would be so taxing on his psyche.


      “Wh-What in the world was that...?”


      “That was terrifying...”


      “Even the dragons looked a little frightened...”


      “Our emperor is truly something else.”


      “His dragon also hardly seems fazed...”


      Behind him, his subordinates were similarly expressing their relief, speaking like soldiers who had just survived the brutality of war. Clearly, the experience had left no small wound on their sanity.


      Quite the terrifying first move... I truly cannot underestimate this Fake God.


      A handful of god-worshipping countries existed, but none compared to this land. Just how charismatic was this nation’s king? And the most troublesome part of all—he had the wits to match.


      As the greatest genius of the era, Cyril was thrilled to have found a worthy opponent, but any cause for celebration had to wait as his goal was still not in his grasp. His own personal interests meant nothing in comparison to taking over this nation and using it to progress his ambition.


      I must get my head in the game, Cyril thought as he walked the castle’s halls under Theodore’s guidance. Their dragons, far too big to fit indoors, were now circling the castle. My partner is an exception...but there is no harm in keeping that trick up my sleeve.


      Incidentally, the dragons’ eyes were pinned solely on the castle. They were exerting every effort not to stray their gazes toward the city’s repulsive sights.


      “Sir Zil, our master and king, awaits you in this room.”


      Finally, the time had come.


      Cyril gave Theodore his acknowledgment with a nod. Meanwhile, his subordinates quietly gulped. Their frightening encounter in the city must have been weighing on their minds, and they surely feared what kind of pervert could lord over that half naked mob.


      By my assessment, the Fake God himself shouldn’t have any perverse tendencies... But frankly, I can no longer say for certain. After all, of the various avenues he could’ve used to rattle me, he’d chosen that. It’s doubtful the Fake God himself will be half naked, but the servants waiting on him... Urgh. I had best brace myself. Perhaps Theodore might even strip right now... Ah, no. If he were to get half naked, it would’ve been during the greeting.


      Cyril despaired that he was even deriving logic from this half naked madness at all. Whatever the case, he supposed he had no need to worry about someone suddenly undressing before his eyes. Whoever did such a thing would be worse than a pervert.


      It is time.


      The door slowly opened. Light started to leak through, causing Cyril to squint—until finally, the room was revealed to him.


      “Greetings, Dragon Emperor. I am Zil, the king of this nation. Hmph... I welcome you and your entourage as my guests.”


      Past the shower of sublime light was the very embodiment of a ruler. Even as he looked the emperor of a major power in the eye, an unwavering confidence and arrogance accentuated the smile on his lips. His silver hair glistened with a divine luster, and his eyes were a mystifying shade between purple and blue. This presence was far too tremendous and dignified to be contained to a small nation’s throne.


      All it took was a single glance for Cyril to fully grasp how those crazed fanatics had come about.


      Zil’s lips curled into a cold smile. “I shall grant you the greatest hospitality available. However, that can wait until after our talk, yes?”


      Cyril naturally responded with a similar smile. “Of course. After all, that is why we came all this way.”


      “Then this room will act as the stage for our discussion. However, the seats of this round table indicate no hierarchy.”


      “That is perfectly fine by me. Seeing how we are equals.”


      “Indeed. Such is the nature of this conference.”


      Their gazes clashed and their minds worked at speeds beyond the capabilities of ordinary people. Each word could become an opening, each phrase either a weapon or a shield.


      What an overwhelming presence... I have no doubt he is stronger than I am. Cyril gathered his observations even as their discussion continued. But...I shall not get ahead of myself and conclude he’s an insurmountable foe so soon. At the very least, his strength is comparable to that of my partner...


      Was his current assessment sufficient to peer into the depths of Zil’s power? Or was Zil’s true strength still hidden to lower Cyril’s guard? As a noncombatant, Cyril could not tell. However, what mattered at the moment was that this man was much, much stronger than Cyril could have ever expected.


      To think he’s even superior to the Continent’s Strongest...


      Cyril never could have seen this coming. If this man chose to wage a war here and now, even Cyril might struggle to defend his land.


      However, it bothers me that he seems to have no bodyguards present. I did see a few soldiers on my way here. By the standards of a small nation, they looked to be well trained...but none of them stood out. I thought he’d keep some notable individuals close by as personal guards, but...


      The room’s only inhabitants who seemed to be within the Fake God’s immediate circle were the Fake God himself and that researcher named Theodore—


      “Excuse me.”


      Just then, a blue-haired girl entered the room with a bow. She set two cups of tea down on the table before withdrawing to the back.


      Is she his attendant...? It cannot be. Her magical energy is far too abundant and refined for that role. To be so talented while so young... She must already be capable of advanced magic. In small nations such as this, those of her ilk are undoubtedly deemed valuable personnel. Since the Fake God formed an alliance with the Magic Republic, I highly doubt he is prejudiced against mages. If he can employ such a skilled practitioner, he should have granted her a court mage designation...


      Cyril could think of two possibilities.


      One, they were so severely lacking in manpower that they had to use combat personnel as servants. Two, they had an overabundance of manpower such that their standards were too high for this advanced mage to be any more than a servant.


      If this attendant fought the soldiers I saw earlier, she would have no trouble besting them by primarily using long-range attacks. It’s hard to imagine she wouldn’t make the cut as combat personnel. Besides, it’s apparent that she lacks any sort of training as a servant—her awkward movements are a clear indicator. She must have been urgently called upon for the sake of this conference simply to look the part.


      Thus, Cyril concluded that it must be the former—that this country was severely lacking in manpower. A researcher serving as an escort, a combatant serving as an attendant... These were crude arrangements for a diplomatic conference, caused by a lack of personnel—likely this country’s primary weakness.


      Now then, how shall I proceed...?


      Whatever the case, there was no denying this man’s strength. Not to mention his capability as a ruler in the shadows of a major power. Left to his own devices, he could soon bolster his strength, absorb small countries, and someday evolve into a new major power. Most small countries were backed by the Adventurers’ Association, but that was inconsequential to the Fake God.


      For the sake of his ambition, Cyril couldn’t afford to let him be.


      What should I do? Take over this country? Vassalize them? No, that’s far too rash. We should start with this alliance. It’s just a pretext for this meeting, but—


      “By the way, Dragon Emperor...”


      Cyril was snatched out of his thoughts by the man’s sudden voice. There had been a significant shift in the air about him as a callous smile took to his lips. Cyril could only look on with furrowed brows.


      “Your dragon is truly a cut above... I expect nothing less from a descendant of the legendary dragon Fáfnir.”


      Under Zil’s piercing gaze, Cyril felt a cold chill run down his back.


      §


      Hector sat alone in a room, presence suppressed.


      Why? Because that had been his boss’s orders. Specifically, he and Kieran had been instructed to stay out of the Dragon Emperor’s perception.


      Just how far ahead has boss planned?


      The conference must have been underway by now. Hector had heard that the Dragon Emperor was a clever guy, but his boss was going to give him a run for his money. In a battle of wits between two top-tier geniuses, the one to come out victorious would be whoever was more well prepared. And Hector could say with overflowing confidence that nobody had Zil beat in that department.


      Whatever kind of information network his boss had at his disposal, it seemed to grant him top-class intel on powerful forces and notable individuals all over the world. It didn’t make him omniscient, but it was more than enough to knock Hector’s socks off. He still for the life of him couldn’t figure out how his boss had learned about an obscure faction like the Church. There was probably nothing out there that could catch him by surprise.


      Oh, wait... He was definitely surprised by the half naked mob. Hector thought back to that day, when he could sense his boss internally wincing at the sight of his own citizens. Does that count...? Ugh, whatever. Dragon Emperor, major power—it doesn’t matter. Boss can take care of himself just fine.


      Zil’s cold smile and confident gait surfaced vividly in Hector’s mind. Every step he took, every move he made, was expertly calculated like a master strategist moving pieces on a game board. Under his skillful hand, even unforeseen variables were brought onto the field of play to work in his favor and ultimately produce his victory. Even the infamous Magic Republic had ended up right in the palm of Zil’s hands, though Hector had heard their stay had been quite eventful. All in all, taking over the entire continent was certainly no pipe dream for his boss.


      Anyway...


      Hector’s thoughts wandered back to the conference. Right about now, Zil and the Dragon Emperor had to be in the middle of a stifling discussion rife with unspoken words, sly insinuations, and speedy calculations.


      Yet, those dragons...


      Next, Hector thought back to events earlier in the day. The citizens of this city held their half naked prayer ritual three times a day...and the Dragon Emperor had just so happened to arrive during one of them. A truly tragic coincidence.


      Hector lamented as he shook his head. Seriously, what is up with that half naked mob?


      They had hardly batted an eye at the looming creatures and simply gone about their ritual. But the dragons? The mere sight of the half naked mob had them agitated to no end, forcing them to muster all they had to focus their attention elsewhere. Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around? Something was very off about the power balance between those two groups.


      I... I really don’t know how to feel about this... Hector hung his head. Dragons were majestic creatures that inspired awe in every boy’s heart. Frankly, his childhood had been ruined.


      To each his own, I guess...? This is so annoying... Cultists gave me a hard enough time back in my mercenary days, but this is just...


      Hector thought of his boss—who, deep down, probably couldn’t stand the half naked mob either—and quietly heaved a weighty sigh.


      §


      “Your dragon is truly a cut above... I expect nothing less from a descendant of the legendary dragon Fáfnir.”


      Under Zil’s piercing gaze, Cyril felt a cold chill run down his back. It was merely a bad feeling—a foreboding hunch—but Cyril knew better than to disregard it. He wanted nothing more than to ponder that sensation’s origins, but prolonged silence was bound to invite suspicion.


      More importantly, the longer Cyril spent lost in thought, the more Zil would know he had successfully mounted the pressure. That alone would be a significant advantage in this battle of wits. It would be akin to playing a board game, watching as one player smoothly dished out one move after the next only to suddenly pause, deep in thought. What this meant would be clear not just to his opponent but also to any spectators of their contest. The morale of Cyril’s allies would plummet, whereas the confidence of Zil’s would soar.


      For now, Cyril set that thought aside. “It is as you say. My partner is in fact the descendant of that legendary dragon,” he replied. “I’m impressed that you know. Even within our territory, few are privy to this information.”


      “Truthfully, I am quite fond of delving into history. That being said, our superb intelligence network played an instrumental role in me ascertaining that connection.”


      “I see... You deduced my partner’s identity by tracing back our history. Yes, that makes sense.”


      There was no better way to flaunt his intelligence network than revealing the identity of Cyril’s partner. In fact, Cyril’s soldiers were already looking at Zil with greater wariness than before.


      However, there is far more to this than just a superb intelligence network. Cyril suppressed a wince. From the moment their gazes first met, he could sense something more behind this man. He had no idea if that was intentional on Zil’s part, but that hardly mattered when weighed against the implications.


      This only proved more true as their discussion progressed.




      “Dragon Emperor, I believe you are...”


      “Indeed, I am...”




      “Regarding the Magic Republic...”


      “Hmm. That was...”




      “But you see, Dragon Emperor...”


      “Ah, it is as you say...”




      “You could look at it this way...”


      “Quite. Moreover...”




      “Much of this world is imperfect and...”


      “I’ve also noticed...”




      “That country is...”


      “I agree. It’s rather...”




      Their conversation flowed smoothly—too smoothly, much to Cyril’s growing dismay. He resisted the urge to click his tongue. I knew it... My gut was correct. This man—he speaks as if he’s simply stating facts.


      Zil acted like he already knew everything—from what Cyril was thinking in this moment, to what fate awaited him in the future—and he went about it with exceptional nonchalance. He spoke of the future as if it were the past.


      Not to mention that look in his eyes... Those aren’t the eyes of someone detailing his deductions, nor is there a shred of confidence in his gaze. That is the look of someone merely recalling what he had for supper yesterday. To him, the future is the past.


      They say that the eyes are the windows to the soul. Behind Zil’s eyes, Cyril saw the expression not of accepted opinions but rather established facts.


      He cannot be disregarded as some rambling eccentric... Everything he says is true. Down to hinting at knowing the specific country I originally targeted to conquer before the whole Magic Republic fiasco. At this point, whether or not there is a basis for his statements hardly matters.


      As difficult as it was for Cyril to believe, all signs pointed to Zil being emphatically correct.


      Even during our most casual exchanges, it feels as though he already has a complete understanding of my personality. To say he grasped the reins of our battle of wits wouldn’t do it justice. No, this feels as if...I’m walking precisely on the path he’s already laid out. But...he couldn’t actually know everything about me, could he?


      A cold chill ran down Cyril’s back. This was way beyond the scope of a “superb intelligence network.” The most a pool of information could provide him was some insight to predict the future. For example, Cyril was capable of that as well. But this man was different. To him, the future was no prediction—it was fact.


      How can this be...? He speaks as if he knows things I’ve never spoken of to anyone. The closest equivalent would be the Saint, and she can only foretell the danger that will befall her own country... But this is no such limited prediction.


      Could it be that this man was God? But that was downright preposterous. God was a figment of people’s imaginations—a fictional character, a conceptual figure—not an actual being who could rule a nation.


      His perspective is also bizarre. It is like he’s observing everything from a bird’s-eye view. Yes, he is a king, and that is how kings tend to conduct themselves... However, he directs his watchful gaze toward not only his own nation, but also the entire world.


      Cyril greatly pondered his next course of action.


      Calm down. If he truly was God, debating the world’s faults with me would be pointless. After all, an omnipotent and omniscient being could correct them with a flick of a finger. Resorting to such roundabout methods would be beneath him, instead likely opting to crush me with insurmountable strength. Setting aside whether he is truly God—at the very least, he is neither omnipotent nor omniscient.


      All of this meant he must have had some sort of weakness that Cyril could exploit.


      That being said, Zil’s superior information kept him one step ahead. He knew all about Cyril, yet Cyril knew little of him. Cyril was at an overwhelming disadvantage, and no amount of thinking was going to change that.


      Then, how was he to balance the scales? It was simple—lower that advantage by gathering data on Zil.


      “Sir Zil,” Cyril called with a smile.


      By forcefully taking a hold of the conversation’s reins, he was essentially announcing that he was on the losing end of this exchange, but that was the least of his concerns at the moment. There was no hiding this fact from Zil to begin with. The best move for him here was to take a risk to keep any hopes of securing victory alive.


      “What is it, Sir Cyril?”


      “In the interest of deepening our friendship, I’ve actually brought my favorite board game today.”


      “Oh?”


      This was of course a lie. Cyril wasn’t particularly fond of board games. With his transcendent intelligence, what little interest these games might have provided him quickly whittled down to boredom, until they became no more than an exercise of moving pawns.


      Naturally, this plaything hadn’t been brought with such pure intentions. It was actually a little tool he’d prepared to examine Zil’s intelligence, values, and habits. Of course, he hadn’t expected to make use of it at all, much less while in such a precarious position. Alas, the current situation called for a change in plans.


      “Shall we?”


      Challenging this man to a contest of might was clearly out of the question, but simply continuing their discourse was an equally fruitless endeavor that was bound to send Cyril home empty-handed.


      This board game, however, opened new opportunities. Real life intel mattered little on the board. That would allow Cyril to use his experience with the game to balance the scales and even tilt them to his side even further.


      Most importantly, perhaps it will help me better understand this Fake God.


      A player’s true nature revealed itself while engaging in a game. As an extreme example, someone might scream and wail when faced with defeat. That alone would be enough for most people to draw conclusions about their general personality—and that was to say nothing of what else could be gleaned during the match itself.


      No matter how much the Fake God tries to hide his true self, he cannot prevent his actual character from leaking out over the course of the match.


      If there was anything Cyril was certain about regarding Zil, it was that he possessed clever wit. The rest of the blanks would be filled in with this game.


      “What do you say to taking a breather with a quick game?”


      A flame of determination, eager to learn every facet of Zil, burned within Cyril. His mind whirled with a myriad of complex thoughts—leaving him utterly clueless to the smirk that flashed briefly on Zil’s lips.


      §


      “You wish to deepen our friendship, you say?”


      “Indeed. I hope for us—as individuals, not just our countries—to be on good terms.”


      The board game that Cyril took out looked a heck of a lot like shogi. I already knew about it from the anime, but I still couldn’t help but wonder if I had really been sent to another world... To be fair, my old world was chock-full of games resembling shogi. Take chess, for example. There was nothing strange about a similar board game popping up in another world too... At least, that was what I told myself...


      Bah, whatever. No point getting all hung up on this. I should’ve lowered my expectations back when Kieran served me sushi.


      Anyway, back to the task at hand.


      Cyril suggested we play a game to “deepen our friendship.” Well, that was a big load of crap. I was willing to bet he wanted to use the game to get insight into my personality.


      As far as schemes went, it wasn’t bad. Games were mirrors that reflected a player’s personality—their thought process, decision-making criteria, playstyle, and so on—and all the more so if the games incorporated some form of psychological warfare.


      Some say that playing shogi is like engaging in a conversation. Today, my conversation partner was Dragon Emperor Cyril, the sharpest mind on the continent. It was well within the realm of possibility for him to deduce my true identity—to peel off Zil’s mask and catch sight of ■■■■■ hidden behind it.


      You must’ve figured this verbal battle wouldn’t get you anywhere, so you resorted to gathering intel on me using this board game.


      As things stood now, I knew everything about him, whereas I was pretty much a complete mystery to him. It was only natural for him to try to learn more about me to flip around this predicament he was in. Well, the only means available to him was to go on the offensive despite the risks.


      In sports like soccer or baseball, staying on the defensive might stop your opponent from getting any more points, but you gotta score a few points of your own to nab that victory trophy. All victories required going on the offensive.


      In Cyril’s case, going on the offensive meant playing this board game. He was practically confessing to having been backed into a corner, but I could hardly fault him for it. Since I already knew all about him, he had nothing to lose by playing this game, whereas I had to risk exposing myself.


      But you see, Dragon Emperor... While I may not know every little thing about you, the anime did a darn good job fleshing out your character. Predicting your next move is a walk in the park—so long as you don’t suddenly break character, of course.


      A scene from the anime replayed in the back of my mind: The Dragon Emperor playing a board game with a look of utter boredom.


      I was the type to consider all possibilities before taking action, and my canon knowledge was my best friend—especially for this plan. Now, I still had to be careful not to become overly reliant on the anime, but it wasn’t so far-fetched to have surmised that the Dragon Emperor dabbled in strategic board games and would bust one out at this stage. After all, he was a clever young man who dreamed of ruling the continent.


      What did this all mean? Basically, I’d seen this coming from a mile away!


      Go ahead, Dragon Emperor. Play your game. I’ve already prepared all of Zil’s strategies. You won’t catch a whiff of my original personality.


      This was kinda like a personality test. Staying consistent was key—I had to perfectly fake my personality on the board. In the lead-up to this conference, I’d studied a plethora of this world’s board games and put together a list of all sorts of strategies that aligned with Zil’s character. So once we got started on the game, he would only get a read on Zil’s thought process, not mine.


      That being said, there might be times I’d need to act regardless of personality. For example, imagine the Dragon Emperor got a checkmate against me. I couldn’t exactly just sock him in the face and declare, “No checkmates for me. All I gotta do is crush my enemies. I am the champion!” That wouldn’t change the fact that I’d lost the match.


      All in all, I still had to play it by ear. The important thing was to assume that the Dragon Emperor could pick up on anything, and to make sure I played the role of Zil only.


      Dragon Emperor, you have my undivided attention. After Humanity’s Strongest, I am wary of you most of all... In fact, I’d say that you warrant even more caution in some areas.


      He would never understand everything I had gone through. The struggle of playing game after game for days on end without my frustratingly sharp subordinates catching on... The loneliness of playing against hundreds of imaginary friends... The despair of going out on a moonlit walk for some fresh air, only to bear witness to a half naked mob...


      Man, I really put myself through the wringer...but that’s exactly why everything will go according to plan. Cyril, I may be just your average Joe, but Zil sure isn’t.


      What would’ve been impossible for me in the past was now possible thanks to this body. Why? Because I now had the brains to rival the Dragon Emperor. And since it was possible, it was definitely worth the effort.


      Come at me, Dragon Emperor. I may have my sights set on the gods, but don’t think that means I look down on you. I’ll give you my all—while feigning indifference, of course. Go on, try to pry this mask off my face—over my dead body!


      §


      Zil’s dark chuckle echoed within the room, bringing an odd chill to the air and making the hairs all over Cyril’s skin stand on end.


      “Deepening our friendship, hmm? I see, I see...” His voice trailed off into ominous chuckles, and his eyes narrowed into a piercing gaze. It was as if he could see right through Cyril. “I suspect you have ulterior motives, but so be it. Not many dare to challenge me to a battle of wits... This should make for a rather novel experience. I must say, though testing my intelligence with such impertinence is typically worthy of death, allow me to play along with your little scheme. Go on, wield your so-called ‘sharpest mind’ to the fullest—and behold as I triumph regardless.”


      Cyril nearly gritted his teeth. Zil knew. Clearly, he hadn’t bought the “friendly match” excuse. Cyril should have seen that coming; this man was not some gullible fool.


      Tch... Calm down. This is only step one of my plan... Besides, there’s no turning back now. The game must proceed!


      Cyril steadily set up the board game. By the time all the pieces were lined up, he had already restored his composure.


      “Shall we begin?” Zil’s lips quirked into a smile.


      “We must decide who goes first. A proper method does exist to determine the order, but I’d rather avoid suspicion of using trickery... You may go first, Zil.”


      “Hmph, how dull. I have no need for a handicap from a youngster like you.”


      Cyril chuckled. “I never thought you did. In that case, pardon me. Shall we decide who goes first with rock-paper-scissors?”


      Zil nodded. “Very well.”


      For this game of rock-paper-scissors, several strategies were at their disposal. Putting their hand out just a split second later, reading the other’s next move, or simply leaving it all to luck... Whatever each player chose would be a reflection of their values, adding another layer to the psychological warfare.


      Zil and Cyril both chose to leave it entirely to luck. With that, the first player was decided.


      “I suppose I shall go first,” said Zil.


      “Go right ahead,” Cyril replied. He watched closely as Zil reached for a piece.


      In this game, a player’s first few moves will reveal their general strategy. Now then, Fake God... What sort of methods do you fancy? What plays do you favor? What tactics do you have up your sleeve? Are you one to play by the book? Or...do you plan to fake yourself upon this game board?


      Clack.


      The sound of Zil’s first move against the board resounded quietly in the room.


      Cyril responded immediately.


      In this game, the first moves were like greetings—gestures in lieu of directly declaring, “I will crush you” or “I accept your challenge.” It was only after the third set of moves that the real match took center stage.


      “Shall we, Sir Cyril?”


      “Let us have a good match, Sir Zil.”


      Finally, the curtains truly rose on their game.


      A tense atmosphere instantly fell over the entire room. Both Cyril and Zil radiated with intense concentration, demarcating their surroundings as a bloody battlefield. The spectators of their bout—Stella, Theodore, and Cyril’s subordinates—could only watch on in a cold sweat, some even staggering from the pressure.


      This is crazy, Stella thought, feeling slightly faint as she pinned her gaze on the game board. She knew of a similar game from her home country. It was more magical, of course, but the point was that she could follow the game.


      And what did she see? That these two were absolute beasts.


      No way could I beat either of them... I’d probably lose before I even knew what hit me. And why are they going so fast? One second I’m thinking of how I’d move, and the next—the whole situation changes beyond recognition. Just what is going on in their heads?


      Stella was rather confident in her intelligence—even if her sole specialty was magic—but she still failed to keep up. All she could do was watch on with a dry smile.


      All the while, the battle between these two monsters continued without pause. Pieces were moved one after the other as neither party spared even a moment for thought. The landscape of their duel was rapidly shifting.


      “Very decisive,” Cyril remarked.


      “Pondering deeply over each move is futile when all is laid bare on the board.”


      “Ah, pardon me. I assumed time was of concern to you.”


      Each player was allotted a time limit, and running out of time would also count as a loss. In other words, they needed to win within their allotted time.


      “You say the strangest things,” Zil replied. “Why must I concern myself with the time when mine will never reach zero? That rule has no space in my mind...but it sounds like it bothers you quite a bit. Hmm?”


      “Oh? And why do you feel the need to defend yourself? You seem to have taken my words rather seriously.”


      “Hmph... You have quite the mouth on you. How long do you intend to maintain that attitude?”


      “For as long as I want. Unfortunately for you, this is no bluff—I am simply making small talk to keep myself occupied.”


      Despite the exchange of provocations, neither side was looking down on the other. Quite the opposite, in fact. Beneath his mask, Zil was genuinely impressed.


      He’s good... I guess he isn’t the brains of the Continent’s Strongest for nothing. It’s not like an average Joe like me can make the most out of Zil’s smarts, but it’s still pretty impressive that Cyril can hold his own. With Zil’s brains, one thing is clear as day—this guy’s a monster.


      Cyril wielded his wits the same way Chloe wielded her magic, and Zil felt a familiar awe well up from within. Many times now had Cyril played a seemingly thoughtless move, only for it to have turned out to be a cunning tactic that inched the blade ever closer to Zil’s neck. He couldn’t afford a single mistake. In fact, simply choosing anything less than the most optimal move could very well spell his defeat. Just like Chloe, there was little doubt Cyril had rightfully earned his title as one of the Continent’s Strongest.


      My number one priority is to stay in character as Zil, but I also can’t afford to lose miserably. If I slack off on either end, Cyril will have me dancing in the palm of his hand... Anyway, no problems so far. Let’s keep at it.


      His strategy was working well. All he had to do was remain cautious. Sharp focus simmered beneath Zil’s leisurely facade.




      Meanwhile, Cyril was similarly impressed by Zil.


      He’s strong... Perhaps too strong. Cyril could say with great certainty that, among everyone he had ever played against, Zil was the most formidable. This boring board game was starting to become more enjoyable already.


      How strange... I am reading his moves, but he is doing the same to me, rendering our actions pointlesss—at least their initial intent. Instead of outsmarting their opponent, they were simply playing several moves in advance. Pieces were moved to crush strategies that had yet to emerge on the board.


      This was a first for Cyril. It brought him an odd sense of elation. He hadn’t proposed the game with the purpose of coming out the victor, yet now he strongly desired to seize victory.


      Hmm? That move is...quite strange.


      Zil’s next play made Cyril pause, but only for the briefest of moments—so much so that no one besides Zil took notice of it. Cyril played his next move not a second later than usual, keeping the wheels of the game turning as consistently as ever.


      Then, after several more exchanges—Zil’s pace stuttered.




      Hah... Well done. I wasn’t expecting that.


      At the very last moment, Zil had realized the true intention behind Cyril’s play. Thus, Zil swiftly abandoned his plan to capture Cyril’s piece.


      In that case, I’ll do this...


      His new move, though an abrupt change, was still in line with Zil’s personality. Having finished his turn, he shifted his gaze to Cyril’s hand and fell into thought.


      With this, the scales are now tilted in Cyril’s favor, at least for the time being.


      This match was a cutthroat back-and-forth of predicting what moves your opponent might make while preventing them from predicting your own. The best path to victory was to push out your next move before your opponent had a chance to fully analyze your strategy—all while working on a time limit that discouraged prolonged musing.


      Yet it was at this point, for the very first time, Zil spent a full ten seconds on his turn.


      Now then, Cyril... Let’s see how you deal with this.




      Cyril’s hand froze in midair.


      With the game’s scales tilted in Cyril’s favor, Zil had spent more time thinking. Cyril had been confident that he had gotten a step ahead. However, Zil’s latest move had flipped everything on its head.


      This has me backed into a corner... No wonder he was thinking for so long.


      While Cyril was deep in thought, another ten seconds passed—totaling a far longer time than Zil had spent to think of this move. It was a vicious play that would have instantly caused any ordinary player to throw their hands up in defeat. Even Stella, while unable to follow most of the game, had picked up on that move and felt certain of Zil’s victory.


      However, Cyril was no ordinary player.


      This match is far from over.


      Dragon Emperor Cyril was among the Continent’s Strongest and the sharpest mind in the land. With his prowess, he managed to bend the board’s landscape back to an even split.


      The corner of Zil’s lips tugged into a smirk, to which Cyril responded with a crooked smile of his own.


      “Obstinate, are we?”


      “We’re just getting started.”


      “Hmph... I shall pardon your impertinence. To be faced with a hopeless situation only to recover and gain the upper hand, albeit temporarily... For that, I acknowledge you as a worthy opponent.”


      Once again, pieces were moved one after the other, and the board saw the continuation of their cutthroat battle with almost artistic precision.


      Fake God, you are strong. You best me both physically and strategically, and even rival me intellectually.


      Cyril had to wonder how such a man could even be. Though he had yet to draw any personal data from their match, he could already make a rather solid estimate of Zil’s intelligence—and the results of Cyril’s calculations were frankly demoralizing.


      But it also tells me...that he is not insurmountable.


      They were playing a very tight match. Zil essentially contending with Cyril was of course frightening, as this was an area in which the Dragon Emperor excelled. But put another way, this meant that Zil’s intelligence was comparable to Cyril’s. It wasn’t beyond comprehension, nor was he omniscient. As such, there had to be some reasoning behind his apparent knowledge of the future as well.


      Of course, Zil could be holding back to lower Cyril’s guard. But if he were truly omniscient, why would he need to resort to that? A need to scheme indicated an area of weakness, circling back to the conclusion that Zil was not insurmountable after all. Hence, this did not concern Cyril.


      And so, the Dragon Emperor continued to play as he observed Zil.


      I can still turn the tables. First, I must gather more personal data on the Fake God, and then work from there... But truthfully...that’s proving rather difficult.


      After all, Zil was fully aware of Cyril’s true intentions—that this game hadn’t been suggested as a friendly gesture, but rather as a means to gather intel.


      Even the brightest minds would have needed much careful preparation to deceive me on the board, but this man is more than just a bright mind. I’m certain he could manage it on the spot, and it doesn’t even matter that he seems too prideful to do so. The fact that he can is more than enough, so I am forced to make a choice.


      Would Cyril study Zil’s every move to scrutinize its veracity, to see whether it was done to project a fake personality? Admittedly, that would prove difficult against an opponent like him. It wasn’t impossible, but the results were difficult to verify objectively. It was very possible that Zil was faking his whole personality on the board. Therefore, it was a waste of effort to use the game to try to read him.


      But what of other sources?


      My main goal was never to gather data on the Fake God solely from the board game. Cyril could study his opponent even from the most casual mannerisms and nonchalant utterances—things that Zil inevitably paid less attention to in the middle of the game.


      For example, ever since the match began, Zil’s mannerisms when drinking tea had changed ever so slightly. Though his overwhelming charisma and bold presence masked it well, his absent gestures were not those of a royal or noble.


      If we were simply conversing, perhaps he could have been more conscious of his manners, but there is a limit to multitasking. His natural habits are surfacing. Let’s see... It appears he hasn’t received a thorough education on royal etiquette. Actually, could it be that...he hasn’t learned any etiquette at all? There is an eerie lack of information on this country. My investigations did not bear fruit... Yet here they are now, dabbling in diplomatic affairs. A sudden shift in political policy... Could this man be the second or third heir of a bloodline that usurped the throne?


      There was little point in learning etiquette when international diplomacy wasn’t on the agenda. All the more if this bloodline happened to originate from peasantry. It was highly possible that Zil only began learning etiquette to prepare for this conference.


      Bluntly put, I can wholly forgo drawing intel from the game itself. Instead, I will use it as a decoy to study his personality from everything else.


      That was the price Zil had to pay to focus on the game. To fake a personality while simultaneously trying to win the match—this was only made possible with enough focus and dedication. However, the same could not be said for everything else. As Zil became more insistent on faking himself on the board, the less attentive he became to other areas—and this was where Cyril could truly obtain intel on the man named Zil.


      He called me a “youngster” earlier... That must mean he is no ordinary human. He could simply look young while being something else entirely.


      Looking back, there were already a few things that Cyril could analyze. Just a little more, and he would have a decent amount of information to work with.


      At last, our game is in its final stage—the climax!


      Cyril refused to let anything escape his notice—the personality, values, actions, expressions, and emotions revealed both within the domain of the board game and outside of it. He kept a sharp eye out as he groped his way to victory. Naturally, he didn’t neglect the game itself. Ulterior motives aside, Cyril genuinely wanted to win.


      Unbeknownst to all, countless calculations were silently being processed in Cyril’s head, until finally...


      “Time is up,” Zil announced.


      Cyril closed his eyes. “So it seems...”


      He had managed to move his piece just as his allotted time dropped to under two seconds. As brilliant as the move was, it was still subpar by their game’s standards.


      Zil slowly reached out. “It has been quite some time since I’ve been entertained in this manner. Be proud, for you have proven your worth,” he said, making his final move.


      Seeing that, Cyril finally surrendered.


      Thus, the curtains closed as the victor of the match between the era’s two greatest minds was decided—Zil.


      §


      Though Cyril had lost a board game for the first time in his life, his gaze was not wrought with defeat. There was some bitterness, yes, and part of him wished he’d given his full attention to the game instead of information gathering. However, none of it was reason to wallow in despair.


      I lost the match but accomplished my goal.


      Cyril was silent as he gazed at the game board. Countless calculations whirled in his mind, each brought about by the conversation he’d had with Zil throughout the match.


      “Not many dare to challenge me to a battle of wits... This should make for a rather novel experience. I must say, though testing my intelligence with such impertinence is typically worthy of death, allow me to play along with your little scheme. Go on, wield your so-called ‘sharpest mind’ to the fullest—and behold as I triumph regardless.”


      Zil was prideful and never doubted his own superiority.


      “Hmph... I shall pardon your impertinence. To be faced with a hopeless situation only to recover and gain the upper hand, albeit temporarily... For that, I acknowledge you as a worthy opponent.”


      Yet at the same time, he possessed enough grace to acknowledge his opponent. He seemed fond of contending with the strong and capable.


      Throughout the game, Cyril’s multitasking had meant he could merely store away all these instances as raw memories. Now, he devoted his full attention to studying his observations. Stored memories gradually morphed into analyzed intel. Finally, after much thinking—Cyril suppressed a smirk.


      I’ve got it. For these types, the best approach is...


      Plans to take over this country rapidly formed in his mind. This had always been his one and only goal. Everything else—even the board game—was no more than a means to that end.


      He has absolute confidence in himself and the grace to accept defeat. At first glance, these seem like two rather conflicting qualities. That is unless the person in question upholds certain principles.


      By Cyril’s assessment, Zil wasn’t the type to whine and wail when faced with defeat. In fact, he probably abhorred such behavior. Basically, Zil valued dignity and honor. Thus, if Cyril could just make him acknowledge his defeat, it was likely he would step down without putting up further resistance. For example, if Zil were to lose in war, he would willingly abide by the victor’s demands.


      Alas, this line of thinking had one glaring flaw: Cyril couldn’t allow Zil to do battle. Why? Because Zil was just too strong. Cyril was probably the only person who could rival him in a battle of wits, but in a brawl? He would never stand a chance. What he needed was to make Zil admit defeat without entering battle himself.


      Hmm... It seems I will have to use pacifism to place his country under my rule. The board game idea resurfaced in his mind, but Cyril scrapped the thought immediately. I already lost the last match. Winning the next one would only make us even.


      Besides, there was more to this than victory and defeat. Both of them might have spared nothing in their play, and Zil would probably have shifted his attitude had Cyril seized the victory—but that was all. Officially, that game had been no more than a friendly match. There was simply no sensible way to use it as leverage in international relations. Taking an entire country over a friendly match was just—


      Wait... A friendly match? Cyril felt as if the last piece of the puzzle had just snapped into place. What if our forces engaged in a friendly competition? Perhaps as a display of our alliance? Actually, our empire just so happens to be holding some exhibition matches soon...


      A friendly competition between two amicable states was not without precedent. Cyril knew of such historical events in other nations, and Zil should too—he seemed to be well-versed in history, if his knowledge of Fáfnir was any indication. Regardless, this was exactly what Cyril needed. Given Zil’s pridefulness, Cyril could easily earn his agreement by just implicitly posing it as a challenge.


      The Fake God may be strong, but the same cannot be said for his forces. At most, I will have to keep an eye on that blue-haired girl.


      Needless to say, killing would be prohibited. Moreover, their empire’s exhibition matches were meant to entertain royals and nobles. Cyril could use this custom as a pretext to prevent Zil from entering the ring himself.


      If I win, he will naturally be more inclined to heed my demands—not by any set rule or condition, but by his own pride. A true friendly match would have no bearing on hierarchy. However, that prideful man was sure to take Cyril’s offer and—with the way he valued dignity and honor—also accept his defeat without question and ease up on his arrogant stance.


      This plan was entirely dependent on Zil’s personality. Had Cyril’s analysis of Zil reaped any other result, he would have formulated an entirely different approach.


      I admit—this country is still beyond my immediate grasp. However, I can still take the initiative to prevent it from obstructing my plans of world domination. So in the meantime, this will have to do.


      And just like that, his plans were finalized. Cyril slowly opened his mouth to put them into motion.


      §


      After the conference ended, Cyril departed with his entourage. By his suggestion, a friendly competition between their two nations was to be held in the Draco Empire at a later date.


      A dark chuckle spilled from my lips.


      Oh man... What a blast. Gotta give it to you, Dragon Emperor. You’re clever. Very clever indeed. That’s why I can always count on you to make the best and most optimal choice.


      For his goal, Cyril couldn’t afford to leave me unchecked, but he also knew that taking this country by force was out of the question. That meant his hands were tied, and he would have to form an amicable relationship—ostensibly, of course—before eventually making me admit defeat.


      Where would he go from there? Well, he’d have to figure out some kind of “battle” he could beat me at.


      In his short time here in Babel, Cyril witnessed a researcher serve as an escort and a mage as a servant. That practically screamed “manpower shortage,” but he had no idea that I’d personally assigned Regr these roles for this very purpose.


      After all, the continent’s elites were very valuable aces to keep up my sleeve. I’d given Hector and Kieran the day off and brought Stella as a stand-in. And the cherry on top? Our soldiers weren’t up to snuff compared to those of a major power, and our citizenry was half naked.


      Ugh... I need to do something about that half naked mob, pronto. Maybe if I tell them I had some kind of divine revelation to change their expression of faith...


      Anyway, because our country was lacking in personnel, it only made sense for Cyril to challenge us to a bout in which Zil couldn’t participate. After all, I’d carefully guided him to that very decision.


      “I know the Dragon Emperor. More frightening than his raw power...are his intelligence and cunning that rival even Zil’s.” With a chilling smirk, I turned my gaze to the window from which moonlight poured in. “I acted with the utmost trust that he would read Zil’s personality and formulate a plan accordingly. Of course, I couldn’t have him reading too deep, past my facade...”


      I’d gone all-in on playing Zil—particularly the parts of his personality that would prompt Cyril to make the decisions I needed him to. His takeaway from this whole conference was probably that Zil was a confident man dignified enough to acknowledge when he lost.


      And that wasn’t all.


      Everything... Yes, everything went according to plan.


      Cyril had feared me as a monster capable of foresight, yet had slowly learned otherwise over the course of the board game. In essence, he had fallen into the pit of hell before finding a thread of hope as thin as spider silk. All until he’d succumbed to tunnel vision and made a beeline toward it—exactly as I’d planned.


      Thus, what he thought was a cleverly devised plan of his own making...was actually him following my trail of breadcrumbs.


      Dragon Emperor, every last choice you made today was right. I would have done the exact same thing if I were in your shoes. After all, we are alike in that way—always taking the most optimal course of action from the available information.


      “A competition between a small nation and a major power, hmm? The outcome is clear as day... So I wonder, what would happen if the underdog came out on top?”


      Cyril was truly a clever foe—and that was precisely why he’d acted exactly as I’d predicted and fallen for every trap I’d laid.


      “Without the Dragon Emperor’s participation, there’s no need for me to step up either. All the better, seeing how it’s far too early to reveal that I am superior to even the Continent’s Strongest. At the same time, I can make it known that our forces rival those of a major power.”


      My goal was to unify the world under my banner. It was imperative that other nations took Zil seriously, and revealing that my forces were on par with a major power’s was as good a starting point as any. This might even prompt other small nations to become my vassal states.


      “Dragon Emperor... You’ll serve as a great stepping stone toward my goal of world unification.”


      By the end of it all, the Dragon Emperor would be forced to open his eyes to the sad reality...that his empire would never win against my nation.


      §


      Meanwhile, at the Church...


      “It sounds like my dearest brother will be competing against someplace called the Draco Empire. My, he baited them rather well by hiding his forces. Surely he could crush them underfoot. Still, he chose to proceed cautiously, lower their guard, and strike when they least expected it... Absolutely splendid!”


      “I concur. I shall make preparations immediately.”


      “Oh? Whatever for, Sophia?”


      “You mentioned a competition, did you not? As Lord Zil’s servant, I must give my all.”


      “Got that right. If our god is being so cautious, then who better to take them on than us? That of course means the Church’s full forces, including us Seraphs. Daniel’s already gone off to prep all our fighters. Just give us the signal when you’re ready to go, Sophia.”


      “Well done, Joseph. No matter if we make an enemy out of the entire world, we shall stand tall and emerge unscathed. Our powers may wither within the continent’s environment, but even so...”


      “Yeah... We’ll crush everything that stands in our god’s way.”


      “Have any of you heard of the term ‘excessive force’?” Gracie deadpanned as she held her head in dismay.


      §


      “Whoa, look at these crowds... Is it just me or are there a lot of foreigners?”


      “It is not only the citizens of the Draco Empire who value these exhibition matches. Anybody may garner a boost in status as long as they catch the Dragon Emperor’s eye.”


      “Guess anyone would choose to serve a major power over some small nation, huh?”


      “Indeed. Thus, many ambitious spirits make their way to this country.”


      “Everyone looks really happy and chipper.”


      “I see merchants too... Quite the festive event.”


      The Draco Empire’s humble beginnings traced back to a nation of dragoneers, indigenous people who lived alongside dragons. Over time, they absorbed many small nations and adopted their cultures and beliefs, ultimately growing into the major power it was today.


      On paper, the Draco Empire was a diverse multiethnic country. But in reality? One glance at its history revealed the not-so-pretty truth. Much of its territory was seized through invasion while brandishing its dragons’ superior might. The Empire’s so-called “golden age” was especially brutal.


      Turns out this world’s human history wasn’t so different from the last. Now, I was no history buff, but I think comparing it to the story of Alexander the Great and his kingdom of Macedon wasn’t far off. This world’s fantasy elements might have introduced a change or two, but the overall flow of human history must have remained the same.


      In the past, the Dragon Emperor and his dragoneers spared nothing as they indulged in the luxuries of life, while the rest trudged along day after day with no semblance of human rights. Slavery was the law, and discrimination was common sense. Apparently, those deemed “useless” were fed to the dragons.


      However, no such savagery existed in the present day.


      Why? Because several generations ago, the Dragon Emperor of that time came to the realization that there was no future for a country that trampled over its own citizens. Thus, he took down his own father, sparked a civil revolution, and pioneered a series of political reforms. So thanks to him, now all of the Empire’s citizens could enjoy normal everyday lives.


      Alas, past grudges lingered. For his goal of world domination, Cyril was willing to recruit any capable hand, be they a foreigner or a former target of discrimination. But it must’ve been no simple matter when that history cast such a long shadow.


      That being said, Cyril was still known to many as a wise ruler. With a gentle personality and great political prowess, he placed the Empire above all else while treating his employees with superb care. Not to mention that he was the first Dragon Emperor—since their founder—to have tamed a descendant of Fáfnir. Many, including the dragoneers, gave him their trust and support.


      The culmination of his effort was on full display with this scenery of festive vigor.


      “Is it just me or are they giving us weird looks?” Stella wondered aloud.


      “It is our first time here,” Hector answered. “Besides, you’re one to talk. You’re staring at everything.”


      “I mean, just look at all those dragons flying around in the sky. You can’t expect me not to stare!”


      “Fair enough. There were a ton of ’em around the border too.”


      “Uh-huh. It seemed kinda weird that they don’t have a barrier like the Magic Republic, but I guess they have their own system around here... Talk about a culture shock.”


      Without a doubt, the Draco Empire of today was stronger than it had ever been in history. However, the fact of the matter was that a non-negligible portion of the population was still dissatisfied—and I had every intention of exploiting that weakness.


      One of my objectives was to raise my repute and become the ray of hope for these dissatisfied citizens. From the elderly who still hated the dragoneers, to the youngsters who listened to the elders’ stories and inherited their hatred... If my subordinates were to crush the Dragon Emperor’s dragoneers and underlings, how would they feel?


      The answer was simple: They’d see us as heroes.


      It’s just like how readers feel better when watching a fairy tale villain fall from grace. Besides, Hector and Stella are already pretty likeable on their own. And when it comes to Theodore and Kieran, they’re good enough in the looks department to gain support.


      My plan was to take advantage of the lurking darkness born of the Draco Empire’s history. At least some of the dissatisfied populace should be among the audience today, hoping to watch foreigners go toe-to-toe with the dragoneers. From there, news would spread by word of mouth, all the way until my plan bore fruit. It wasn’t hard to imagine how they would view a king whose subordinates bested the dragoneers.


      The problem was that Babel would welcome new immigrants with open arms...right into a half naked mob.


      Well, a potential fix for that is to develop another land where they can live. I need to prevent cross-contamination at all costs...


      That half naked mob was really a huge headache, and I had Kieran to thank for it all. To tell the truth, he was—unironically—helping me out. My run-in with Gracie? He’d saved my hide. All his missionary work? My abilities were constantly getting boosted. Sure, a Kieran-free life would mean no stress and no headaches. But if not for him, I never would’ve arrived at my plan of unifying the world to oppose the gods. It was like that classic chicken-and-egg problem. The causality was hard to pinpoint anymore.


      Besides, it wouldn’t have been so bad if Kieran had just kept this whole stripping business to himself. But no. He had to go ahead and infect the rest of the citizens... Bah, whatever. Better focus on the exhibition matches.


      These exhibition matches were all boon and no bane for me. Not only could I conceal my own strength while gathering new followers, but this was also a splendid opportunity for Stella and Theodore to gain valuable combat experience. Plus, I could retrieve a major power’s divine power without drawing suspicion. Once we flaunted our strength and showed that we were on par with a major power, we could even make most small nations concede to us. To top it all off, this also gave me the perfect opportunity to bait another major power...but let’s save that for later.


      Hypothetically, if we were to be defeated, it wasn’t like I had anything to lose since no one expected a small nation to win anyway. Of course, that was never gonna happen. Regr wouldn’t lose to a bunch of dragoneers or even a major power’s elites. They weren’t the main villains of part one for nothing. Not even part two’s power creep could discount how strong they truly were.


      Still, we were up against a major power, so a handful of the continent’s elites had to be among their ranks. But all I had to do was pit Kieran and Hector against them. Those two were already the cream of the crop. And when you added their Favors into the mix, they had basically evolved into monsters. Not even the top warriors of a major power could take them on. They could probably handle the Dragon Emperor’s right hand too.


      This is why I kept both of these cards close to my chest—so those fools would assume we lack personnel, only for me to rip out their throats when they least expect it.


      Er... Well, I guess they weren’t entirely wrong to have assumed that. Regr wasn’t exactly complete at the moment. But still, we had way more hands on deck than whatever the Dragon Emperor was thinking.


      “The time has come.”


      My lips loosened into a faint smile as I threw a glance over my shoulder.


      Kieran was standing quietly with his eyes closed.


      Stella was curiously looking all around.


      Hector was grinning, arms folded and spirit bristling.


      Theodore was wearing an unreadable smile, hands stuffed into his coat pockets.


      With just these four, we were about to challenge a major power in a contest of strength. Most would look at us and scoff, maybe even question our sanity, but I knew better. My subordinates were strong. Well, one of them was a little...concerning, but I was willing to let it slide given how capable he was.


      Nothing to worry about. The Draco Empire will fall by my hand soon enough.


      With a callous smile, I refocused my gaze straight ahead, where the outer walls surrounding the Draco Empire’s capital loomed.


      “Onward. We shall carve a new legend upon this land. Wield your strength and make it known to the masses. Show them the true meaning of power.”


      Finally, I took my very first step toward world unification.


      §


      A small nation was set to face the Draco Empire in a series of exhibition matches.


      The moment that news reached the man, he nearly doubted his ears.


      Two small nations competing against each other to curry favor with the Draco Empire would make sense. But...a small nation competing against the Draco Empire?


      The man was a noble whose home country was seeking to curry favor with and benefit from the Draco Empire, so the arrangement made no sense to him. These exhibition matches were typically held with the participation of the Draco Empire’s citizens, vassal states, and friendly nations—all with the goal of catching Dragon Emperor Cyril’s eye. So for anyone to compete against the Empire itself was entirely unheard of.


      Was this the Empire’s attempt at a flashy spectacle? But if that were the case, why choose a small no-name nation as their opponent?


      Yet I heard that the king of that country has already made his way to the VIP seats... Could it be...? No, no, that’s impossible.


      The man dismissed the possibility with an exasperated shake of his head. He’d never heard of that country, so it must have been a budding nation—rather, a gathering of fools who couldn’t comprehend a major power’s might.


      Well, it should serve as decent entertainment over a few drinks.


      Though he could already imagine how these matches were about to end, the man still directed his attention to the arena below.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Curtain Rises on the “Friendly” Competition


      “Welcome. I’m sure your journey was a long one. You have my gratitude, Zil.”


      “It appears this event has promise. Do not disappoint me, Cyril.”


      I sat beside Cyril in the VIP section. Behind him stood an elderly butler, whereas I was accompanied by...no one.


      “Where are your guards?” Cyril asked dubiously.


      “Unnecessary.”


      He paused. “Is that not a tad careless?”


      “Hmph. Tell me, what threat could anyone pose with both of us present? Nothing short of a world-ending catastrophe would be worth the trouble.”


      My response was arrogant yet true. You’d have to call on the Seraphs or Gracie—maybe even the Evil God or the gods—if you wanted to take both of us on. And the only way that was happening was if the world was coming to an end.


      But I’m pretty sure he’s thinking something along the lines of, “Oh, so he really does lack personnel.”


      Cyril looked ever so slightly more at ease now. This probably cleared the last of his doubts—just like I’d planned. After all, he must’ve had suspicions that my lack of personnel had been a con job. But a king without any attendants was unheard of. This, coupled with all the data he’d gathered of Zil from the board game, seemed to have finally put his concerns to rest.


      In other words, his guard was down.


      “The first match is starting,” Cyril told me.


      “I do hope it will provide some entertainment.”


      “I believe it should. After all...”


      With a roaring applause, two figures appeared and faced one another. On one side was a suspicious-looking man completely covered in a black robe. And on the other...


      “That man,” Cyril continued, “boasts the greatest physical strength in our empire. Overall, he is our second strongest warrior—and that is only accounting for when he is alone. You are in for quite the show.”


      He was a large man, built like a mountain. His exposed arms were thick like tree trunks, and each step he took caused rumbling tremors across the earth. The enormous stone bludgeon in his hand could easily snuff out the life of any ordinary person with a single blow.


      But the most eye-catching thing of all? The dragon following behind him.


      Not only was this man a dragoneer, but he was also a skilled fighter in his own right. In fact, he was second only to one other—if Cyril’s word could be trusted. He was without a doubt among the top of the Draco Empire’s fighters.


      “Needless to say, killing is prohibited for these matches, but...”


      I see... He busted out a dragoneer right off the bat. Guess Cyril’s not pulling punches, huh?


      Standard practice was to start easy and end strong, like how an anime would typically first reveal the weakest among the demon lord’s lieutenants. I also had to give him bonus points for bringing out a legitimate fighter. In an arena with limited space like this one, humans were at an advantage since dragons couldn’t display their full potential. So any dragoneer who heavily relied on their partner was in for some trouble. Cyril had put a lot of thought into this.


      But unfortunately for him, this all worked perfectly for me. A powerful opponent was just what I needed. With the end result clear as day, I couldn’t help but let a dark chuckle slip from my mouth.


      “Hmph...”


      “Hmm? What’s the matter, Zil?”


      Cyril had voiced his question just as the battle began. The large man swung his bludgeon from left to right, whipping up a violent gust of wind and gouging the earth in its wake. This flashy show of inhuman strength and destructive force fueled the audience’s cheers.


      I simply watched on with a placid smile, resting my cheek against my fist.


      Cyril should’ve been under the impression that nobody in Babel was as strong as I was, but frankly that first blow said otherwise. That was not the type of power someone wielded when up against a small nation’s soldier. Then again, I supposed that dragoneer was holding back—just enough so that, in the event of an accident, they could still worm their way out by blaming our side for being too weak.


      “Ah, you see... It simply crossed my mind that we share similar ideals—notably, we both chose to start out strong.”


      Cyril must’ve figured these matches would force my hand and reveal my aces. Thus, he saw no problem with whittling down my “meager” forces through an “accident.” All in the name of shredding my national power and keeping me at bay, of course.


      Rational. Very rational indeed. Some might call the move cowardly, but I’d tip my cap. That was just the cost of doing business when you ran an entire nation and dreamed of world domination. After all, this world didn’t run on sugar, spice, and everything nice.


      If his opponent really were a warrior from a weak and understaffed state, then that attack would’ve spelled both the start and end of this match. But unfortunately for him, such a flimsy attack wouldn’t work on him. I had no subordinate more perverted and stress-inducing, yet skilled and reliable, than the black-haired man currently standing atop the large stone bludgeon.


      “What...? Th-That can’t be...” Cyril went wide-eyed as the cloaked man finally revealed his face. “Is that...Kieran the Silent Executioner?!”


      A black robe fluttered to the ground as the man—Kieran—swung his dagger through the air, painting the floor of the arena with fresh blood.


      §


      As bloody as his flashy display was, Kieran ensured that no fatal damage was dealt. Zil had ordered him not to kill, and Kieran abided by his every word, even if it would cost him his life.


      “Come,” he told his opponent, quietly bristling with belligerence as his eyes narrowed into a glare. “I have been granted the honor of leading the charge. Even if I must do so against a feeble dunce, I shall spare nothing in demonstrating Lord Zil’s glory to all and reforming this world into one of pure faith.”


      Kieran envisioned a utopia wherein everyone exhibited their worship by stripping, exposing their all and offering their loyalty to God.


      Mark my words—I shall offer this very world to Lord Zil. If the world still refuses to behold Lord Zil’s might, then I will make them acknowledge it through my power.


      Wearing clothes meant concealing oneself from God. To Kieran, this was a treasonous act. As one who had been blessed with Zil’s trust and granted permission to worship him, Kieran couldn’t allow any disloyalty to go unpunished. Hence, stripping himself of all clothing was his means of minimizing any risk of such treachery.


      “Only those who cannot expose their innermost self would refuse to strip, and such people could never hope to offer their all to Lord Zil. Only by stripping oneself of all clothing and laying everything bare can one prove that they hold no treachery in their heart as they worship Lord Zil.”


      Such was Kieran’s doctrine. Stripping was the means, not the goal. Thus, he was willing to set it aside in certain circumstances. This was why he still acknowledged Stella, Hector, and Theodore as colleagues—because he had a feeling that they wouldn’t betray Zil.


      As much as I loathe relying on such vague impressions, Lord Zil recruited them himself. To doubt his decision is the height of disrespect.


      Since the day Kieran had offered his all to Zil, his priorities hadn’t changed. Everything was for his God. He wasn’t stripping simply on a mere whim or to gain pleasure from doing so. Had that been the case, he would have spent every waking hour naked. To Kieran, stripping was merely an expression of his faith—to show his God that he had nothing to hide.


      Without a doubt, Kieran was nothing like those depraved perverts.


      Treachery against God cannot be forgiven. I shall make a world where nothing is left unexposed beneath God’s gaze!


      Alas, this utopia of Kieran’s dreams...was a dystopia of Zil’s nightmares. But Kieran was none the wiser to the true feelings of his God. Staying true to his alias, he silently went about dispatching his opponent.


      Incidentally, Kieran’s ignorance extended to one other thing—his urge to undress was partially out of the desire to bathe in Zil’s divine aura. It was a rather questionable reason that would, undoubtedly, scare Zil away if he ever learned of it.


      “Hah... Didn’t think a big shot would show up here,” said his competitor.


      Kieran was strong. His skills—from his agility to his perception—were polished to utmost perfection. Any ordinary warrior would have lost the will to fight after witnessing Kieran’s reaction to the earlier attack.


      However, his competitor today was no ordinary warrior. He was among the continent’s elites, an opponent that could snatch victory from the jaws of defeat if Kieran let his guard down.


      The large man bared his teeth, his dragon partner standing alongside him.


      “Let’s do this, assassin!”


      “Eat dirt, savage.”


      The two figures clashed, marking the true start of the battle.


      §


      Dragons were known as the strongest creatures on the continent.


      Even their young possessed larger bodies and greater power than a fully grown man. A single body slam could kill a human, and one fiery breath could reduce an entire town to ashes. As the rulers of the skies, they could fly faster than the speed of sound, and they were even highly intelligent beings to boot.


      Where to begin when talking about their defense? Their tough scales reduced ordinary weapons to playthings, while their exemplary senses and mobility made landing a hit on them at all especially challenging.


      And then there was their offense. Dragons were a cut above here too—one look at their majestic forms made that very clear. Borrowing a term from Zil’s previous world, they were practically living breathing fighter jets. A human taking on one alone would be a fool’s errand.


      With their ability to tame these fearsome creatures, dragoneers were essentially a singular ethnicity that held the power to conquer entire nations. It stood to reason that they’d gained prominence in history. And when the dragoneer themself was a formidable fighter in their own right, hardly anything could stand in their way.


      “Damn it... What’s with this guy?!”


      Alas, Kieran was an exception. He was facing the dragoneer and his partner without batting an eye. The citizens of the Empire couldn’t believe what they were witnessing. They knew better than anyone else on the continent just how powerful dragoneers and dragons were.


      The dragoneer himself was similarly baffled. No matter my attacks here on land or my dragon’s from the sky, he’s seeing through all of them. Not to mention he’s awfully skilled at evading... How is this assassin doing so well in direct combat?


      The large man shook off his frustration. After all, he had already grasped one of Kieran’s weaknesses.


      The dragon whipped its tail through the air, and Kieran nonchalantly dodged with a leap. The tail smashed against the earth, drawing cracks over the surface and sending rocks flying.


      “How’s this?!”


      Flourishing his bludgeon, the man struck the rocks, transforming them into a relentless barrage of stone bullets. No matter how much Kieran excelled at evasion, there was simply nowhere to run.


      “Too slow.”


      However, Kieran responded not by dodging, but rather by launching daggers from his cloak. There were over a hundred rocks, all surpassing the speed of sound, yet Kieran merely needed ten daggers to swat them down.


      The man watched, frozen and wide-eyed, as rocks and daggers clattered to the ground. “You mowed down over a hundred rocks...with just ten daggers?”


      “It’s simple, really—all I have to do is make the daggers clash against one another to alter their trajectories. By adding those rocks into the equation, this ‘barrage’ of yours is no threat to me.”


      This technique made use of the ricochet phenomenon. Kieran threw his daggers at angles so that they would clash in midair, causing them to naturally bounce off one another and cover more area than just the initial straight line. They would then raze one rock after another before they could even reach him.


      Kieran did not need a hundred daggers to parry a hundred rocks. With the right speed, angle, and power, a mere handful of blades sufficed.
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      “Are you telling me that your precision...is able to track rocks flying faster than the speed of sound?” At last, the extent of Kieran’s prowess dawned on the man as a shudder ran through his body. There were only a handful of people on the continent who were capable of such a—


      “But of course.” Kieran huffed. “As Lord Zil’s servants, we shoulder the responsibility of making his glory known to all. This level of skill is a given—not only for me, but also for the fighters coming after me.”


      “What...?!”


      Had they heard Kieran’s bold statement, Stella, Theodore, and Hector would have emphatically refuted it. But Kieran had the utmost confidence in his words. And his clear show of skill left the large man caught between stunned disbelief and begrudging acceptance.


      Are his colleagues really on the same level as him? As much as I want to deny it, he’s got the bite to match his bark... Then, is it true? Did we really pick a fight with an entire army of monsters?


      Before fear fully gripped his mind, the man gritted his teeth and held his ground. He too was among the continent’s elites. Kieran’s skill and precision were extraordinary, but the dragoneer had extraordinary power of his own.


      “Don’t think your little daggers can put even a scratch on my dragon!”


      With those words, the dragon took to even greater heights and mustered a ball of flame in its maw. While Kieran was busy with this long-range attack, the man would charge in and put an end to this match. This was the dragoneer’s go-to strategy.


      Alas, it wouldn’t work on Kieran.


      “A futile effort.” The assassin looked up at the dragon with glowing, narrowed eyes. “Prohibition: Aerial attacks. Penalty: Forced collapse.”


      Suddenly, the dragon let out a cry and crashed to the ground far from Kieran, kicking up a dust cloud.


      “What...?” The man could do naught but gape in disbelief. Kieran hadn’t even lifted a finger, yet the dragon had just...plummeted to the ground. It didn’t make any sense. He looked like he was mumbling something, but how could that make the dragon...?


      With a click of his tongue, the man gripped his bludgeon and swung it down at Kieran. His dragon partner was momentarily down for the count, but he was still in the game. All he had to do was crush this assassin and—


      “You cannot defeat me. Take a nap.”


      With a swift jab to the chin, Kieran gave the man a concussion and knocked him unconscious. The man crumpled to the ground instantly.


      The arena shook as the crowd exploded into cheers.


      “Wh-What was that?!”


      “Incredible!”


      “Those dagger attacks were awesome!”


      “I can’t believe that big fella lost!”


      “Isn’t he one of the strongest dragoneers...?”


      “Who is that guy?!”


      “Talk about an upset!”


      “Bravo to both fighters!”


      “That Kieran guy sure is something else.”


      “You said it. The big guy’s onslaught didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest...”


      “Is he really from a small nation...?”


      A plethora of opinions surged from the audience, but not one criticized Kieran. Every spectator was lauding both competitors for the wonderful fight.


      Meanwhile, Kieran looked down at the unconscious man before turning his full attention to the VIP section and kneeling. “Lord Zil, I dedicate this victory to you! All glory and honor shall be yours!”


      His voice, so clear and full of conviction, compelled the audience’s roaring cheers to still. The words he spoke reached the ears of everyone, including the man in the VIP seating.


      “Well done, Kieran. That was a commendable display. Continue your efforts.”


      “Thank you!”


      Kieran’s figure was the very embodiment of loyalty. Who was this “Lord Zil”? And to have commanded such devotion from an individual possessing great skill, how strong was he?


      Expectation and excitement brimmed within the spectators’ hearts.


      §


      Cyril resisted the urge to clench his fist.


      He got me...!


      The element of surprise had a way of leaving a strong impression on the human brain. To the audience, Kieran’s victory was without a doubt one such surprise.


      When it came to the few privy to Kieran’s identity, they had shuddered upon witnessing the fierce loyalty he had shown Zil. Cyril’s previous investigations had given him the impression that Kieran wasn’t the type to work under another. At most, he might have been willing to cooperate professionally toward a common goal.


      Cyril’s gaze flitted to the man seated leisurely beside him. How in the world did he get his hands on that assassin...? Does he simply have a knack for winning people over? Zil had also won over the Magic Republic. However, that nation was already known for their fanaticism over magic—it was simply a matter of changing the object of their obsession. That assassin was a different matter entirely.


      “The next match is starting.”


      Zil’s nonchalant remark snatched Cyril out of his spiraling thoughts. “Ah... You’re right,” he replied, refocusing his mind.


      Zil’s gaze fell on the next contestants. Two new combatants now stood in the middle of the arena: an elderly man dressed in sage robes and a blue-haired girl. “A mage?” he asked, eyes narrowing in intrigue.


      “An astute observation. Indeed, he is one of our empire’s mages,” Cyril replied. “Just like many others around the continent, the Magic Republic left quite the impression on my predecessors. They detested and belittled mages. I, however, have developed an interest in them, personally recruiting this fellow myself. We have plans in place to establish an educational institute for mages. Although, that is still a ways off with the tremendous costs required.”


      “Oh? You have an interest in magic?”


      “Why, yes. It’s a truly fascinating art. Depicting and re-creating phenomena with formulas, sometimes even altering the phenomena through them... It sounds simple in theory, but does it not strike you as odd? Some postulate that for every phenomenon in this world, there is a formula that can depict it with striking accuracy. To that, I question: Why? Why does everything in this world fit so perfectly into a formula? Surely this isn’t some coincidence. The entire matter is simply too bizarre to be one. It’s almost as if...”


      Cyril’s gaze fell to the arena. As he and Zil had been exchanging some idle chatter, the two contestants—the elderly man and the young girl—also seemed to be conversing down below. The match had yet to begin.


      “I digress. We should focus on the upcoming battle. I believe that girl possesses frightening talent, to wield advanced magic at such a young age... However, at present, both mages are of equal skill. Thus the match will come down to experience gained through years of—”


      “Hmph... Advanced magic, hmm?”


      §


      “I am directly employed by His Majesty the Emperor. Previously, I conducted my own research in the Empire’s borderlands, but now I know how wonderful it is to have the state’s support. More than anything, I was just happy to learn that there were authority figures who looked favorably upon eccentrics like us mages.”


      “Wow. So you were recruited, huh? I’m kinda different. I chose to leave my country all on my own because I found Little Zi—I mean, my king very interesting.”


      “Oho? Your king sounds like a rather magnanimous man.”


      “Hmm... I guess you could say that. Come to think of it, he’s surrounded by a whole bunch of unique characters. He’s a pretty accepting guy, to say the least.”


      “I see, I see... And which country did you come from, young lady?”


      “The Magic Republic.”


      “Huh?” The elderly man froze. Disbelief gradually surfaced on his paling face. “C-Could you repeat that for me?”


      “The Magic Republic.”


      “Eek!” The elderly man took a shaky step backward.


      Stella watched him with a curious tilt of her head. “What’s wrong, gramps? You’re looking kinda pale,” she noted, stepping toward him.


      With a loud shriek, the elderly man immediately unleashed an intermediate wind spell without so much as a chant. The attack blasted Stella up into the air and sent her crashing to the ground with a cloud of dust.


      “The M-M-Magic Republic...!” Shivers racked the elderly man’s body at the mere mention of the name. Simply being in the presence of one of that country’s crazy mages had thrown him into disarray.


      D-Did I hit her...? But if she’s really from the Republic...it probably didn’t even hurt her. Normally, that single spell would have knocked out his opponent and earned him victory, but the mages of the Republic were anything but normal. He hoped and prayed, with every fiber of his being, that he would be proven wrong.


      “Aha ha ha! What a sprightly old man!”


      Alas, his hopes were thoroughly dashed. Just as he’d expected, the girl emerged from the cloud of dust looking no worse for wear. No cuts on her skin, no tears in her clothes—nothing. That intermediate spell would have made quick work of any average citizen, yet this girl had taken it head-on like it was nothing. Even for a mage of the Republic, it was downright unbelievable.


      “Looks like you’re raring to go. Come on, let’s show all these people the wonders of magic!”


      A smile blossomed on Stella’s face as pockets of water manifested in the air around her. Without a care in the world for the growing despair on the elderly man’s face, she charged straight into battle.




      “S-Stay back!”


      “Aw, you’re acting like I’m some sort of monster. That’s not very nice!”


      A blade of wind sliced through a veil of water. The blue curtain scattered into droplets, moistening the earth like rain.


      However, Stella wasn’t bothered in the slightest. “Wowie. That’s one sharp blade.” With a flick of her finger, she extracted the moisture from the earth and reformed the curtain of water in no more than a second. She manipulated the water as though it was an extension of her limbs.


      “Urgh...” The elderly man gritted his teeth before her skillful display. A dash of awe and respect also surfaced amid his fear and dread. “You manipulate magical energy so precisely...”


      Stella let out a light, airy laugh. “Of course. I wanna catch up to my master someday—these are just the basics!”


      The elderly man clicked his tongue to mask the goose bumps rising on his skin. How was any of this “basic”? He couldn’t even begin to imagine how precise the formulas had to be for her to manipulate water so freely. The mages of the Republic were truly as extraordinary as they were insane.


      “Is it my turn now?”


      Stella shaped the water into whips and used them to lash out at the elderly man. He summoned a wall of wind to defend himself—when suddenly, the whips changed course, meandering around the barrier as they sought out the wide-eyed mage behind it.


      “You saw how well I can control water. No way is some wall going to slow me down.”
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      “Urgh!” The elderly man was flung into the air and rolled across the ground several times before finally crashing into the arena wall.


      “Huh?” Stella blinked, puzzled. Since he already had some wind under his control, all he would have had to do was maneuver it to form up his defenses. “Hmm... Say, gramps. Are you not able to use any magic higher than intermediate? Your control is just way too flimsy for—”


      Cutting herself short, Stella enveloped her body in a veil of water, only for her and the liquid encasing to be ravaged by a slew of tornadoes.


      “My wind wall should have been dense enough,” said the elderly man through gritted teeth. “You mages of the Republic really are of another breed... Absolutely insane!”


      “Ooh, here comes the advanced magic. That can take out an entire building. Bonus points for stabilizing your magical energy without a chant!”


      “You say that while just standing there completely unfazed! Crazy girl!”


      The pale-faced elderly man’s tornadoes continued to assail the entire arena. Meanwhile, Stella fended them off with her own horde of whirlpools. The wind gouged out the floor as it sprinkled water droplets in every direction.


      Had this match taken place in the city, the damages—both to property and human life—would have been unimaginable. The audience was already screaming in terror.


      Stella gasped. “Our attacks are reaching pretty high up. All of the spectators are in danger! They can’t defend themselves like the Republic’s civilians...” Knowing that such an outcome would leave Zil displeased, Stella made her next move. “I’ll set up a barrier and—”


      “Got you!”


      With her attention diverted to the audience, Stella’s flow of magical energy was disrupted, granting her desperate opponent a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. The elderly man acted without hesitation to exploit that opening.


      A violent gale bore down on Stella from above. Its immense weight forced her down on both knees and drew a grunt out of the girl.


      “Storm Ceiling!” chanted the elderly man. “See if you can still talk under that—before I finish you, that is!” With the girl still trapped beneath the weighty storm, he summoned even more tornadoes and sicced them on her. “And I’ll send you flying with this—Vacuum Bludgeon!”


      The swarm of tornadoes flung Stella off into the distance. As a splatter of blood coated the ground, the storms ceased and the howling winds settled into still silence.


      “D-Did I...win?”


      The elderly man slowly got up, his expression marred with disbelief. He’d initially suspected the scene was an illusion, but illusions were useless against advanced mages. There was no doubting it—he had won.


      Th-That’s what you get for trying to act like a normal person! Why would a f-freak from the Republic even care about protecting the spectators?! The elderly man shook his head and dismissed the thought. He could hardly contain his excitement as he raised his fist into the air. “A mage of the Republic has been defeated by another nation’s mage... At last, we have attained world pea—”


      “There you go again, not being very nice. Shouldn’t fellow mages be lifting each other up?”


      The elderly man went as stiff as a board. That voice had come from behind him.


      “H-How...”


      “Hmm? How what?”


      “Y-You should’ve been sent flying... M-My victory...”


      “Say, what do you think this is?” Stella casually held something up.


      “A-An ice doll...and red water?”


      In other words, it had not been Stella he had sent flying, but rather a doll made in her likeness. And what he’d assumed was her blood was actually...


      “I dropped my candied infernomato. When it mixed with the water, it looked an awful lot like blood. Yeesh, talk about a nasty combo! Kinda funny, though.”


      The elderly man just barely refrained from asking, “What the hell is a candied infernomato?” because a far more horrifying realization struck him like lightning. His face paled as he stuttered, “I-Ice...? Is that...ice? N-N-No, that can’t... Young lady, a-are you...?”


      Stella proudly puffed up her chest. “That’s right. I’m the Frost Witch’s apprentice!”


      The elderly man couldn’t even bring himself to turn around and look at her.


      There wasn’t a mage in the world who hadn’t heard of the Frost Witch. She was the strongest mage of the era and the only practitioner of the forbidden art.


      A-And this girl...is her apprentice?!


      The Frost Witch was known to be cruel and coldhearted. Not only did she make frequent trips to the continent’s outskirts to paint the landscape white, but she also froze humans without batting an eye. Icebound corpses lay in her wake, and not even the crippled victims of the grimoire elicited any reaction from her. Some rumors stated that she’d been spotted in other nations staring intently at little boys, as if scouring young flesh for her inhuman experiments. Others believed that no human heart beat in her chest.


      Of course, if Chloe ever heard of these rumors, she might just break down in tears on the spot.


      “All righty then...”


      “Eek!” The elderly man flinched violently. His trembling legs rendered him incapable of casting magic anymore.


      Alas, Stella couldn’t have cared less. Ice crackled around her as a layer of frost crawled from her feet and over the earth. “Looks like you’re out of surprises... Too bad. Welp, time to end this.” With a bright smile, Stella froze the elderly man, then whirled around and exclaimed, “My king! I won!”


      §


      What’s a mage from that crazy nation doing here?! And she’s wielding the ice attribute... Is she the Frost Witch’s apprentice?!


      Cyril resisted the urge to bash his head against a wall. He simply looked down and mustered the best smile he could.


      I suppose I should have seen this coming. The Magic Republic now worships the Fake God, so why wouldn’t he keep at least one of their mages by his side? Oh, right—because they’re crazy! Did he actually recruit one of those crazy mages? I-Is he in his right mind?


      Cyril was of the belief that the most rational way of utilizing the Republic’s mages was to keep them all bundled together until the time came to unleash them as a self-destructing bomb of sorts. Treating them as an emergency source of magical energy was also an option.


      Frankly, he was appalled that it had even crossed Zil’s mind to recruit one of them. If Zil ever learned of Cyril’s thoughts on the matter, he would be equally appalled and wonder, What in the world do you take those mages for?


      A fanatical mob willing to strip to their underwear at their king’s command, the Silent Executioner, and that girl from the Magic Republic... This doesn’t make any sense. How is that country still standing? Even if they’re just a small elite organization, how have they not collapsed from within?


      This was all so ridiculous. If Cyril had heard about it from a report, he never would have believed it. Alas, there was no denying the reality right before his very eyes.


      So be it. We may have lost another round, but I primarily called upon that mage as a means of propaganda—a step toward improving the public opinion of mages. The only saving grace is that his opponent was also a mage. Their battle should already start to sway public sentiment.


      Cyril personally thought highly of magic and mages. However, magical skill was extremely dependent on talent and costly to foster. Worse yet, the Magic Republic’s antics plummeted the reputation of all mages on the continent. No country was motivated to raise their own mages, and the Draco Empire was no exception.


      However, Cyril wanted to change that. He’d taken these exhibition matches as a chance to improve mages’ social standing and reputation in his country.


      Suddenly, a familiar figure drew Cyril out of his swirling thoughts.


      “Mr. Theodore...?”


      “Indeed. He is our third contestant.”


      Cyril squinted. “Are you in your right mind? He is no warrior. Even if he’s been concealing his true power, I cannot imagine he’s much stronger than my initial assessment. I have no interest in harming a noncombatant. Now would be a good time to surrender.”


      “To witness those last two matches yet still speak in such a manner, that takes great fortitude. Color me impressed, Cyril.”


      Cyril clamped his mouth shut and narrowed his eyes. Zil was right. If the previous matches were any indication, then there must be something special about that researcher too.


      Perhaps it was time to accept that underestimating any of Zil’s subordinates would be foolish. For what their manpower lacked in quantity, they apparently more than made up for in quality. This was evident by the fact that their forces rivaled that of a major power.


      In war, I could brute force my way with our numbers... Cyril glanced at Zil. But that would drag this man out. Then my partner and I would have to focus our attention entirely on him—an opening that he may use to call on the Magic Republic as backup.


      That turn of events would be far from favorable for Cyril.


      Very well then. It appears I will need to place all my bets on the fourth match after all.


      §


      “Why don’t you withdraw while you still can? You appear to be lacking strength, not to mention motivation...”


      “Oh, please. How can you expect me to be motivated against you?”


      “What...? I am the captain of our combat forces. Hardly anyone is a more worthy opponent than I.”


      “Yes, yes, I know. You command all the non-dragoneers, right? That’s exactly what I mean,” Theodore drawled, causing his opponent’s brows to furrow in confusion. “I was hoping to fight a dragoneer and their dragon... Well, there goes my chance to acquire precious specimens. Now, I do understand where the Dragon Emperor is coming from. He wants to show that dragoneers aren’t his only valued personnel. But, ah...what can I say?”


      For the briefest of moments, a frightening expression flashed on Theodore’s face.


      “Ordinary humans don’t interest me.”


      The captain felt a chill run down his spine. What...was that? Wh-What in the world am I about to fight...?!


      “Oh, well. I suppose I can just think of you as an especially sturdy human specimen.” Theodore shrugged. “Killing is off the table, but that just means anything else is fair game. And that’s exactly what you folks want, no? As luck would have it, I’ve been working on some new drugs as of late.”


      A magic circle manifested behind Theodore, shining with an eerie purple gleam.


      Theodore pushed his glasses up with his middle finger and smiled. “I will have to postpone experimenting on a dragoneer and their dragon. Likely until after Sir Zil fulfills his goal... Ah, speaking of. Didn’t he instruct me to put on a favorable show? Hmm... All right, then. Time for a flashy performance...while conducting a little secret experiment of my own.”


      A white horse emerged from the magic circle, shining in a sublime light and looming twice as tall as an ordinary horse.


      The captain stood stunned as Theodore spoke up. “Its hooves are drenched in poison. Now, show me—what will you do?”


      The horse suddenly disappeared from sight, prompting the captain to leap away—a reaction that proved wise just a second later as that very spot was engulfed by an explosion.


      Earth shattered and debris flew into the air, all of it surging toward the captain like a deadly tidal wave. Any average civilian would have been devoured without so much as putting up a fight, but there was a reason this man was the captain. With a click of his tongue, he dodged with such weightlessness and nimbleness that the spectators forgot about his heavy armor.


      Then, without missing a beat, he leaped into the air, unsheathed his sword, and raised it overhead for a downward swing.


      “Ridiculous,” spat the researcher. “That last attack should’ve given you an idea of that horse’s swiftness. Yet you’re lunging at me without dealing with it first?”


      An impact from the flank sent the captain flying through the air and crashing into the arena’s wall. The crater left in the collision’s wake spoke to the force behind it, yet the captain seemed to be unscathed. He nonchalantly pried himself from the wall, shook his head, and once again brandished his sword.


      “Hmm...?” Theodore tilted his head. “Quite sturdy... No, that’s not right. You just heal rather quickly.”


      “Indeed, about several times faster than the average person,” the captain affirmed. “It has been that way for as long as I can remember. Even sword wounds heal immediately. That is why I was chosen as captain of the combat forces.”


      “And you so kindly shared that information because...?”


      The captain glared. “Does it matter? You’ve already seen through me. Besides, you also went out of your way to announce the poison on the horse’s hooves.”


      The captain’s speedy recovery only worked on external wounds. His body certainly couldn’t extract or decompose poison. For this reason, poison was his one true weakness—but it was only a pain in the neck to deal with if the poison could get into his system in the first place.


      “That horse may be fast, but I can still follow it with my eyes. As long as I avoid its hooves...”


      After all, horses were known for the strength in their hind legs. There was only so much damage stomping with the front ones could inflict. For comparison, it was probably less effective than a ramming attack—which the captain had already proven earlier was no threat to him or even his armor. Some of the shock could still penetrate the armor, but his body’s recovery speed meant he could return to battle in no time.


      All in all, he only needed to make sure that he didn’t end up behind the horse. First, I’ll take it down. Then, I’ll slap that Theodore fellow’s neck with the side of my blade...


      It was as though the captain morphed into a gust of wind before the horse. That violent gale swung his sword from left to right in a bid to sever its front legs.


      Alas, it was unsuccessful.


      “It’s tough!” he hissed.


      “That it is. Much tougher than your armor, at least. Don’t think that sword of yours can so much as scratch it.”


      “Very well, then... How’s this?!”


      A violet bolt of lightning crawled up his sword and surged straight through the horse’s body, scorching the earth in the vicinity.


      Theodore narrowed his eyes. “That’s...”


      “An enchanted sword passed down in our nation. A true master could use it to flood an entire town with lightning... I am still lacking, but I know how to use the cards I’m dealt!”


      Gradually, the horse’s movements dulled. Rather, it was completely bound to its spot. It only appeared to be moving because of the spasms. With this, there was nothing left standing in the captain’s way.


      “Tamers are powerless without their beasts. That’s the way of the world. Now, time to end this... Don’t take it personally!” Swift as the wind, the captain rushed toward Theodore with a battle cry. His aim was to strike Theodore with the blunt side of his sword.


      “Unfortunately for you, this Favor of mine makes me a little different from your typical tamer.”


      “Wha—?!”


      The captain’s strike was impeded by the presence of a looming wall—no, a massive army of snakes that seemed to be infinite in numbers as they billowed forth. Soon enough, the captain found himself buried under this slithering army, only his face spared from it all.


      “Oh, by the way, I hate to be the bearer of bad news.” The sunlight reflected eerily on Theodore’s glasses as his lips curled into a sneer. “But remember how I mentioned that the horse’s hooves are coated with poison? Yeah, that was a lie. Its entire body is. The poison spreads rather easily too.”


      The captain’s skin visibly changed color as desperation painted his face. It was likely a sign that he was starting to feel the effects.


      “Why would I tell you the truth? If I really wanted to test out my poison, I would’ve just kept my mouth shut. So, why didn’t I? It’s simple. A battle is more appealing when there’s some back-and-forth, don’t you agree? Offense and defense, feints and traps... All of it in service of keeping the spectators on the edges of their seats. I bet they had a blast watching you give your all to evade the hooves.”


      Theodore directed his army of snakes to cover the captain’s face before the audience took notice of his changing complexion. Now, the captain was drowning not only in a sea of serpents, but also in despair, as he felt his body slowly but surely transform into something inhuman.


      “You see, just the other day, I secured a certain specimen—a Vassal of the Overlord, I believe they’re called. For a small fry, it was mighty interesting to work on.” Theodore paused. “Oh, relax. This process may look an awful lot like theirs, but it’s completely different. I’ll fix you up once I’ve noted my observations... I can’t wait to see the results.”
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      Sometime later, the unconscious captain was spewed out of the serpentine mass. He looked exactly as he had at the start of the match. The only change was an odd fogginess now present in his memories.


      §


      To think that he can control such ferocious beasts... They pale in comparison to dragons, but that was still very impressive. Moreover, I’d be a fool to assume that those beasts are the strongest in his repertoire. Who knows? He might even be stronger than the dragoneers. I’m also curious how exactly he managed to summon that army of snakes out of thin air...


      Cyril deemed this the most proper match thus far. Kieran’s presence alone had been a surprise attack, while Stella’s magical prowess was simply far too absurd. Compared to them, Cyril was able to appreciate Theodore’s orthodox combat style quite a bit.


      Of course, the truth was that Theodore’s match had been the most improper and wicked among the three. His ability to conceal it all was certainly worthy of praise. He was clever like Cyril, just in a different sense.


      Zero for three thus far...


      It was time for the final match. The sad reality was that they—a major power—were losing miserably to such a small nation. Cyril could flip the script by stepping up as a combatant, but then the man beside him would follow suit. Such an event would birth the worst possible outcome: the defeat of this empire’s “absolute” power, Cyril himself.


      That is the one thing I need to avoid. My loss would spell the Empire’s doom...


      He couldn’t lose if he never stepped into the ring in the first place. All of the previous losses hadn’t nearly marred the dignity of their country to the same magnitude Cyril’s loss would. If anyone dared to look down on them for this performance, then they could just make an example out of one of the small nations that they still deemed troublesome.


      Hmm... I’d at least like to come out of this with a single victory.


      If the final competitor was anything like the last three, then it was hard to say if victory was a possibility for the Empire’s second strongest dragoneer. All the more if the final competitor was on Kieran’s level. It wasn’t a lost cause, but the chance of defeat loomed large.


      Damn it... We’re done for.


      “Lord Cyril.” Suddenly, a voice resounded from behind Cyril—it was his attendant, the old butler.


      After a short pause, Cyril looked over his shoulder. “What is it?”


      The old butler’s gentle eyes were pinned on the arena. “With your permission, I would like to vacate my post for a short while.”


      Cyril squinted. “Is his blood boiling?”


      “Yes... However, that is not all. Certainly someone as wise as you, Lord Cyril, is aware that this is our best option at present.”


      Cyril fell silent. His butler waited, patient and resolute.


      Eventually, Cyril gave in with a sigh. “So be it. Since I cannot participate myself, I suppose this is how it must be.”


      “My sincerest gratitude. I shall now excuse myself.”


      “Very well. I wish you the best of luck...grandfather.”


      §


      A young man stood at the center of the arena, his spirit blazing and ready for battle, all the while I watched from above.


      Among everyone in Regr, Hector was the subordinate I trusted the most. By all means, I hoped he could accompany me till the end. Heck, if at all possible, I’d love for us to have a heart-to-heart. Granted, that’d probably have to wait until after I defeated the gods... Anyway, as condescending as this might sound, I had high expectations for him.


      His goal in life was to fight anyone and everyone who was strong. For this, he’d left his home country, taken up mercenary work, and even joined Regr after some twists and turns.


      Honestly, Hector was a lifesaver. It wasn’t like he had done anything huge or game-changing. But he was just around, always being himself—and that alone meant the world to me. See, as a former college student, getting worshipped and hailed with respect was just something I’d never get used to. It was rare to come across people willing to be frank with me, like Stella and Emily.


      That being said, as Zil, I couldn’t let just anybody talk to me that way. Whoever dared to look down on me would have to be purged. Only those who had gained my acknowledgment would be granted permission to interact with me more comfortably...


      Ah, I digress.


      Hector... You want to fight the strong, and I want to make you strong enough to fight the gods. As luck would have it, our goals line up perfectly.


      “So, I’ll be fighting you, huh?”


      “That is correct.”


      Down in the arena, Hector and the old butler engaged in conversation. An ordinary person wouldn’t have heard a peep, but Zil’s body allowed me to eavesdrop with ease.


      The butler was a gentle old man. He was the last person anyone would have expected to step into the ring, as evidenced by the perplexed looks on most of the audience’s faces. However, some people—myself included—had their eyes glued on him. Well, on the outside, I looked as bored as could be with my chin on my hand, but you got the idea.


      Hector... You’re one of the continent’s elites. So, unfortunately, there are only a handful of people in this world who can give you a worthwhile fight.


      Some notable individuals—like the Continent’s Strongest, Zil, or the Seraphs—were just fundamentally different. But Hector wasn’t like them. He wasn’t blessed with strength from birth. He needed to grind it out, gain experience, and stimulate growth through battle with worthy rivals.


      That’s why...I prepared this stage just for you.


      I knew that this old man would be the last competitor to step up, so I’d made sure that Hector would be pitted against him.


      It’s time.


      The air about the old man changed in an instant. Hector reacted by subtly shifting to the right.


      In a flash, the old man’s leg lashed out like a whip.


      The shock wave alone split the earth along its path, gouged a hole through the arena’s wall, and continued to ravage everything beyond it. A portion of the arena had been reduced to rubble in its wake. Even the cracked ground had been transformed into a bottomless ravine.


      Come on, Hector. Let’s see how much stronger you can get.


      My gaze fell upon the old man, whose clothes now threatened to rip over his bulging muscles. Two generations ago, that “butler” was the Dragon Emperor.


      Utterly incapable of taming dragons, he was deemed a “failure” as a dragoneer. But as an individual? He was their most powerful emperor to date. His solution to his lack of taming ability had been simple: become stronger than dragons and beat them into submission, or just do all the fighting himself. It was the kind of absurd solution only a meathead could have come up with, but he’d actually made it work.


      Though he was far past his prime and his body had deteriorated in the time since, his power that had once carried him to the top was still alive and kicking. Even in his prime, he hadn’t been on the level of the Continent’s Strongest—those guys were really in a league of their own. Still, he had been the strongest in the continent once. Hector beating him wasn’t a sure thing. And that was when already factoring in his Favor.


      But Hector himself only seemed increasingly thrilled by his opponent. His lips stretched into a frenzied grin as he shuddered with excitement. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about...!”


      The fighting spirit bursting from both contestants crashed against each other and washed over the arena like a heat wave.


      “Come, greenhorn!”


      “Let me show you what I’ve got!”


      Thus, the fierce battle began.


      §


      Two fists smashed against each other, producing a shock wave that trampled the earth and tore cracks into the ground. Both fighters grinned before leaping backward. Their feet pressed against the arena walls and their legs wound up like springs, before they blasted forth like a cannon.


      The audience held their breaths for the second clash—but it didn’t come.


      Instead, the old butler’s fist cut through empty air, as its target had evaded the strike by crouching. Without missing a beat, Hector sprang forward and slammed his fist into the butler’s abdomen. The impact rang loud and clear throughout the entire arena as a shock wave—far more destructive than the fist itself—bore into the old butler’s body.


      However, the old butler hadn’t budged an inch. “Is that all?” he asked with a smile before lashing out with a kick.


      Hector dodged with a sideward sway. The old butler’s leg caught nothing but the air beside him, the force blasting upward and dispersing the clouds in the sky. The spectators erupted into an awed clamor at the sight of the weather changing as a result of a single gesture. However, neither fighter spared it a glance.


      Hector clicked his tongue. “Guess that didn’t work, huh?!”


      “Oh, it certainly did,” replied the old butler, his leg still raised in the air. “But you will have to do better than that to defeat me.”


      With a vicious kick, the old butler knocked Hector aside. His body bent at the waist as he loudly crashed straight into the arena’s wall. Rubble fell and dust billowed into the air.


      The old butler cleared his view with a swipe of his arm, revealing his opponent buried into the wall’s newly formed crater. However, that sight evoked not joy, but rather a disgruntled huff. He’d intended to kick Hector straight out of the arena.


      Why hadn’t he been successful? The answer was clear as day.


      He avoided a direct hit by leaping away from my kick.


      Of course, the kick had still hit him squarely, but Hector had smothered its impact by launching himself in the same direction. This move had saved him from being knocked out-of-bounds.


      The old butler cracked his neck. “Well? What’s your next move?”


      Without waiting for an answer, he threw out another kick, which Hector blocked with crossed arms. A deafening explosion assaulted the audience’s ears as a massive force gouged out the earth.


      And at the epicenter of that explosion...Hector and the old butler stood with ferocious grins on their faces.


      “Hah... Good! You are making this fight worthwhile!”


      The old butler’s foot suddenly appeared in front of Hector’s eyes, just as Hector’s knee instantly slammed into the pit of his stomach. Hector bent backward, and the old butler coughed up blood. Both attacks had landed, but neither showed any signs of stopping.


      “Ha ha! You’re just burstin’ with energy, aren’t ya, gramps?!”


      Hector thrust his elbow at the old butler’s stomach, only for the old butler to swat it away with his right hand. The old butler uncorked a left hook at Hector’s chin, only for Hector to shove him away with a kick.


      “Cheeky boy!” The old butler huffed out a laugh as he kicked the ground and unleashed his right fist.


      And Hector responded by...not dodging. He took the punch right to the forehead while simultaneously slamming the back of his fist against the side of the old butler’s face, launching him into the air spinning.


      Hector watched him with a click of his tongue. Didn’t feel like a direct hit... That geezer used my own trick against me. In a bout of petty revenge, the old butler had intentionally taken the hit and preemptively launched himself in the same direction to dampen the impact. It was the very same maneuver Hector had used just moments ago. That’s how it’s gotta be, though!


      Hector immediately gave chase to deal some real damage. “Haaah!”


      “Your efforts are futile!”


      Hector threw out a fist, which the old butler—using the momentum as he spun in the air—knocked back with a kick. From there, they continued clashing in midair. Both parties used each other as a foothold as their exchanges surpassed the speed of sound. Only sunken earth and ravaged walls remained in their wake.


      All the spectators could hear were a series of rattling explosions, and all they could see were craters forming one after the other. The bout was practically invisible to the naked eye. Given that the purpose of these exhibitions was to display their respective country’s glory, this match had already proven to be a failure.


      However, that notion wasn’t on the minds of either competitor. All that mattered to them was savoring this thrilling battle.


      “For a geezer, you’re pretty damn strong! Hey, why even work as a butler anyway?”


      “This world no longer needs an old bag of bones like me! Cyril is better suited to lead this empire, and he has the talent to match. Having tamed Fáfnir’s descendant, he has already far surpassed me in my heyday. Thus, I took my exit from the stage and crafted a second persona. However...” The old butler’s lips stretched into a wide grin. “Watching you youngsters duke it out has made my blood boil with excitement.”


      Hector responded with a grin of his own. Both of them knew that the other was a kindred spirit and a worthy rival.


      “Listen well, young man... You haven’t seen anything yet.”


      Right as those words left his lips, the old butler had Hector’s head in a vice grip. Gritting his teeth, Hector made an attempt to escape, but the old butler acted faster. He slammed Hector’s face into the ground, rattling the entire arena and forming a frighteningly deep crater.


      “Gah...?!”


      “I’m not done.”


      The old butler mercilessly slammed his head down a second time. Its impact resounded much louder than the first, producing a tremor that shook not only the arena but the entire empire to its core. Shrieks and yelps erupted from the audience as the violent shaking threatened to throw them off-balance and destroy the arena itself.


      Hector hacked out a bloody cough, but the fire in his eyes was still burning.


      “You’re tough,” remarked the old butler with genuine surprise. Despite the immense impact, no noticeable wounds marred Hector’s body. “Perhaps another—”


      With a ferocious roar, Hector punched the ground. The earth shattered, launching bits of rubble and clouds of dust into the air. This left the old butler with no choice but to release Hector with a grunt—and that was just the opening he needed.


      “Don’t mind if I do!”


      Pushing himself into a handstand, Hector swung his foot at the old butler’s jaw, launching him into the air. Then, he focused more power into his arms and threw himself upward as well.


      “Time to end this!”


      A merciless barrage of fists assailed the old butler. The sturdiness of Hector’s body provided him with a solid defense. But when turned into a weapon, that same defense made for a brutal offense.


      The old butler’s face gradually warped in agony. “Don’t underestimate me!” he howled, throwing out a punch.


      “Like hell I am!” Hector bellowed, meeting the fist with his own.


      Two fists clashed, the ensuing dome-shaped shock wave ravaging their surroundings as it flung the two in opposite directions. This exchange had been reminiscent of their battle’s opening act. But this time, they crashed straight into the arena walls and remained plastered there, groaning and panting for breath.


      Eventually, the two fighters crawled out and emerged from the walls. Compared to earlier, their movements were now painted with noticeable fatigue.


      Overall, Hector was at a slight disadvantage, but the gap was so meager that the scales of battle could still easily tilt to either side. The old butler knew this too. His weighty solemn gaze met Hector’s blazing glare head-on.


      If I’d fought him before our trip to the Church, he would’ve wiped the floor with me... Hah. Look at me, struggling to beat an old bag of bones. I really do still have a long way to go, don’t I? Hector spat out a broken tooth and wiped blood from the corner of his mouth. But...I feel like I’m on the cusp of something here.


      The old butler was a formidable foe with a fighting style strikingly similar to Hector’s. After exchanging a few blows, Hector could feel something building up within him.


      The vague yet stimulating sensation brought a faint smile to his face.




      Meanwhile, the old butler was also lamenting his lack of strength.


      My movements have dulled, and fatigue plagues my body... It’s a good thing I whipped myself back into shape after Cyril informed me. Otherwise, I might have already lost.


      With old age, his muscles had weakened. Even his stamina was nearly exhausted. He certainly hadn’t been expecting his opponent to hang on for this long.


      Though the old butler had once been among the strongest warriors on the continent, now he could only perform at peak condition but for so long. He had used that limited time on his first strike, then again on slamming Hector’s face into the ground. Each of those actions had been with the full intent to end the battle right then and there.


      But how did that turn out? His first strike had been evaded, and his second withstood. There was no longer a shred of doubt about it—this young man would one day climb his way into the ranks of the Continent’s Strongest.


      And yet, he still allowed himself to be subordinate to another...


      The old butler closed his eyes. Best of luck to you, Cyril.


      He spared no more than a quick thought for his grandson. Soon, the old butler once again directed his gaze forward—at Hector, who was doing the same.


      Right now, all they had to think about was this fight.


      They clenched their fists and lowered their stances. No words were needed. Deep down, they both knew their next move would be their last—one final chance to wring out every bit of strength they had left.


      This final all-out clash could blast the entire arena and everything within the immediate vicinity into smithereens. At least, that would’ve been the case if Stella hadn’t already set up a barrier. It wouldn’t withstand a direct hit from their fists, but it could at least hold up against the collateral force.


      Seeing as they were in the clear to go all out, Hector and the old butler faced one another with identical ravenous grins.


      “We’re settling this! Right now!”


      “Come at me!”


      Finally, they both kicked off the ground and slammed their fists against the other’s face.


      “Gah!”


      “Urgh!”


      Neither had bothered to guard. Their reasons?


      Hector had thought, If I dodge, and this old guy’s punch misses...that’d just be a waste of his stamina! And there’s no point winning just ’cause my opponent gets exhausted! That would be a load of bull!


      The old butler had thought, I cannot afford to waste my stamina on dodging or blocking! That would be far too pathetic against this young man! More than anything, I do not want Cyril to see that from me! I must keep pushing...till the very end!


      Hector was intent on surpassing the old butler at his best, whereas the old butler was intent on triumphing over Hector while he could still utilize all his might. As each of their hearts carried firm resolve, both fighters chose to charge in utterly defenseless.


      The impact against their faces produced a sound that none would’ve imagined came from the human body. In the wake of the subsequent blast, the surrounding earth sank, and the barrier creaked. Stella winced as she struggled to maintain it.


      “Haaaaah!”


      “Raaaaah!”
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      They had long since passed their limits. Not a speck of finesse remained in their punches. All they had left was grit and willpower.


      Their battle could no longer serve the purpose of determining a winner and a loser. Even so, neither party could back down. In fact, as men, this was the one clash they could not afford to concede until it was all said and done.


      Powered by sheer resolve, Hector and the old butler just punched, and punched, and punched.


      In the end...


      “Splendidly done, Hector.”


      “That was a wonderful show, grandfather.”


      Their masters’ quiet words of praise cascaded from above. However, it had reached neither of their ears, for they had already passed out. Their feet were still planted firmly on the ground and their fists were still crossed as if in midpunch from their last exchange. Neither bent the knee nor backed down a single step.


      Their brave, resolute figures earned the wild applause of the spectators.


      §


      Finally, the curtain fell on the exhibition matches.


      The main event—their contest against Babel—had turned out disastrously. If not for the old butler’s performance, they would have been met with the worst possible outcome. His show of strength had impressed on the populace that his master must be even stronger than they could ever imagine. Thus, the Dragon Emperor’s dignity remained intact.


      Typically, pitting my grandfather against a small nation would be seen as harassment...


      Common sense dictated that there was no way a small nation could harbor the forces to rival a major power. Alas, Cyril’s common sense had been beaten, battered, and thrown into a ditch today. Though the second strongest dragoneers had already been prepped for the contest, the old butler had saved Cyril a headache and a half by stepping up himself. Not only did the old butler possess incredible strength, but him and his opponent having the same combat style had made for a wonderful show.


      Regardless, that didn’t change the fact that they—a major power—had just lost to a small nation.


      Cyril conceded—be it the exhibition matches among their subordinates or the battle of wits he’d engaged in with Zil, it was his utter and indisputable loss. Today, the Dragon Emperor tasted defeat.


      Self-reflection regarding my mistakes can wait until later. There is still the matter of formally forming an alliance with Babel. Not to mention wrapping up this event... First and foremost, we must get my grandfather and Hector attended to right away.


      Cyril slowly rose from his seat.


      His subordinate said, “Your Imperial Majesty, allow us...”


      “No need. Fáfnir and I will carry them.”


      “Surely, you need not bother yourself with such a task...”


      “It’s no bother. If anything, I insist. Would you allow me...to carry my grandfather?”


      The subordinate bowed. “Pardon my impudence.”


      “No apologies needed. There was nothing wrong with what you said.” Cyril turned to the man seated beside him. “That man—Hector, yes? May I carry him too?”


      Zil huffed. “A bizarre flight of fancy, but very well. I shall permit it. After all, I am sure he will be pleased to learn that he earned the acknowledgment of someone strong such as yourself.”


      “You accepted rather easily... Are you not wary that I might be up to something?”


      “An inane question. It is clear you view such trickery to be beneath you. If you were to conceal any immoral dispositions, your empire’s demise would be merely imminent.”


      Cyril huffed out a laugh. “I suppose so.” He gracefully leaped from the VIP section and landed softly in the heart of the arena. At some point, a small dragon had appeared on his shoulder.


      “Grandfather, Thousand-Killer Hector... You fought well,” he muttered, his gaze filled with respect. There was a mountain of things on his mind, from what went wrong to what still needed to be done. But for now, he gave his full attention to lauding and transporting the two warriors—until a bizarre chill suddenly ran down his spine.


      Cyril reacted instantly. He pulled his shoulder back just as something grazed it with a swoosh. The Dragon Emperor went wide-eyed as he swiftly spun around and muttered, “Over there.”


      In no time at all, his partner jumped into action and opened its maw—spewing out a violent, fiery breath several times its own size. Everything within that vicious blaze’s path was scorched. It even obliterated a portion of the arena, barrier and all. The entire stadium quaked as flames roared loudly.


      Cyril’s subordinates swiftly moved to jump down into the arena, but Cyril signaled them to stay put. A beat later, the audience fell deathly silent. Even Zil, who had worn an unbothered expression all throughout the proceedings, narrowed his eyes at the sudden turn of events.


      “Do you think you can stay in the shadows forever?” Cyril’s cold voice carried clearly across the stunned silence. While everyone was frozen stiff, he alone turned to face the crackling flames. “Show yourself.”


      The response came immediately.


      “Aw. I didn’t think you’d notice.”


      Darkness spread from the blaze as if painting the world black. Before it could swallow Cyril and the two unconscious contestants, Cyril grabbed them both and made a nimble escape. His smooth and precise movements were a testament to his daily training.


      “Well, color me impressed,” said a silky voice that rang throughout the arena. “And here I thought you were a sheltered little noble who knew no better than to rely on his dragon and wits... Turns out you’re quick on your feet. Should I have amped up the speed a bit?”


      Slowly, a figure emerged from the darkness. It was a beautiful young girl whose oriental garb was loosely open over her breasts. She wore an innocent and fragile expression while having a delicately frail air about her. From that alone, one might have doubts that she had been the perpetrator of the attack, but her frigid and callous gaze on Cyril told a different story.


      “Guess you aren’t one of the Continent’s Strongest for nothing. I was being pretty careful too, yet you still noticed me.”


      “Did you not watch the earlier exhibitions? The dragoneers of today are no longer wholly dependent on their partners. Even in the distant past, warriors trained diligently.”


      “But it’s not as if all of them are like that, right? Besides, you’re no warrior—you’re a ruler who should never step onto the battlefield.”


      “It appears we hold differing values. I am no warrior, that much is true. However, I am not some slacker who would allow ordinary soldiers to surpass me in strength. If it would raise morale, I would have no issue stepping onto the battlefield myself,” Cyril explained. “There is no set formula for how a ruler must be. To be a ruler is to abide by your personal definition of what that means. Besides...who ever said that you must be a warrior to train?”


      “Fair enough. Looks like you can at least hold your own against the weaker bunch of the continent’s elites... Not that I can see much point in training yourself up. It’s not like you’d be better off as a warrior than a strategist when the going gets tough.”


      “You never know.”


      “Are you that bored of our conversation already? I’m hurt.”


      “If memory serves, it was you who cast aside a civil conversation from the onset.”


      “You’ve got quite the sharp tongue.” With a faint smile, the girl withdrew her crawling shadows. Along with her lack of evident belligerence, it seemed she had no intention of jumping straight into battle.


      I need to secure enough time for the spectators and nearby residents to evacuate. Cyril hid his right hand behind his back and gave his subordinates a signal. After a brief moment of hesitation, they promptly obeyed.


      “Your subordinates aren’t half bad,” the girl remarked. “They understand it’s best to follow your lead.”


      “Of course. I couldn’t be prouder of them.” Cyril cast a quick glance to the evacuating spectators before turning his full attention back to buying some time. “I suppose it all makes sense now.”


      “What does?”


      “Please don’t take me for a fool. Recently, one of my vassal states was suddenly met with aggression from another country. You must have been pulling the strings, yes? To divide my forces?”


      The girl paused. “Impressive. What gave it away?”


      “Not many dare to lay a hand on a major power’s vassal states. The gap of military might between a small nation and a major power is simply far too vast. We’d even demanded they surrender, to no avail,” Cyril explained. “Only one of three reasons could explain that: They had enough power to contend against a major power, they were hopelessly foolish and blind...or they were mere puppets to a mastermind’s schemes.”


      The girl quietly stared.


      “Anomalies do not occur without reason,” Cyril continued, glaring at her. “I had gathered as much intel as I could, identified the possible cause, and gained certainty with your earlier attempt on my life. You must have gotten your hands on the aggressor state and forced them to do your bidding, yes?”


      “I’ll have you know, I really put my back into this. A major power is just too much for us to handle all on our own, so we had to be careful... Though, I heard some idiot was stupid enough to charge in by himself.”


      Cyril narrowed his eyes. “The Magic Republic...”


      The girl giggled. “Oh, you are full of surprises. From your thorough intel gathering to your ability to connect all the dots... Bravo! Everyone’s right to call you the sharpest mind of the Continent’s Strongest.” Then, she sighed. “But I must say, Mr. Dragon Emperor... You’re terribly softhearted. It’s not like those people in that vassal state are your citizens, right? You could’ve just let them be, yet look at you getting all serious. It’s surprising. I almost find it hard to believe that you’re vying for world domination.”


      Cyril huffed. “I am merely fulfilling my duty as a ruler.”


      “Oh yeah? How very commendable of you. Thanks to your sincere efforts, the Draco Empire and its vassal states enjoy great prosperity. Do you know what that means? Its citizens are the perfect sacrifices to the Overlord. Wonderful, isn’t it?”


      The Overlord? Cyril narrowed his eyes. He’d never heard of any Overlord. If he were to take this girl at her word, it sounded like a title reserved for someone special. A title for what, though? What does this “overlord” lord over? Is it in any way related to that strange, magic-like power of hers? Whatever it might have been, it sure seemed like they were up to no good, especially with her mentioning “sacrifices.”


      “World domination... Ah, yes. Of course,” the girl crooned. “Say, Dragon Emperor... Won’t you join us?”


      Cyril squinted. “What...?”


      “You’ve got both brain and brawn. What do you say to serving the Overlord with us? I’m sure the Overlord would rejoice to have a servant as capable as you. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could offer up the world together?”


      “And what exactly are you hoping to achieve in the process?”


      “Me? Well, I want to bathe in human blood. Did you know it makes for beautiful, smoother skin?”


      Cyril never had any intention of considering, but her answer only made him even more certain. “Really now? In that case, I humbly decline.”


      “Ah, well. That’s too bad. I suppose settling for turning you into a puppet is better than nothing. Sure, I’ll lose out on your brain, but at least it’ll get your brawn. Consider this the end for the Draco Empire.”


      “Turn me into a puppet? Surely you jest. I would much sooner end my own life than so much as lift a finger for you.”


      “And what makes you think you’ll escape my grasp by just dying?” The girl spread her arms. “It’s nice that you’re so naive. That means you’ll be mine even sooner.”


      Cyril slowly put some distance between himself and the two unconscious fighters so as not to drag them into the inevitable battle.


      I cannot let my status as one of the Continent’s Strongest keep me from staying alert. The causes of his most recent failure—the exhibition matches—could be summarized with two points: lack of intel and overconfidence. He had no intention of repeating that same mistake within such a short span of time. It didn’t matter that he was known all throughout the continent; Cyril was ready to face this girl as if she were leagues above him. I know nothing of this enemy—not even their numbers. But that doesn’t mean they’re lacking as a faction. In fact, it serves as proof of their stealth.


      Their gazes clashed, sparks flying and waiting to ignite into battle—until the girl’s lips curled into a grin.


      “Gotcha.”


      She hadn’t come here for Cyril. The moment Cyril came to that realization, he yelled out for his partner on his shoulder, “Fáf!”


      The girl raised her right hand, her shadows stretching toward the two unconscious fighters. “Thank you for setting up those worthless exhibitions. If not for them, we would have had no way to whittle down both the Draco Empire’s and the little chick’s forces. Killing two birds with one stone. Seriously, you guys need to get it together. What’s the point in going all out and getting exhausted when you’re not even at war?”


      “Stop right there!”


      From how the girl spoke, it sounded like that darkness had the power to brainwash people, or something to that effect. In fact, perhaps brainwashing was merciful compared to what it was truly capable of. Whatever the case, it was clear those shadows were trouble. Cyril would be a fool to let her wield that bizarre power as she pleased.


      Fáfnir unleashed another fiery breath from its maw—but it was rendered futile. A two-headed asura emerged from the ground to impede the attack.


      “Hex: Two-Headed Asura.” A handsome man slowly approached, the earth crunching beneath his feet, until he took his place beside the girl. He wore similar attire to hers—purple in color, and oriental in style. It didn’t take long for Cyril to conclude that they were allies. “You held back out of concern for your surroundings... An attack of that caliber is of no concern to us, Dragon Emperor.”


      “Hey, stay on your toes. He’s one of the Continent’s Strongest,” said the girl. “Sure, we can’t die, but we still can fail our mission.”


      “Who said anything about looking down on him? This country’s dragons make it so they are exceedingly alert as a whole, barring our rank and file from taking action... And he is their ruler.”


      “Well, good to know. Looks like our offerings to the Overlord are as good as secured.”


      The man shot her a glare, as if to say that she was the one treading lightly. However, he soon redirected his gaze to Cyril. “Well done,” he said, eerily sincere. “Truly, many things stood in your way. A boisterous air took this entire empire by storm while it waited restlessly as the momentous exhibition matches neared. The little chick’s tremendous presence must have limited not only your senses but also your movements. You were even forced to dispatch personnel for the incident involving the Magic Republic, as well as our schemes, ultimately scattering your forces. All in all, these factors weakened your defenses, yet we still couldn’t move till the very last minute... Dragons are far more perceptive than we could’ve imagined, and you have an entire army of them circling your skies.”


      The man looked up. Several dragons were boldly flying overhead as he spoke. To the citizens of the Draco Empire, this sight permeated their everyday life, akin to seeing stray cats wander the streets. But to anybody else, the sight instilled fear, like watching someone keep a wild beast as a pet.


      “What a hassle you dragoneers are... Especially you and your partner.” A small smile graced the man’s lips. “I’d braced myself before coming here, but still. You have my regards, Dragon Emperor.”


      Among the Vassals of the Overlord, this man had been selected to serve as a Top Vassal, surpassing his humanity and gaining immortality. Even then, he hadn’t been looking down on the Dragon Emperor in the slightest. In fact, his current vantage point only made him respect the man even more. After all, he had not been able to stand on equal ground with the Continent’s Strongest until after overcoming death and obtaining this unfair advantage over mankind. The extraordinary nature of the Continent’s Strongest became as clear as day.


      “Why, I thank you kindly for your praise,” Cyril said slowly, all the while remaining wary of the mysterious duo.


      Are they really human...? The air about them and the way they carried themselves were simply bizarre. But the most off-putting part was the fact that the dragons were failing to detect this duo despite them standing right in front of him. It was almost as if they were lifeless dolls.


      Cyril warily narrowed his eyes.


      “She spoke of turning you into a puppet then taking down the Draco Empire,” said the man. “However, to be frank, we are not keen on antagonizing you. The cons outweigh the pros. Yes, we desire more sacrifices, but turning nonhumans into puppets is still a struggle. And your empire—rather, your dragoneers—just so happen to weaponize dragons. Even if we convert the dragoneers into puppets, we shall only be met with a horde of enraged dragons. And, admittedly, some losses on our end as well.”


      The man paused, narrowing his eyes.


      “Dragon Emperor. You may be among the Continent’s Strongest, but that title is in large part due to that dragon of yours. Of course, that is not to say you are weak. Rather, there are warriors in small nations that match you on an individual level. To put it bluntly, you are not worth converting into a puppet. The same can be said for your dragoneers.”


      His gaze slowly shifted to the side.


      “However, that old man is a different story.”


      Cyril quietly glared.


      “His inability to tame dragons led him down the path to strive to become stronger than them himself. That way, he could still quell them by force... Though that mindset perplexes me, I acknowledge that he is a true monster for what he’s achieved. Our original plan had been to turn him into a puppet to whittle down the little chick’s forces, but he’s saved us the trouble. Now, allow us to take him.”


      “Even the Dragon Emperor can’t possibly fight us while protecting two unconscious people, huh?” the girl added.


      Cyril gritted his teeth as he watched the Vassals of the Overlord take their stances. If there was any doubt which side held the advantage, the contrasting expressions on their faces spelled it out plainly.


      Cyril steeled his resolve. I cannot back down.


      At the very least, he no longer had to worry about the spectators—the evacuation was complete. If the worst came to pass, he could bring down the entire stadium and bury those two alive. Hector and the old butler were tough enough to survive.


      Once he’d calculated his odds and prepared a plan, Cyril opened his mouth to instruct Fáfnir. But before he could utter even a single word, black flames suddenly roared to life and burnt the mysterious man’s left arm to a crisp.


      The man leaped away with a click of his tongue. His arm regenerated instantly, but the flames had momentarily kept him at bay.


      “Dragon Emperor. I see you possess the resolve to hold your ground. For that, you have my praise, even if you severely underestimated my nation.”


      All eyes were drawn to the young man who’d appeared in the arena. He turned his arrogant gaze from Cyril to the Vassals of the Overlord.


      “Alas, I cannot say the same for you irksome flies. Mere clowns dare to lay their hands on my retainer and that elderly gentleman? Know that not even death can absolve your impertinence.”


      His eyes were as cold as the silver gleam of his hair, his gaze as chilling as death itself. However, the two Vassals remained unfazed.


      “Aw. Guess it was wishful thinking to hope that the little chick wouldn’t make a move, huh?”


      “Our orders were to deal with his hands and feet first, but it seems he’s the type to protect his subordinates. Hmm... What shall we do?”


      “Well, retreating’s out of the question. We’ll just have to take out both the Draco Empire’s and the little chick’s forces in one fell swoop. Even with the little chick’s other subordinates around, he was kind enough to step up himself. We may as well, right?”


      “Hmph... I suppose that makes sense.” The man turned to Zil. “I am Javeh, a Top Vassal among the Vassals of the Overlord.”


      “Same here. The name’s Lifa,” crooned the girl.


      Once introductions were settled, darkness burst forth from within the Vassals of the Overlord—Javeh and Lifa.


      Zil stared them down with a chilling gaze. “Impertinent vermin.” The pressure emanating from him bore heavily on the surrounding space.


      “Fáf,” Cyril muttered. His partner grew in size, causing the earth beneath to rumble, until the dragon had consumed a third of the arena.


      “Don’t think we’re just gonna croak like Sanjel,” Lifa said.


      “You could say that man was our weakest link. His deeds in the Magic Republic must have been to play the role of a sacrificial pawn,” Javeh concurred.


      “Probably.”


      Javeh faced Cyril, while Lifa had a coy look in her eyes as she turned to Zil. Both had chosen their targets.


      “I do hope our ally-to-be will not succumb to such paltry assailants,” Zil told Cyril.


      “But of course. Must I remind you that I am the Dragon Emperor?”


      “Hmph. Then I shall offer you one piece of advice.” Zil narrowed his eyes and pointed with his chin. “Do not allow their shadows to consume you. When the sky is painted red, physical contact must be avoided at all costs.”


      Cyril nodded. “Duly noted.” He hoisted Hector and the old butler up onto Fáfnir’s back before getting on himself and sweeping his gaze over the arena.


      “Done talking?” Lifa drawled.


      “My, how kind of you to wait for us,” Cyril replied.


      “Oh, I’m nice enough to let you spill your last words.”


      “I’m dearly touched.”


      Javeh glowered. “Is your little farce finished? Dragon Emperor, it’s time you become an offering for the Overlord.”


      Darkness burst from Javeh, and Fáfnir evaded by taking to the skies. Lifa raised her hand to unleash a follow-up attack from the rear—but swiftly drew it back to protect her head. A vicious kick bent her right arm in half.


      “Averting your attention from me, little lass? Who do you think you are?”


      “Just a humble servant of the Overlord,” she responded coolly while smoothing over her expression.


      He’s fast... And what’s with this power? How can a physical enhancement make him this strong? She could regenerate her arm in a flash, but the problem still remained—she gained nothing from engaging in close-quarters combat with a man of such monstrous strength. I need to keep my distance, but this arena’s too small. Guess it’s time for a change of scenery.


      Lifa wasted no time taking action. She leaped into the audience seating, then to the wall, before finally reaching outside.


      Meanwhile, Zil watched her depart with a silent, piercing gaze. “She blocked that... I see. Though I showed restraint, she is clearly superior to the previous clown—Sanjel, was it? Alas, her struggles are futile.”


      Behind him, a violent explosion—no doubt born from the clash between Javeh and Cyril—scorched the arena grounds. However, Zil spared it not even a mere glance. He simply kicked off the ground and chased after Lifa outside the stadium.


      §


      “I have to hand it to them—that evacuation of theirs went smoothly. It sure pays to have dragons at their beck and call,” Lifa mused as she looked around the empty city streets. There was a lack of sound, a lack of presence—absolutely nothing. Not a single civilian had been left behind.


      Well, that’s fine. All that talk about sacrificing the citizens of the Empire was just a little white lie to make sure the Dragon Emperor didn’t run. Still, it would’ve been nice to offer them up to the Overlord regardless... Oh well.


      She turned her full attention to the silver-haired young man in her view. He was scanning his surroundings with narrowed eyes.


      At the moment, Lifa’s presence was suppressed and her figure hidden. Launching a surprise attack as well as the one she had against Cyril was unlikely, but this was much better than simply charging in recklessly.


      All righty, then. How do I go about this? He’s a toughie, that’s for sure. The best move would be to make a run for it once Javeh takes care of his subordinate and that old man. Until then, I have to buy time and—


      “Over there.”


      Alas, Lifa had to abandon her plan sooner than she’d thought. She regained her physical form and leaped out of her hiding spot to dodge a bolt of crimson lightning.


      “So you can hide within shadows,” Zil observed. “An ability I am sure you used to its fullest to infiltrate this country. You even went on that long-winded spiel regarding your backstage schemes to divert Cyril’s attention from this, hmm?”


      “Well, color me impressed...” Lifa hadn’t expected him to see right through her so soon. She suppressed a scowl, her outward expression as nonchalant as ever. “Oh, little chick. I heard it was you who killed Sanjel. Sorry to say, but that guy was only allowed into the Top Vassals out of pity. If you think you can beat my immortality, you have another thing coming. See? My right arm’s as good as new already.” She rolled up her sleeve and showed her arm, pale as porcelain and slender as a pole.


      Zil snapped his fingers, summoning a black flame to consume her whole body. “Cease your drivel. Did you reveal yourself to subject me to your inane chatter?”


      Lifa’s entire figure was devoured by the flames. Behind the fiery curtain, limbs crumbled and skin disintegrated—until a white arm suddenly arose from the pitch-black flames. Next came a leg, then a face, until Lifa emerged entirely unscathed.


      “Well, somebody’s in a rush,” she crooned. “You know, impatient men aren’t my type, doubly so when they’re fond of combusting a maiden’s skin. Now, I know you think that your fire works on me... Well, I hate to break it to you—it doesn’t. Reduce me to ashes, scatter me to the sea—I’ll still regenerate. How do I know? Well, I tried it out on Sanjel once. Told him that it was our way of testing his loyalty for the Overlord.”


      Zil huffed. “Chatty vermin.”


      “Oh?” Lifa was impressed that her words hadn’t fazed him at all. Even a criminal would have gone pale. He has quite the tolerance... Very promising. His looks, his voice... Totally my type. And we were never warned not to recruit him... Shall I give it a go?


      Of course, Lifa hadn’t the faintest clue that Zil had, in fact, been fazed by her gruesome anecdote. He was simply maintaining a steady poker face, just like always. “Hmm? Have you finally run out of material for your nonsensical ramblings? When a clown exhausts all its tricks, it is time for the show to—”


      “The Evangelist told us to give you and your friends special treatment,” Lifa said in a singsong tone, interrupting Zil. “Apparently, sorcery doesn’t work on you...so I received this new power, just for you.”


      A horde of skeleton arms burst from the ground and grabbed Zil’s ankles, waist, and thighs. They pulled hard, trying to drag him down—but Zil didn’t budge an inch. He remained firmly in place, whereas the effort of it all caused the skeletons to creak.


      Lifa’s lips curled into a wide smile as she clapped. “Wowie! Just so you know, those things can crush human bones easily. So how are yours still intact? They can’t even move you!” She was certain of it—this man was worthy of serving the Overlord. Lifa outstretched her hand. “Say, do you wanna join us? Trust me, you totally get the pass.”


      Zil responded with an icy gaze. He uttered not a single word, but his silence spoke louder than any voiced rejection. Lifa was clever enough to understand.


      “One thing I don’t like is being ignored. Know what I do like, though? Seeing arrogant men like you break down into tears. Well?” While maintaining her expression, Lifa extended her offer a second time.


      Alas, Zil’s answer remained unchanged.


      “That’s too bad... Sure, you’re strong, but that girl told me that even physical enhancement has its limits. Let’s see how long you can keep a straight face.”


      Lifa clenched her outstretched hand into a fist. In response, the skeleton arms tightened their grip over Zil’s body.


      “If I just strengthen their grip... Hmm...?” She trailed off and tilted her head. Nothing... Nothing had changed. The sensation she felt through the skeletons reminded Lifa of her days as a powerless human—like trying yet failing to lift a hefty boulder. “Wh-What...?”


      Zil’s chilling glare pierced through her. “Pathetic. It appears I was mistaken to assume you were superior to the previous clown.”


      “Wh-What are you...”


      “Foolish imbecile. Allow me to spell it out for you.” With a look of utter exasperation, Zil told her, “I am not using physical enhancement.”


      Lifa’s eyes grew wide. “Huh?”


      “Behold. This is physical enhancement.”


      The skeleton arms were knocked back, whizzing through the air faster than Lifa’s eyes could follow before piercing into her flesh. The girl lost her balance and crumpled to the ground.


      “N-No way...” Her body had already regenerated, but she showed no signs of returning to her feet. There was a slight tremor in her voice, as if fear had a firm grasp on her for the first time in a long while. “S-So be it. I’ll just make you my mindless puppet... Hex: Rakshasa Transformation!”


      A bloodred hue stained the sky, while darkness encroached upon the earth and devoured Zil whole.


      No human can do anything against this hex. Even the Continent’s Strongest are no match for it, especially when wielded by a Top Vassal like me. Lifa repeated this to herself, over and over, hoping and praying—but her hopes were dashed when a flash of golden light illuminated from within the cocoon of darkness.


      “Is that all?”


      Lifa winced as the darkness dissipated. “N-No... This isn’t over yet!” She gathered the skeletons to form a suit of armor over her body, but no sooner had she pieced it together than Zil appeared before her eyes and smashed it to pieces with a single kick.


      “Is that all?” he repeated, voice cold and gaze merciless as he watched Lifa grimace. “If that is the final trick of your performance, then you are no more than arrogant vermin. Begone.”


      Lifa was completely submerged in the golden light, its blinding brilliance drowning out the blazing pillar that shot up to the heavens far behind Zil.


      §


      The fight between Cyril and Javeh continued after Zil and Lifa left the stadium. Cyril was ceaselessly bombarding Javeh from overhead, while Javeh was fending him off from below.


      I’m in quite the pickle, Cyril thought bitterly. If he were to trust Zil’s warning, then he would lose the moment the darkness consumed him. At present, all he could do was dish out attack after attack from a safe distance while gauging his enemy’s reach.


      “What’s the matter, Dragon Emperor? Is that the best you can do?”


      However, all of his attacks were rendered ineffective. More accurately, they were landing and dealing damage, but strangely the man remained unfazed. Despite missing half of his body, he kept moving. And soon enough, it regenerated anyway.


      Overall, this meant that none of Cyril’s attacks worked on his enemy, whereas the enemy only needed to land a single hit to come out victorious.


      I doubt that regenerative ability is infallible, but it is troublesome nonetheless. This wasn’t a foe he could beat by utilizing his usual methods. Cyril was getting flashbacks of his stalemate with Zil during their board game match.


      However, this battle would end sooner or later. A massive fiery breath assailed the entire stadium, destroying the venue and shooting a flame pillar up toward the heavens. Rattling explosions devoured the vicinity...yet when the chaos cleared, Javeh was standing utterly unfazed.


      Cyril ceased the attack and quietly looked down at him.


      Javeh boldly met his gaze. “Have you given up already? If so, I humbly suggest that you surrender yourself to the Overlord.”


      “Given up? Quite the opposite in fact. I stopped attacking simply because there is no longer any need. You will die here.”


      Javeh narrowed his eyes. “Die? We do not die. As long as I corner you into a war of attrition, my victory is all but guaranteed.”


      “Surely you jest,” Cyril breezily replied. “It sounded to me like your organization and Zil have some history. You hold your so-called immortality and that bizarre power in high regard, yet Zil is still alive. That alone proves you can be beaten.”


      Javeh pursed his lips.


      “You see, I would have loved to find a way to kill you myself, but I suppose that wasn’t a very realistic plan. I will have to settle for gathering data on you.”


      “Wait...”


      “And just on cue...Zil is finished on his end.”


      With a gasp, Javeh spun around. A silver-haired young man was nonchalantly staring down at him, sending cold sweat down his back.


      Javeh heard Cyril’s voice behind him. “A war of attrition? You say the strangest things. You were on borrowed time to begin with.”


      Fáfnir’s breath and Zil’s magic rained down on the arena. As a burst of golden light weaved between the two, right then and there was the end of Javeh.


      §


      Deep in the woods a short ways from the Draco Empire, a girl rose from the ground—Lifa.


      “Hah... He got me good. That guy’s specialty is creating and synchronizing with multiple bodies... I got him to teach me his tricks, but it sure is tough. It only works when my main body’s sleeping, and it’s difficult to control from too far away. It’s hardly even worth calling a downgrade.”


      The Evangelist gave me more power and I still stood no chance against him... At least the remotely controlled “me,” anyway. Though, I doubt actually facing him myself would’ve made a difference.


      Lifa thought back to the events that had transpired within the Draco Empire. That man was a monster. Even if she’d pulled out all the stops, she’d had no chance of defeating him. Lifa had abandoned her humanity to attain immortality, yet he was still capable of ending her. Clearly, he wasn’t one to be trifled with.


      But there was something she had that he didn’t—a longer lifespan.


      Hmm... Once he gets all old and gray, maybe I should pay him a visit. Then, I can just restore his youth and keep him all to myself. Lifa had become functionally unaging and undying, whereas that man—though monstrous in strength—was still categorically human. All she had to do was wage a war of attrition. A century or two means little to us while it means the world to them. I just have to keep running till then. Eventually, we’ll see who gets the last laugh.


      “Time to retreat.”


      Lifa took a step forward—


      “Huh...?”


      —then she suddenly lost her right leg, flopping to the ground with a dumbfounded look on her face. Amid her shock, she realized that more than just her limb had been severed—so had her connection to the Evangelist.


      What...? Wh-What’s happening?! What is this, what is this, what is this?!


      “Mm-hmm. That was really cool. So this is what it’s like to be head over heels for someone. Mm-hmm! Mm-hmm!”


      A girl walked out of the woods. She wore a relaxed expression while taking unhurried steps, as if she’d come here for a picnic. But in Lifa’s eyes, a monster had just emerged from the shadows.


      “There was a teeny tiny hiccup, but it’s all good—that’s exactly what I came here to tidy up. All that’ll be left of today are wonderful, sparkling memories!”


      This beautiful girl—the very culprit behind Lifa’s missing leg—was dressed in a furisode that exposed her shoulders and armpit. Lifa knew her. She knew this girl all too well. And that familiarity only further fueled her confusion.


      Why is she doing this? Why? Just why?!


      Questions flooded her mind, but the girl would not wait.


      “Time to die!”


      I need to run...!
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      Alas, her assailant read her like an open book. Now, Lifa lost her left leg too. And for some strange reason, her supposedly immortal body...wasn’t regenerating. She was even feeling pain. Panic overwhelmed her mind, evident by her ragged breathing.


      The girl’s response to Lifa’s growing suffering was to take her right arm as well.


      All Lifa could do was whimper.


      “You know...” crooned the girl. “I heard what you said earlier. Hmm? Hmm?”


      “Eek...”


      “Flirting with him is a big no-no. Mm-kay? Got it?” The light disappeared from her eyes as she looked down at Lifa crawling miserably across the ground. “Naughty girls like you...need to be punished.”


      §


      My plans would go up in smoke if Ewig manifested through the Vassal’s corpse, so just for good measure I blasted the body to smithereens. Cyril should be none the wiser since we attacked at the same time. At most, his partner—with its beastly senses—might have picked up that something was off and could tell Cyril later.


      Well, if others did notice, it was no skin off my back. There was no better proof of this than the deafening cheers we got after announcing our triumph over the Vassals of the Overlord.


      Another reminder of the importance of public sentiment. Humans developed a sense of unity when facing a common enemy. With that being the case, I supposed I should have been thanking the Vassals of the Overlord for this little stint of theirs.


      Of course, that didn’t mean I’d just forgive and forget that they’d tried to use their sorcery on my dear Hector. Favors were born of divine power, so he should have some resistance to sorcery...but I wasn’t gonna test that theory out anytime soon.


      Anyway, it seemed like Ewig was trying to gather more forces while whittling down mine. I’d have to stay on my toes moving forward. Frankly, dealing with those guys largely came down to compatibility. My best bet was to find viable countermeasures against them that anyone had access to. But it was probably easier said than done. To invent sorcery from scratch, Ewig was no doubt a formidable foe.


      Besides, I’m lacking intel on them. I’ll shelve this for now and spend this time celebrating having achieved my goal.


      Through recent events, I’ve successfully left an impact on the citizens of the Draco Empire. You never know. Maybe some of them had even begun to revere me. At least, if all the gazes I felt on my back during our departure were any indication. They even got to vicariously enjoy retribution. Since my subordinates had defeated the Dragon Emperor’s lineup, the people’s awe was bound to shift to Regr. And consequently, to their superior—me.


      Their awe and respect would slowly morph into worship, like seeds blossoming into flowers. And with their history of persecution under the dragoneers as fertilizer, some would start to express their desire to migrate to my territory. This in turn would strengthen the faith under me and naturally boost my abilities.


      Heh... I can’t wait.


      I departed the Empire in an extremely pleasant mood.


      Truly, everything had gone according to plan. The advantage granted to me by my canon knowledge, the people’s expectations that the small nation would lose, and Zil’s role as the dark horse... With these as my blade, I’d struck Cyril’s weakness. Not even the sharpest mind could remain steady before such a blow.


      Cyril must have thought that I was as smart if not smarter than him. Unfortunately, he would be dead wrong. That might have been the case for Zil, but I had to fill in the gaps with a bluff. To Cyril, we were having a decent exchange of wits. But to me? It was a cutthroat battle. Cyril simply had no way of expecting a surprise attack I’d planned with my canon knowledge. But I’d used several aces at once, and there was no way the same trick would work twice.


      Our next face-off was bound to be a tough one. Could I come out on top again? It was definitely not a sure thing. But so be it. What mattered was that I’d already beaten him once. This crushing defeat would keep Cyril on edge and stop him from demanding a rematch.


      Simply put, I’d quit while I was ahead. And the best part? Ostensibly, I hadn’t been the one to quit. Cyril was simply too wary to have offered up another challenge. Therefore, I was the champion!


      “Awww. I wanted to go sightseeing around the Empire,” Stella whined.


      “Silence, Stella!” Kieran hissed, grabbing her by the scruff of her neck. “Lord Zil ordered us to make our departure. As his servants, we must swiftly heed his command.”


      My feet carried me forward as my subordinates bickered behind me.


      Nice. Everything’s going really well!


      Needless to say, I’d also acquired all the divine power sleeping in this land. Since the Empire was composed of what used to be several territories, there were quite a lot. Talk about bang for your buck!


      Not to mention that since this major power rose to prominence by invasion and plunder, they’d effectively killed off anyone who could’ve known about divine power—like the original rulers or royalty. With that, knowledge of divine power had faded into the shadows of history.


      I’d suspected as much from the moment that Cyril, the emperor himself, knew nothing about divine power. Though I supposed that stood to reason, seeing as he was the head of those invading forces and all. He might have launched an investigation if he knew that another major power—the one that Humanity’s Strongest belonged to—was researching divine power, but those guys only ever interacted with the Magic Republic. There was no way for that info to fall into Cyril’s lap.


      Though, whether or not he learned about divine power didn’t matter all that much. Given how cynical he was about gods, Cyril wasn’t likely to care in the end. In fact, he was the type to hate gods. He’d even voiced his doubts about the world itself.


      Anyway, the stage is all set. I sure hope the gods are having a good time up there, because once they step on our turf, their days are numbered...!


      First things first, I had to head straight back to Babel and prepare a warm welcome for my new citizens.


      “Ugh... Fine. No sightseeing for me, I guess,” Stella grumbled, pouting.


      My steps ground to a halt. Sightseeing, huh? Come to think of it, I’d left the entire country to Hector and Theodore a while back, and Stella had helped me a whole lot back in the Magic Republic... Taking a little detour to have some fun wasn’t gonna throw a wrench into my plans...right?


      “I suppose it is also a king’s duty to provide his subjects with due reward,” I said. “Hmph. Very well. Shall we take some time to explore this land?”


      Stella’s eyes sparkled “What? Really?! Yippee! Thank you!”


      “If Lord Zil desires such, then we must follow,” Kieran said. “I shall follow you to the ends of this world.”


      Hector just shrugged. “Fine by me.”


      “I could head back on my own, but all that’s waiting there is that crazy mob...” Theodore shuddered. “Sir Zil, I’d like to join you.”


      “I’ve never toured a major power before... May be a pretty fresh experience for me,” Hector mused.


      For me, “fresh” was an understatement. After all, this was a new country in a new world. I was especially excited to try out their local cuisine.


      From there, we spent the day chasing Stella from one stall to the next, playing with young dragons, and visiting some tourist attractions.

    

  

  
    
      Draco Empire Arc Epilogue


      In a corner of the castle, Cyril’s head—cradled between his hands—was swirling with countless thoughts.


      Why...did he not make any demands?


      Following the incident, he and Zil had formed an alliance...and that was it. Zil had demanded nothing of Cyril, not making use of his leverage in the slightest. After such an overwhelming victory, how could he have been content to walk away with a mere ordinary partnership? Why had he not taken advantage of any of Cyril’s numerous mistakes?


      While Cyril had managed to barely keep the Empire’s dignity intact thanks to the final exhibition match, the competition as a whole had been an irrefutable loss. There was a world of difference between a major power and a small nation. From Cyril’s perspective, the outcome would have vastly differed had they waged a proper war against Babel. His wariness of Zil had been his downfall.


      That man must have calculated everything, from Cyril’s thought processes to his own tremendous power serving as a decoy. Common sense dictated that small nations were no match for major powers, yet Zil was undeniably stronger than even the Continent’s Strongest. By putting these two factors on full display, Zil had restricted Cyril’s available options.


      As long as Zil didn’t participate, the Draco Empire could win in a war against Babel. However, such an event was impossible from the onset. Hence, Cyril had no choice but to win in a contest of might from which Zil was prohibited—and Zil knew that too. In fact, he’d planned for that.


      Cyril suspected that Zil also wanted to avoid a war with a major power. After all, a king was nothing without his nation. Even if Zil alone were to survive, he’d have—quite literally—won the battle but lost the war. His pride would only allow him to opt for the strategy that would win him this face-off as a king, not an individual.


      He is prideful, so much so that he allows his people to worship him... I’d suspected he was the type to showboat, but I never would have guessed he took national benefit into account as well. My loss stems not only from a lack of information, but also impatience and...conceit.


      That left Cyril with more questions than answers. Having triumphed over a major power, Zil had every right to make demands of Cyril, yet he hadn’t. How could a man who valued national benefit not utilize this leverage? It was almost eerie.


      What is he after? Was the alliance truly all he wanted...? To stand on equal footing with a major power? Cyril shook his head. That couldn’t be. Zil wasn’t one to be content with just that. That was precisely why Cyril found the entire matter so odd.


      He has the charisma to gather a band of such unique characters... The Silent Executioner, a girl from the Magic Republic, that researcher Theodore, and Thousand-Killer Hector... Not to mention that half naked mob... In fact, “unique” hardly did the king’s subordinates justice. They were a band of maniacs, each dancing to the beat of their own drum—yet somehow, they all came together under Zil and heeded his commands. He subordinated a whole group of powerful individuals without suppressing their quirky individuality... What a madman. Yet somehow, he makes it work. In fact, that makes their loyalty to him all the more genuine... His subordinates are without a doubt a force to be reckoned with.


      With a grimace, Cyril realized that Zil’s country was effectively the antithesis to his empire. Babel was a nation brimming with individuality and diversity...even if, in Cyril’s humble opinion, they could afford to shed some of that uniqueness. It was still a far cry from the Empire’s long history of oppression and force...


      Wait...


      A chill ran down Cyril’s back.


      Zil’s nation abounded with diversity, the picture-perfect multiethnic country. Surely no other country in this world was as accepting as Babel. Even dragoneers, who once started out as the oppressed minority, had become the oppressors once they obtained greater standing.


      No... No, no, no! This cannot be... This cannot be! To Cyril’s growing dismay, a new hypothesis came into view, and his eyes widened in horror. If this was his aim all along... Just how far ahead had he planned? Or could it be that...every little thing was in the palm of his hand?!


      Humans were products of their environments. Hence, humanity was no monolith. This very discrepancy paved the way for the establishment of societal hierarchies.


      Now, in such a world, what did it mean then to be unconditionally accepting? A fairy-tale world where everyone was accepted for who they were—how would such a place appear in the eyes of the persecuted minorities?


      The answer was obvious: a utopia.


      To the oppressed minority, a land that accepted anyone with open arms was the perfect place to call home. Needless to say, not all of them would view it as some utopia. For example, there would be those like Cyril and his subordinates who found Babel bizarre. But to others, that nation’s acceptance of a half naked mob and even a girl from the Magic Republic were promising signs. Since the oppressed minority already harbored hate for the Empire, there was a high likelihood that around half of them would migrate. And such an outcome was well worth Zil’s troubles.


      There is no minority more eccentric than that half naked mob... I-It all makes sense now! Cyril’s face paled as the extent of Zil’s scheme finally dawned on him. He never would have imagined that there was a method to the madness of establishing that half naked mob. Just how much had that man planned? Could it be that Cyril had been dancing in the palm of his hand every step of the way?


      G-Goodness... How can this be...? He has full control over their military might and religious practices. Even using them in the name of overall national interest!


      Cyril slammed his hand on the desk. The news of the dragoneer’s defeat would spread to the various minority groups in the Empire. These people would then make their way to Babel and behold the half naked mob. From there, everything would fall right into Zil’s lap. The minority groups would shed tears of joy, realizing that a nation that accepted even a half naked mob would surely accept them.


      It’s... It’s over.


      Finally, Cyril understood why Zil hadn’t made any demands. He’d already gotten everything—rather, everyone—he’d come for. Whoever he didn’t need, he’d left their reins in Cyril’s hands. Essentially, he’d left the enemy leader alive so he could keep his subjects in check, almost like forcing a herd of pesky livestock to a farmhand.


      Just how far has he set his sights? Cyril looked up at the ceiling as a bitter smile formed on his lips. For the first time, resignation surfaced on the wise emperor’s face.


      §


      Currently sprawled on the ground was Raven—a Top Vassal of the Vassals of the Overlord—as a single, resounding question plagued her mind.


      Why...?!


      Her mission had been simple: sneak into a certain major power and turn Humanity’s Strongest into her puppet. After all, not even the strongest human could be a match for a Vassal who had surpassed human limits. Raven’s confidence in her abilities had also given birth to the confusion now storming her mind.


      “How fares the experiment?”


      “Acclimating is still quite a struggle...but I finally have a better grasp of this ■■■.”


      “Hmm... Direct absorption was impossible, so we opted to use a ■■■■ as a medium instead. It was a good idea, it seems.”


      “But this method only works for me. It’s hardly practical.”


      “And? All that matters is that you—Humanity’s Strongest—have taken another leap in evolution. As long as you attain perfection, none of the other major powers will stand a chance against us.”


      Why was she on the ground?


      Why were her arms not regenerating?


      Why was her power not working...?!


      And most importantly—what were these people saying?!


      Raven failed to comprehend the conversation taking place right before her eyes. Certain words were obscured by a static noise of sorts—filling her mind with panic and unease.


      Currently, only one thing was clear to her: She was no more than a guinea pig. The two people had been intently observing her severed arm before finally turning their cold eyes to her.


      “We must thank the Frost Witch for her recent rampage. It served as the perfect hint at the perfect time. Right when we were advancing our analysis of ■■■ for—”


      Pinned under those callous gazes, Raven felt shame like never befkjadkzz—




      “Interesting conversation you’re having here. And that power you wield feels an awful lot like his. Care to share? Honestly, I figured it would take a while longer to find a counter to him.”


      A red-haired young man—Ewig—manifested into being. But not even that sight cracked the stony expression of the young man known as Humanity’s Strongest. The lack of reaction bothered Ewig, but he allowed none of it to show on his face as he wordlessly summoned his bloodred spears out of thin air.


      The person beside Humanity’s Strongest simply hummed. “It appears a change of plans is in order, though the outcome will remain the same... Go, Humanity’s Strongest. And do well not to divulge anything.”


      Thus, a clash that would shape the fate of the world quietly unfurled in a corner of the continent.


      §


      “Ha ha...” Ewig coughed out a bloody laugh. The raspiness of his voice did not take away from the genuine delight in his tone. It was almost as if he hadn’t just suffered a crushing defeat. “Looks like I still can’t best that power... But since you wield it so sloppily, I’m starting to see something here... Aha...”


      He was surrounded by utter ruin. It was more than just a hodgepodge of craters and crevices; the small space had been ravaged to no end. The clash between two transcendents had marred the area in scars. No words were sufficient to express the horrendous state this underground space had been reduced to.


      “Ha... Ha ha ha...” Ewig lay sprawled on the ground, joints bent at bizarre angles. His upward gaze sparkled like that of a treasure hunter who had finally uncovered a mountain of wealth. The way he laughed, so lively and airy, starkly contrasted with his battered and wounded flesh. “I see... I get it now. That power... It belongs to an age long gone. The age of the gods...”


      The other two looked at him without answering.


      “Does that mean gods once existed after all...? Ha ha... What a riot! To think they created a world blemished with a loophole that had been ripe for my picking, yet their power works exceptionally well against mine... It’s almost as if they’d been expecting it. Or perhaps, is it the other way around? Ah... I see it. I finally see it. The perfection I seek is—”


      “It appears he is sharper than we’d expected, but he will no longer be an issue once eliminated. Humanity’s Strongest—do it.”


      “Understood.”


      Humanity’s Strongest clenched his fist. Ewig’s body was crushed, exploding into a spray of blood and chunks of flesh. All that remained in that bloodstained spot was what used to be Ewig.


      Humanity’s Strongest hardly batted an eye. He simply shoved aside the debris by his foot before turning to face the other man.


      “How is your ■■ power? And the vessel?”


      “Everything is in order. As for the vessel, it’s perfectly stable. No signs of damage whatsoever.”


      “Good. I suppose we can mark this first stage of experiments as a success... So, what of your opponent? Was he perhaps a more suitable warm-up than the woman? The tremendous gap in our strength makes it difficult for me to gauge it myself.”


      “Yes, he was strong. I would not have been able to defeat him before learning how to wield ■■ power.”


      The man’s eyes grew wide.


      This young man had rightfully earned his title—to be called Humanity’s Strongest was by no means an exaggeration. Though the world ranked him alongside the Frost Witch, the Dragon Emperor, and the Knight Captain, he was more than capable of besting each of them in one-on-one affairs—and this was before they’d begun their experiments. Suffice it to say, it would take a lot to best Humanity’s Strongest.


      The man’s expression hardened. “To think he was such a formidable foe...”


      “He was a skilled fighter, yes, but I am mostly referring to the nature of his power. While I triumphed this time thanks to the vessel, it’s hard to say how our battle would have gone without ■■ power. I probably wouldn’t have lost...but I doubt I could have won either.”


      The man hummed. “That woman possessed immortal flesh... Yes, I suppose it would be difficult to best that by orthodox means.”


      “Yet, they were incredibly weak to ■■ power. All is well as long as I am capable of wielding it. Besides, I’ve already vanquished them. Worrying ourselves over nonexistent threats is a moot point. It’s certainly not good for your mental health.”


      “We must still stay on our toes. The woman may have been weaker, but she still wielded a power quite similar in nature to the man’s... Who’s to say there aren’t more? Hmm... I suppose we should speed up our plans.”


      §


      “How are the immigrants?” I asked.


      “Smooth sailing so far,” Hector answered. “All of them seem really happy, especially the elders. They keep going on and on about how they can actually picture themselves living well here... No clue what that’s all about.”


      “Hmm... What did they witness before making such remarks?”


      “The temple. I know you told me to stop outsiders from peeping in there ’cause it was ritual time right around then, but they just...”


      We had successfully isolated the half naked worship that Kieran had propagated. Each day that madness was out of sight and out of mind brought inner peace and calmness to our hearts.


      “Man, I can’t help but wonder what made them all happy after seeing that... But it looks like you have it all figured out, boss.”


      “The explanation is simple, really. Those of a persecuted minority can only find solace among fellow minority groups,” I explained, though Hector still looked confused. “However, there is nothing more worthless than a beast that has lost its fangs. Perhaps some correction is necessary. Among the Empire’s tribes, there are some who wield a rare power. I am keen on putting that to use... Ah, I suppose this matter does not concern you, Hector. To each his own, as they say.”


      Since these people now worshipped me, the matter was as simple as giving them an “oracle” that decreed they conduct their rituals indoors. Things had gotten delayed until now since I’d had to make sure it stayed consistent with Kieran’s past statements, my previous actions, my future plans, and so on. Besides, I had a ton far more pressing matters on my plate to attend to than mending their worship ritual.


      I could just grin and bear with it, but Hector and the others... When it came to my retainers, Hector was easily number one. So managing his stress level was a matter of utmost importance. Okay, fine—it wasn’t as high up on the list as defeating the gods, but that didn’t mean I was willing to just disregard it either.


      Hector had already promised that old butler a rematch. According to Cyril, the old butler said that he would make sure he was “stronger than ever” by then. This meant that Hector had found himself a rival. And honestly, I couldn’t ask for anything more. Through their clashes, they would surely push each other to greater heights.


      Besides, it was reassuring to be on good terms with such a powerful individual. After all, I wasn’t counting on becoming strong enough to face all the gods by myself. In the anime, quite a few gods descended upon this land—Odin, Loki, Thor, Tyr, Valkyrie, Hel, Freya, and Frigg, to name a few. Each and every single one was at least as strong as Gracie. How the heck was I supposed to deal with them alone? So the plan was to get as many powerful warriors as possible to join me in fighting them.


      Seriously, what was up with part three’s power creep? Well, I guess the upper limit wasn’t that much higher than the Evil God...


      Ugh, whatever. The point is that I need to be extra ready.


      The good news was that the gods had no means of observing the mortal world from the celestial realm. This was canonically confirmed by Odin himself in the anime.


      “Hmm... The world has grown rather fragile in our absence. What a staggering change... Perhaps we should have at least established a means of monitoring. This state is far worse than our expectations...”


      All of that to say, I could plan a surprise attack.


      Anyway, there’s no point if I’m the only one getting stronger. Uniting the world, recruiting the strong, gaining their loyalty, and granting them Favors... It’s all very important work. Heck, Chloe might just reach the level of a Seraph if I granted her a Favor. Since we were on good terms anyway, that was definitely on my agenda for the future. For now though, it was far too early for that.


      “Oh, right,” Hector said. “We also got a bunch of requests for alliances and friendly relations.”


      “But of course.”


      Among the participants of the exhibition matches were nations seeking to curry favor with the Draco Empire. After we held our own against a major power, it was only a matter of time until they sought to build connections with us too. I was expecting some of the stronger participants to approach us as well.


      Basically, I’d poached Cyril’s guests. This too was exactly as I’d planned.


      First things first, it’d probably be best to see if any of the new faces show promise. Anime character or not, I was willing to use anyone as long as they proved useful.


      “Come, Hector. I shall see with my own eyes what these immigrants from the Draco Empire have to offer.”


      “Huh? What could they have to offer?”


      “Value as my subordinates, of course. Simply put, this is a screening. It is only right to make use of all tools at my disposal, no?”




      After that, the people seemed to misunderstand my actions as “valuing everyone regardless of status,” causing their faith in me to skyrocket. And to that, I wanted to say, “Cyril did the exact same thing! If anyone is being prejudiced here, isn’t it all of you? You just hate him ’cause he’s the Dragon Emperor, right?”


      I once heard that it didn’t matter “what” was said, but rather “who” said it. Well, there had to be no better example than this. It was just too bad Cyril had to serve as the scapegoat.


      Besides, most of them couldn’t even see the true meaning behind my intentions. Mindless followers were perfect as rank and file, but nothing more. I’d have to foster any promising talents myself.


      With all that said...


      I suppressed a sinister smile as I observed the immigrants kneeling before me.


      This moment allowed me to be a firsthand witness to the effects of prejudice. And at the same time, I realized how useful it could be. To them, my words carried justice and my figure embodied the image of a perfect ruler. They clung to me, seeking everything they ever wanted—to be accepted and valued as the minority. As long as I didn’t push them away, they would blindly heed my every word.


      This is just...perfect.


      This world wasn’t so different from the one I came from. In both, the collective stood above the individual, and public opinion loomed over everyone like a towering wave.


      In that case...


      §


      A boy and a girl were resting in a vast grassland.


      “Rolan, have you heard? The Empire lost a bunch of exhibition matches,” said the blue-haired girl as she sharpened her blade.


      “How many empires do you think there are on the continent? You’re gonna have to be a bit more specific than that, Layla,” replied the black-haired boy, Roland, as he leisurely laid upon the grassy bed. Though his speech was blunt, he fully turned his gaze to the girl, Layla.


      Her expression softened under his attention. “The Draco Empire.”


      “A major power? Wasn’t expecting that,” Roland muttered. “So, which major power did them in? It was probably just some excuse to call it quits on their cold war...”


      “Well, that’s the thing. It was actually a small nation.”


      Roland narrowed his eyes. “You’re kidding.”


      “Am not,” Layla replied with a shrug.


      “Yeah, right. We’re talking about a major power here. The kind of behemoth that could’ve easily swallowed up our home country a long time ago if not for the Saint’s prophecies. Small nations don’t stand a chance against major powers.”


      “Normally, sure.”


      “But...?”


      “The end of the world.”


      Roland clamped his mouth shut.


      Layla cast him a sideward glance as she slowly sharpened her blade. The sunlight reflected off the glossy surface, and the girl narrowed her eyes. “Bringing about the end of the world is no ordinary feat. Even the Saint’s prophecies, which have saved our country from disaster time after time, can’t glean any more details about it. However it’s meant to happen, it can’t be by human hands. Who knows? Maybe even the gods themselves have a hand in it.”


      Roland silently stared up at the sky.


      “And now, we have a small nation defeating a major power. Wouldn’t you call that an incredible feat?”


      “So, you’re saying...?”


      “That small nation...might be the cause of the end of the world. What do you think, Rolan?”


      “Obviously, we gotta go check it out.” Roland rose to his feet while ruffling his hair. He took the rectangular black object beside him, hooked it onto his waist, and stretched his limbs. “I couldn’t care less about the fate of the world. But with all of our everyday lives in jeopardy, that’s a totally different story.”


      The end of the world mattered little to Roland. If it had been prophesied to come about another century or two in the future, he surely wouldn’t have jumped into action. However, it was said it would occur within the next three years, and that immediately made it his problem too.


      Roland was no hero. He was just an ordinary boy spurred into action for two simple reasons: to stay alive and to protect his own little world. That was all. Without that prophecy, Roland would have been living a leisurely life in his hometown—maybe letting Layla drag him along on one of her bounty hunting adventures every now and then.


      “Guess we know where we’re headed to next.”


      “This means that the time has come for you to use my power.”


      “Keep dreaming,” Roland quipped. “And quit asking me to use you.”


      “I will have you know, my power is immense. It dates back to ancient times! Were you aware of that, Rolan? Even those so-called Continent’s Strongest are nothing before me.”


      “How would I know that? None of the records go back that far. Also, who said you could call me Rolan?”


      “Oh, Sol. Just give it up,” Layla said. “At the very least, Rolan will use you as a pot stand, okay? Anyway, let’s get going.”


      Roland frowned. “This thing’s too small to use as a pot stand. Besides, it looks like it’ll heat up way too quickly. Can’t you make yourself any bigger? That way you’d at least be useful.”


      “Such injustice...”


      The boy and girl set off, chatting nonchalantly along the way. However, if Zil were a witness to this sight, he would struggle to suppress a wince.


      And then, he would mutter, “There he is... The anime protagonist.”
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      Short Story: The Birth of Fanatics


      In the heart of Babel, an enormous castle stood tall and proud. A large group of people now crowded its front yard. The air was filled with their buzzing chatter.


      “Hey, why were we called here?”


      “How should I know? This came out of nowhere.”


      “Now that I think about it, this is my first time on these grounds. The garden is very well taken care of... It’s clear that a very esteemed individual resides here. How frightening.”


      “I’ve never been here either. In fact, don’t only the members of Regr and the servants come here...?”


      “It appears we soldiers aren’t the only ones who were called here.”


      “I can even see some villagers.”


      “Hmm... That’s strange. My pops told me that the few who even know what this area looks like were given a gag order. But now, well...it’s practically open for all to see, isn’t it?”


      “Literally. I mean, the gate’s wide open. Doesn’t look like anybody’s coming to close it either...”


      “There are a lot of people peeking in from outside too. The news must’ve already spread to the city.”


      Not only had a crowd gathered in the front yard, but there were many beyond the gate as well. Though countless thoughts filled their minds, they all had the same question...


      Why have we been called here?


      This country was extremely insular, both to outsiders and its own people—this much was clear from the soldiers’ conversation. Even these four men had never stepped foot on these grounds or seen their king’s face. In other words, even the nation’s own military was none the wiser as to who ruled their nation. Needless to say, the citizens weren’t much better. Only a select few permitted to work as his servants were the exceptions.


      The fact of the matter was that ninety percent of the citizenry were unaware who their own ruler actually was. It was a highly abnormal state of affairs that made one question how exactly the monarchy was even functioning. The king was the pillar that supported the people, the symbol of their country, and the embodiment of their national power. He could neither guide his people nor foster trust with the populace without showing himself.


      Yet somehow, this country was still standing.


      “With it all exposed now...is it even safe?”


      “True... I’m concerned about security. Normally, that thick gate provides enough protection, but now...”


      “Well, it should be fine. Despite everything, the people aren’t displeased with the king.”


      The reason for this was simple. Though the king had never revealed his identity, his power was very apparent to the citizens. His political prowess left little room for dissatisfaction over governance, legal system, internal affairs, and the like. For evidence of his diplomatic proficiency, look no further than the fact they could remain so isolated. The soldiers were supplied with high-quality equipment, while the people were blessed with reliable urban development and sanitation. Somehow, they even managed to repel outside interference. All of this culminated into their peaceful everyday lives.


      Besides all of that, there was one other thing.


      “And look—two members of Regr are right there. Nobody on this continent would try anything under their watchful eyes.”


      “Ah... Are they the ones the borderland soldiers were singing the praises of?”


      “W-Wow, they look intense...”


      Regr was a special forces group recently included into the system as “the king’s personnel.” They were a bit different from the soldiers who were tasked with ensuring the safety of the country and its citizens. But in the end, they were all part of the same military. Regr’s capabilities in battle were unbelievable, so much so that those who’d witnessed them in action hailed them as God’s apostles, claiming they were blessed with his favor. It went without saying that the king himself must be extraordinary to have subordinated such formidable fighters. Hence, the people’s respect for their ruler grew evermore.


      “I don’t think any of our soldiers can win against them... Not like we’re ever gonna fight them.”


      The magical beast attack was still fresh in their minds. No sooner had their king heard news of the attack than he’d dispatched Regr to quell the beasts and save the town. This had fostered greater respect in the people’s hearts—for Regr who had saved them, and their king who had ordered them into action. There was no greater proof that their king cared deeply about the well-being of his people.


      Even so, they did not know their king. They’d simply never had the chance to.


      But the people had grown accustomed to how things were. Nobody knew their king’s face, and none were allowed entry into the castle grounds—that was simply the way things were in their country. However, this gathering just flipped everything on its head. One of their two greatest unknowns had been revealed before their eyes. Could it be that they could also finally gaze upon their king’s countenance? They knew they shouldn’t harbor such expectations, yet their chests brimmed with hope all the same.


      At last, the time came.


      Out of nowhere, all sound faded from their surroundings.


      Huh? Why did I shut my mouth...? A sudden thought came to a man in a daze. He didn’t know why, but he felt compelled to keep absolutely silent. A sweeping look around the area revealed that he wasn’t the only one.


      As silence washed over the crowd, every person was abruptly assaulted by an immense, insurmountable pressure.


      Wh-What in the world?!


      Before he knew it, the man had already fallen to his knees. Forget getting back to his feet—he could hardly move a finger. It took every bit of energy he had to just drag his gaze around him, only to find that not a single person in the crowd was still standing up straight. Some had even gone pale and begun frothing at the mouth.


      The only exceptions were the two members of Regr, though it appeared not even they could maintain their calmness. The man in black was trembling as sobs escaped his lips, while the man beside him—the one dressed in light equipment—appeared terribly uncomfortable.


      Even the rumored members of Regr are fazed...!


      Finally, the man in black fell to his knees with a shriek, while the man beside him visibly winced... It almost seemed as though he was wincing not at this immense pressure, but rather at his colleague. Though surely that was not the case.


      Just what...is happening?


      “Hmm... It appears my restraint is still lacking,” said a youthful voice, just as the pressure weighing down on the man suddenly dispersed. “Pardon. Much time has passed since I last revealed myself to the public. I have forgotten the limits of the ordinary, though perhaps my ever-growing presence is the root of the cause.”


      A breath of relief escaped the man. Finally, he looked up—and it was there he laid eyes upon a king. He was much younger than the man could have ever imagined, easily passable as a youth in his late teens. Yet somehow, that only made the king appear even more divine. His silver hair gleamed sublimely in the light, his eyes a distinct shade between purple and blue. His figure oozed confidence and power, and his sharp gaze seemed to pierce through them all.


      None other than this man could be their king. His presence alone overflowed with dignity befitting a royal.


      “Oh?”


      Before the man knew it, he’d bowed his head. Nothing more needed to be said. He was certain, with every fiber of his being, that this was his king—the only being worthy of someday ruling the world.


      I will swear my unwavering loyalty to him!


      By his king’s presence alone, the man was reborn into a loyal subject—rather, a crazed fanatic.


      “It appears you are already aware... I am Zil, the king of this country.”


      “Zil”... What a beautiful name! The man was moved to tears, hearing the exalted name woven with such a silken voice.


      In fact, the man was not alone. Besides the king himself, there wasn’t a single dry face among the crowd. People were crying out in joy and filling the air with their cheers. Even a posh lady could be heard crying out from beyond the gate, “H-How sublime... I cannot stop trembling! I-I feel so hot...!”


      Alas, they mustn’t cry any longer, lest their lowly cries mingle in the air with their king’s holy voice. The man ceased his tears and sharpened his mind, eager and ready to receive his king’s benediction.


      A silent moment passed before the king opened his mouth once more. “I am here before you all today to merely assess the loyalty of my people. While this is the first occurrence of me stepping into public view—”


      I swear my loyalty to you!!!


      The man would have loved to express his devotion out loud, but he refrained so as not to interrupt his king. Instead, he expressed it through his actions—as did everyone else present.


      The king fell silent once more before finally nodding. His words were few, but it was clear that their loyalty had reached him. The mere thought of it nearly brought the man to tears once again.


      “It appears my goal is fulfilled. With that, I bid you all farewell. We shall be seeing more of each other moving forward. Also, this country will undergo great change henceforth. Do well to keep that in mind.”


      Though the man kept his gaze on the ground, he could easily imagine his king’s graceful movements as he turned around and walked away. The image alone melted the man’s expression into one of pure bliss.


      Instantly, the atmosphere shifted. The king’s departure also brought about the withdrawal of the pressure that had been present. With that, the deafening silence erupted into roaring cheers that shook the capital to its core.


      “That was our king!”


      “I’m stripping! There’s no better time to put Sir Kieran’s ritual of faith into practice...!”


      “D-Did you just say you’re...stripping?! T-To strip before one of higher status than myself, compelled by his a-authority... Aah...!”


      “Lord Zil...! Compared to that day—when I swore loyalty to him after he taught me the errors of my foolishness—his glory appeared more suppressed! Yet he refrained from revealing even the slightest hint of discomfort in his expression... Such compassion...!”


      “Boss... Was this really a good idea...?”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for reading the second volume of The Canon Fodder’s Ascension from Pawn to World Unifier.


      Whenever I think about the fact that people will pay to read this, I always end up revising and editing until the last minute. Because of that, this volume also has some differences from the web novel. In particular, I hope you enjoyed the various character relationships and dynamics. Also, it’d be great if this is a much smoother reading experience.


      Truth be told, a part of me still finds it hard to believe that my work has been published. As readers of the web novel would know, this work has never seen explosive growth in the form of, for example, topping the rankings on Shosetsuka ni Naro. It’s been a very uneventful two years on that site, despite my dearest wish to someday be published. Heck, I nearly gave up partway through, so you can imagine my surprise when I actually received an offer.


      Not to mention the timing was impeccable.


      When I visited the so-called “happiest place on Earth,” I watched a performance that said, “Don’t give up! Your dreams will come true!” Back then, I cynically thought, Man, I used to think that way too. But eventually, I decided, You know what? I’ll give it another try. Then, when I opened up Shosetsuka ni Naro—there it was. The offer.


      Honestly...it felt like fate.


      Thus, this publication came to be upon a very fateful series of events. Hooray!


      Anywho, I do have a sincere favor to ask, from author to reader—especially to those of you who enjoyed this book enough to finally reach this afterword. While I punch my past self for once thinking that good works just naturally grow popular, I would like you to spread the word about this book. Share it with your friends at school, extracurricular lessons, or work; your juniors, seniors, and advisers at your club activities; your family; your hobby friends; the partner your parents arranged for you to marry; the friends you made when you were sent to another world—anyone will do. You can even post about it on social media! Please help get it out into the world that The Canon Fodder’s Ascension from Pawn to World Unifier is pretty cool and worth a read.


      This is a cruel world where even works that make it to the publication stage may still fade into nothingness. My own story is no exception. As the author, not a day goes by when I don’t worry about this. So please, I do hope you can help spread the word!


      Now, as readers of this story, you may think that I am asking you to perform missionary work like Kieran, but I’m afraid humanity is not ready for that. If any of you start talking about stripping in your classrooms to help get the word out, then I will stop you like my life depends on it.


      With all that out of the way, allow me to move on to my words of thanks.


      To my editor Y, I cannot thank you enough. I do apologize for always requesting change after change all the way up until the deadline.


      To the illustrator Kyozip, thank you again. I really love the captivating way you use light and shadows in your art. In this volume, I was especially fond of the designs for Theodore, Layla, and ■■■.


      To the readers, I thank you dearly for buying a copy of this volume. I hope you also give the survey short story a read as it’s essentially part of the main story.


      Lastly, a big thank-you to everyone involved in this book’s production.


      Let’s meet again someday!
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