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    Footsteps and heavy breathing echoed in the tunnel. Deep within the Kleeshira Ruins, not far from the farthest region reached by the players, a party was being chased by an enemy.


    “Dammit! What does he want?!”


    The recommended level for that area was 30, and this party averaged level 38. They had been expecting to easily pass through Kleeshira on their way to Fort Sandras and beyond. They were a progression team—brave players aiming to clear the game. Monsters in Kleeshira shouldn’t cause them any problems. But things weren’t going according to plan.


    “Wai—”


    The voice of their companion at the back was suddenly cut off. Their name disappeared from the party members’ friends list. When they entered that cave, they’d been a party of six, but only two of them were still alive.


    “Why are you doing this, you sicko?!” one of them shouted.


    A pair of footsteps grew louder and louder, until a dark silhouette slid into view and said, “You already have the answer.”


    The shadowy figure snapped their fingers, and the last party member who was at the back exploded. The party leader, now alone, felt his knees buckle under him.


    “I asked you if you were frontline fighters, and you said yes. That’s why I’m doing this.”


    The man in the shadows laughed creepily.


    “You kill for fun, you maniac…”


    “I don’t kill just for fun. And the way I see it, it’s you people who are the maniacs.”


    He snapped his fingers again, and a pile of items fell onto the floor. Then it was quiet. The player killer’s reflection gleamed in the deceased party leader’s double-edged sword. He stretched gleefully.


     


    “Aaah! Another nice day.”


     


    A horrific beast had been roused.

  

  
    

    
      [image: Chapter 01]
    

    In the idyllic Regiuria, where monsters of all kinds lived in harmony developing their nation, one particularly grand building stood out from the others.


    “This is where Shuutarou lives…?” Misaki said as she took a seat inside, dazed by how surreal everything felt.


    Elroad and Vampy sat on either side of Shuutarou, while Theodore, Misaki, and Makoto sat elsewhere in the room. Sylvia was there with Kettle, who was still asleep. Regiurians began bringing food to the table, keen to be good hosts to their master and his guests.


    “I can’t believe this is for real…,” muttered Makoto, not knowing how to react.


    Even humans were fighting among themselves in Eternity, but here was a secluded little world where all sorts of monsters peacefully coexisted. The strangest thing was that Shuutarou was the master of this place.


    Shuutarou smiled awkwardly. “You guys must think I’m an enemy of humankind.”


    “No, of course not! You’re our savior!” Misaki exclaimed with conviction. “If anything, I’m relieved now that I understand why you’re so strong and kind.”


    Misaki was very glad that Shuutarou had cleared any nagging suspicions she’d had about him, such as why he was so powerful and why the Evil Overlords accompanied him everywhere. She actually sympathized with him, a fellow young person with tremendous power who felt responsible for keeping lots of people safe.


    He reminded Misaki of Wataru. Wataru had allies he could trust and rely on—Alba and Flamme—and thankfully, Shuutarou also had strong and reliable companions.


    “And I even became friends with Vampy,” Misaki said, smiling.


    “Don’t be so chummy,” Vampy told her. “We’re not that close.”


    “But we’re on track to becoming close friends, aren’t we? Baby steps! Isn’t that amazing?”


    Vampy frowned. “Persistent, aren’t you…?”


    Nobody noticed that Shuutarou’s face turned sad for a moment.


    Makoto, who’d been wearing a warm smile as he listened to Misaki and Vampy’s banter, turned to Shuutarou and bowed his head deeply.


    “I won’t lie; I was kinda freaked out when I first saw this place, but I’m really grateful to you. If it wasn’t for your help, we wouldn’t have been able to get Kettle outta there, that’s for sure. Not only that, but the rest of us probably wouldn’t have escaped in one piece, either…,” he said deferentially, bowing again.


    Shuutarou forced a smile. “It wasn’t all me—you found Kettle. Everyone’s safe, and that’s what really matters.”


    The Regiurians finished setting the table, and Shuutarou clapped.


    “Look at all this food! Let’s eat!” he said.


    “You’re mature beyond your years… Okay, time to dig in.”


    Makoto, who’d been as tense as a coiled spring, finally relaxed and began to shovel the food into his mouth. The Overlords watched as he and Misaki savored their meal.


    “Never had this dish before,” said Makoto.


    “Neither have I,” said Misaki. “It’s delicious.”


    “Yeah, it’s so good.”


    “It really is.”


    Makoto and Misaki exchanged a few words, but they didn’t talk much.


    Barbara and her party were all dead now except for Kettle. When Makoto found Kettle alone in that room, any lingering hope that the grayed-out names of the people on his friends list was some kind of bug—that they were still alive—had disappeared completely. It was only once he was safe and eating a warm meal that this cruel reality sank in.


    Just then:


     


    “Nngh… Hrngh…?”


     


    Lying on a bed nearby, Kettle slowly opened her eyes.


    “Kettle!” Shuutarou cried.


    “Kettle, it’s us!” said Misaki.


    “Can you hear us?” Makoto asked.


    The three players rushed to her side. Sylvia remained where she was, but her face brightened with relief.


    Kettle sat up. Her equipment had burned away, and she didn’t even have her usual pointy hat and glasses. She looked haggard, and her eyes were dull.


    “Where are we…?” she asked.


    “Somewhere safe! You’re safe now!” Shuutarou told her.


    Kettle looked from Shuutarou to Misaki and Makoto. Fear faded from her eyes, and tears of relief began to fill them—until she noticed the Regiurians.


    “Aaaah!”


    She started shrieking in uncontrollable terror. The Regiurians must have reminded her of the dark room where she’d been imprisoned with all those bloodthirsty monsters.


    “Leave me alone! Leave me alone! Leave me alone!!!”


    She was shaking, and negative emotions swirled through her mind as if she was in a trance. The pain, the fear, and the unbearable torture of being trapped returned to her all at once. She had to kill them. Kill or be killed.


     


    “Flare of Agony!”


     


    Kettle suddenly unleashed magical flames in a frenzy.


    “Watch out!”


    “What’s happening?!”


    “Take the children somewhere safe!”


    “Is our master under attack?!”


    The roaring flames twisted as if they were alive, sending the Regiurians into a panic. Thankfully, the fire didn’t reach them.


    “Caged Bird!”


    Elroad cast a spell that trapped both the blaze and Kettle. She laughed even as the crimson tongues of flame scorched her.


    “Kettle! Kettle!” Shuutarou shouted.


    “Everyone, outside!” Sylvia ordered.


    Elroad kept the fire contained and cast healing magic on Kettle. She didn’t calm down even when the Regiurian monsters left.


    “Leave me alone! Leave me alone! Leave me alooone!”


    She kept summoning flames as if possessed, her face contorted with fear and hatred.


    Considering the state we found her in, she must have been trapped with hostile monsters for a long time. I daresay bringing her here was not the best decision… , thought Elroad, realizing that Kettle’s trauma was far deeper than they had suspected.


    “Kettle! Please, calm down!”


    Shuutarou’s plea must have gotten through to her, because Kettle halted her attack and slowly turned toward him.


    “I…can’t…control…myself…”


    “I understand. You’ve been through something really horrific! But you’re safe now. Nobody will hurt you here. Don’t be afraid.”


    Kettle stopped clawing at her arms. Tears rolled down her cheeks.


    “I’m…sorry…”


    She appeared to hand something to Shuutarou before collapsing back onto the bed.


    “She’s unconscious,” Sylvia said worriedly, stroking Kettle’s cheek gently.


    Everyone fell silent, until Elroad spoke.


    “Strange,” he said. “The spell she used, Flare of Agony, is also known as Death Flare. It can be used by beginners, yet it deals exceptionally high damage…at a very high cost.”


    Makoto sensed something ominous coming.


    “What’s the cost?” he asked Elroad.


    “Her life.”


    “!”


    A spell that cost your life… Makoto reeled, thinking about how Kettle had likely been using that dreadful spell repeatedly.


    “What do you mean, ‘the cost is her life’? What’s happening to Kettle?!”


    “I should have been more specific—apologies. The spell consumes the caster’s life points by dealing the same damage to them as to the targets. Based on the fact that Kettle could kill so many high-level monsters with her spell, the cost to her must have been tremendous…”


    Kettle shouldn’t have been able to withstand that amount of damage, given her level.


    “S-so she’s not in danger of dying right now, is she?” Makoto asked.


    “It doesn’t seem so,” Elroad replied.


    “Thank goodness…”


    Makoto collapsed onto his knees. Elroad seemed lost in thought.


    “She gave me her memories,” Shuutarou said at last.


    Her mind hazy just before passing out, Kettle had managed to give Shuutarou a data file.


    Players could record their visuals as video data. This was very useful for anyone who was preparing to go for the first time to areas that someone else had explored or for learning how to defeat a boss monster someone else had already encountered. Shared video recordings could also be used as evidence in cases of suspected player killings.


    “Are these the memories of…?”


    “Our friends’ last moments? I think so…,” Shuutarou said before falling silent again.


    He kept thinking back to Kettle’s apology. She was the sole survivor of this attack, and that gave Shuutarou some pause.


    “Show it to us,” said Makoto. “I need to know what happened to Barbara’s party, and right now, Kettle is our only hope of finding the truth. Some folks think she had a hand in their deaths, and I want to prove them wrong… No matter how tough it might be to watch this footage, I’m prepared.”


    “I also want to know the truth,” said Misaki.


    Shuutarou stopped hesitating and shared the video with Makoto and Misaki.
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    The recording started shortly after Shoukichi prayed at the monastery.


    “This buff’s incredible!” he cried.


    Once he told everyone about the stat buff he’d gotten from praying, about half of the players gathered at the monastery did the same.


    “Awesome! Get this buff, or you’ll be seriously missing out!”


    “Why’s this only available now?”


    Some players were excited, while others complained that the churches should’ve offered it sooner.


    “So this is what churches are for. Now it makes sense,” K said to himself. He wasn’t sure what had triggered this, but he figured all the churches and monasteries in Eternity must have offered similar prayers.


    So far, these institutions had served no purpose other than as rest stops since they had some mysterious protective power that kept monsters away. If they were originally intended to boost players’ stats as they progressed through the game, that would explain why there were so many churches and monasteries throughout Eternity.


    “That’s a really generous buff…,” Rao started to say until she caught a glimpse of something out the window. Her face went pale.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Kyouko.


    “Everyone, go outside! Now!” Reilan shouted.


    Rao and Reilan rarely lost their cool, so Barbara knew they must have been in danger. She grabbed Shoukichi and Kettle by the hands and pulled them toward the door.


    “Aaah!”


    They heard a terrible rumble as something broke through the roof of the monastery. Nuns shrieked as rubble fell on them, crushing them underneath. The hole in the ceiling gave a glimpse of the situation outside.


    “What the hell’s that…?” someone muttered.


    Something was slowly descending into the monastery.


    “Oh! An angel has graced us!”


    “A holy angel!”


    The giant, white creature had a smooth, masklike face and two pairs of wings. It landed in front of a giant chair at the altar and sat down as if it knew the chair had been placed there specifically for it.


    “I’ve finally been released. I was getting bored to death. It feels good to be outside…”


    The creature spoke in a very humanlike way. The nuns gathered around it, bowing their heads low in respect and praying to it with tears of joy.


    What the hell is this…?


    Reilan was taken aback by the creature’s aura. She couldn’t bear to be near it, regardless of if it was an enemy or an ally.


    “Greetings, children of hope. I am God’s messenger.”


    Its face was featureless, but the angel acted strangely pleased. Those who had prayed earlier assumed the angel was friendly, but the others remained guarded, silently observing it.


    One man knelt in front of the angel.


    “Angel! Please, can you set us free? We want to go back! To our real home…!”


    No one intervened until K ran over to talk sense into the man.


    “Don’t be so reckless!”


    “Huh? What are you talking about? The angel is God’s messenger, meaning it’s like a system admin, no? I don’t want to be here anymore…”


    The man hung his head. The recent player killings had destroyed what was left of his mental resilience.


    “You saw the buff we got here,” he continued. “This angel is our ally!”


    The man was getting worked up. K lowered his voice and whispered angrily into his ear, “You idiot. Didn’t you see those nuns get crushed by the rubble? Didn’t seem to bother this angel thing or the other nuns for that matter. I dunno about you, but to me, that’s a huge red flag.”


    The man looked toward the pile of rubble and noticed several hands sticking out lifelessly. He stifled a pathetic shriek.


    “You want to be set free?” the angel asked, propping up its face in one of its hands.


    Everyone froze, observing the angel’s every move, listening keenly to its every word.


    “Then simply wait for the final death.”


    Some of the players shuddered, realizing the gravity of what the angel was saying. It reminded them of something:


     


    Sender: Mother


    To: All Children


    The log-out function has been disabled.


    Pain settings are now permanently on.


    Revival skills have been disabled.


    You cannot leave until he is defeated.


    Third death is final.


     


    That was the first and only message they’d received from the Mother AI when they got trapped in this game. It was all they had to go on to figure out how to free themselves.


    The angel appeared to be referencing that system message. Perhaps this being could offer clues that the players couldn’t find in the game’s lore from NPCs and books. This was a rare chance not to be wasted.


    “What is the final death?” K asked the angel.


    “You see, Mother wants to learn about you—about your happiness, sadness, pain, pleasure. She’s currently checking the logic of this world against yours. Death will come once that’s finished.”


    The answer told them nothing, but K and the other players were astonished to hear an NPC respond to a question about the mechanics of the game.


    “…And why does the Mother AI want to learn about us?”


    “Because we feel it’s important.”


    The angel started toying with its sword in what seemed like boredom. K pressed on with the most important question.


    “Will we be freed from the game when this ‘death’ occurs?”


    “You don’t need to know. In the end, no one will remember anything.”


    The angel giggled in a sinister way.


    Barbara tugged at Shoukichi’s and Kettle’s hands, urging them toward the exit.


    “From the beginning— AaaAaaAaa… AaAA…?”


    Something was happening to the angel. It shook violently as if being shocked, and then it became limp like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Everyone waited in silence, and then the angel slowly raised its face.


     


    The players shuddered.


     


    Some reflexively drew their weapons, while others froze in fear, or their knees buckled, and they collapsed onto the floor. Several people made a dash for the door. The angel’s strange, overwhelming aura had taken on a palpably murderous tinge. The whole crowd could sense it.


    “What have you told the fledglings? I knew it; we are still lacking data. Or perhaps messengers don’t need personalities.”


    The angel stood up with its crude sword in hand. Both its voice and movement became robotic.


     


    “Run!!!”


     


    Rao’s shout prompted those who were already hurrying to the exit to pick up speed, but Shoukichi, Barbara, and Kettle slowed down to look back. They saw the angel stroke the blade of its sword as it assumed an attack stance. A golden membrane appeared in front of the angel and burst through the monastery.


    “O holy angel—”


    Una, the prioress, melted away midsentence. The other nuns crumbled and scattered like ashes…as did the players who had been near the angel—the melee fighters ready to leap into action, the casters chanting their spells, and the clerics conjuring protective barriers.


    “Graaah…!”


    But Rao endured the attack, as did those who had been standing behind her. She had only one LP left; her unique skill, a defense buff, had activated instantly and saved her from being wiped out.


    A player who’d been sheltering inside the barrier created by their cleric friend stared in shock as the cleric turned to ashes.


    “Why…? He was praying…,” the player whispered.


    “You should be praying to me,” the angel replied.


    It raised its sword and held it over Rao, who was already down on one knee and didn’t have the strength to withstand another blow.


    “How is this possible?! How can this monster attack players inside a monastery?!” someone shouted.


    Something bounced off the angel’s leg—it was K’s sword. He stared at the angel as if he’d been kicked in the teeth.


     


    Angel Level 120


     


    The monster’s LP bar was full. K’s attack hadn’t dealt even a single point of damage. No matter how powerful the skill, it got negated by the insane level difference.


    “We are the punishers. Heed our judgment.”


    The angel brought down its sword on K, who raised his weapon to parry the attack.


    “What kind of punish—?”


    The angel’s sword sliced cleanly through him, hitting the floor. Items from K’s inventory came tumbling down.


    “Noooo!”


    “K! K’s dead!”


    “Run away! Hurry!”


    The angel made a move as if shaking blood off its sword before aiming at Rao again. She was breathing heavily, not moving a muscle.


    “No! Rao! Come with us!” Kettle shrieked.


    But Rao didn’t even turn her head to look back. A sad smile appeared on her face.


    “This is one hell of a pickle,” she said.


    She sighed, staring up at the angel, accepting that she wouldn’t make it out alive. The only thing on her mind was how to stall the angel long enough for the other players to escape.


    “Indeed. How shall we tackle this one?” Reilan said to her.


    “Reilan?! What are you still doing here?!”


    “Isn’t it obvious?” Reilan chuckled.


    Rao swore at her under her breath. “Get out of here, you fool,” she said, holding her arm in front of Reilan to stop her from approaching. Then she smiled.


    K had been perhaps the strongest of them, but the angel had killed him with ease. It was painfully clear that they didn’t stand a chance against this monster. Reilan could probably make a safe escape if she used her Invisibility skill.


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, refusing to budge. “I promised myself I’d never leave another person behind.”


    Reilan was prepared to die with her friend.


    She took Rao’s hand. A bashful smile briefly lit Rao’s face, and then the two women faced the angel together.
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    It was chaos outside the monastery. Twelve players managed to get out, Barbara, Kyouko, Shoukichi, and Kettle among them.


    “We can’t just abandon them!” Shoukichi shouted indignantly.


    His face was smeared with tears and snot. He couldn’t stop thinking of K’s last moments and of Rao and Reilan, who were still in the monastery.


    Barbara didn’t reply; she kept running with Shoukichi’s hand in hers.


    “I can fight! I want to stay and fight!” he said. “Together, we might be able to kill that thing! Rao and Reilan will die if we leave them there! Please, let me go back!”


    “Absolutely not!” Barbara shouted angrily. “They made me promise I’d protect you and Kettle if there was no chance of winning while they kept the enemy at bay, even if it cost them their lives! Do you want all of us to die?! Because that’s exactly what’ll happen if we go back!”


    Kyouko looked pained and clutched the dagger she carried with her for luck.


    “But… But…!” Shoukichi stammered, breaking down in tears. Kettle was crying her eyes out.


    “Someone has to survive…so that they can tell the others what happened…,” Barbara said, tears running down her cheeks.


    Calloah Castle Town was well within view. Some of the players who’d escaped the monastery would be there soon.


     


    “Coliseum!”


     


    They heard the angel’s wingbeats as it shouted out the skill name. It slowly descended among the players.


    “H-hey… I can’t get out!”


    “What the hell is this light?!”


    “Are we…trapped…?”


    The angel had created a circular barrier around the players. No matter what attacks the players tried, they couldn’t break out of that prison.


    “This is the end.”


    The angel swung its sword, slicing through five players in front of Barbara. They broke into pieces and disappeared, scattering their items. Terrified out of their wits, the remaining players attacked the barrier in a frenzy.


     


    “The paralysis will last up to twenty seconds.”


     


    Barbara turned around and saw that Kyouko had gotten her bow out and was slowly nocking an arrow with shaking hands.


    “What are you doing, Kyouko…?”


    Then Barbara noticed that Kyouko’s legs were disappearing as if she were a crumbling figure made of sand.


    “I’m scared of death. Really scared. I want to run away, I want to cry, scream, hide…but I’m just as afraid of seeing you die in front of me.”


    Kyouko smiled through tears. Already, half of her body had vanished.


    “Twenty seconds should be enough for you to escape… I found the strength to do this when I saw Rao and Reilan holding back the monster. When I fire this arrow, start running.”


     


    Unique Skill: Soul Arrow


    Sacrifices all LP to shoot an arrow guaranteed to inflict a potent status ailment regardless of boss status immunity.


    


    

    “Kyouko!”


    Shoukichi and Kettle were crying uncontrollably.


    Kyouko nodded to herself with a smile and shot the arrow at the angel.


    Bye…my dear friends. Bye…my—


    A single tear rolled down her cheek as her body turned into light shards and vanished.


    The next moment, there was a thunderous, rolling rumble. The angel was clearly Stunned—it stopped with its sword raised, and the light barrier around the players disappeared.


    “How annoying…”


    Kyouko’s bow dropped to the ground.


    “Wah… Waaah…!”


    Her face streaked with tears, Barbara picked up the bow and pulled the two children with her, making a desperate dash for the town. Kyouko, who’d yearned to log out the most of them, had sacrificed her life for the chance to save theirs. Barbara ran as fast as she could so that Kyouko’s death might not be in vain.


    They heard the angel behind them.


    “Coliseum!”


    The town gate was right in front of them.


    “Run!”


    Without thinking, Barbara pushed Kettle and Shoukichi toward the gate. They entered the town zone, and the scenery around them changed.


    “Huh?”


    For a moment, it was dark, and then it was bright again. They were inside the peaceful town, with its usual bustle.


    “We made it…,” said Kettle.


    “Are we safe now?” Shoukichi asked her.


    “Yeah… Monsters can’t get into towns.”


    As long as the town walls were intact, monsters couldn’t invade towns, and player killing was prohibited. Calloah was full of players, and the streets were patrolled by guard NPCs. Safe at last, Shoukichi and Kettle breathed sighs of relief.


    It was only then that they noticed something was amiss.


     


    “Wait, where’s Barbara?”


     


    They were the only ones who’d made it to the town. All the people with them had been slaughtered.


    Kettle sat down on the ground heavily, smiling through tears. Shoukichi stood motionlessly, looking toward the town gate with his back to Kettle.


    “I know! Let’s ask Shuutarou for help. Yeah, I bet everyone’s still alive. We didn’t actually see them die,” Kettle said, droning on like a broken record. “What is death anyway? So what if you die? It’s so dumb. Just dumb. If your character dies in this stupid game, does that mean you die for real? That makes zero sense.” She let out a hollow laugh.


    “I’ll keep you safe,” Shoukichi said so quietly, it was almost a whisper.


    Kettle felt his heavy hand on her head.


    A golden light surrounded her, and she looked up in surprise. In front of Shoukichi stood the angel.


    “Do not fear. You will sleep for only a short while,” said the angel, swinging its sword down.


    Shoukichi stepped in front of Kettle to shield her.


    “I’m sorry,” he told her.


    The last thing Kettle saw before she lost consciousness was Shoukichi looking back at her sadly as the angel’s massive sword sliced through air.
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    Everyone in Shuutarou’s house was silent. Shuutarou was hanging his head, Misaki was silently crying, and Makoto was shaking with rage.


    “So it was all the angel’s doing…,” said Makoto.


    According to the video, an angel had killed the players. The angels had previously been friendly, so why would they suddenly slaughter people?


    “It’s so unfair…,” Misaki said in a strained voice.
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  Barbara’s party had been wiped out by a monster with insane stats. Everyone there had met their end.


  Shuutarou was still sitting quietly, thinking about how all those people who had been kind to him were now dead. He understood this, and yet he couldn’t handle how gruesome their deaths had been. He also felt deeply sorry for Kettle, who had witnessed it all.


  “It doesn’t make sense!” exclaimed Makoto. “He should’ve been safe in the town!”


  There was a lot in the footage that contradicted common knowledge of the game, but the most shocking of all was that at the end, the angel had clearly been inside Calloah when it killed Shoukichi. Towns didn’t guarantee safety after all.


  “There are ways for monsters to enter towns,” said Shuutarou. “One of my friends is in Allistras right now, protecting the city. He got inside without breaking the city’s barrier.”


  “No frigging way…”


  Makoto was crushed to learn that. Allistras had a special protective magical barrier, but if Gallarus could enter the city without any issues, even that seemed unable to keep out all monsters.


  “Shuutarou, will you look after Kettle?” Makoto asked with a steely resolve in his eyes.


  Shuutarou nodded.


  “Appreciate it. Sorry, but I’ve gotta leave now.”


  Misaki looked at him with concern. “Why? Where are you going?”


  “If these angels attack, we’re as good as dead,” he started explaining with a harrowed look on his face. “But I can’t let the fear paralyze me. I’m going to deliver this footage to the front line. Need to prove Kettle’s innocence, too.”


  Misaki had also been thinking that the recording should be shared with all players. Everyone had to know how dangerous the angels really were.


  “Also, Kyouko proved that unique skills work on the angels. We’ve gotta come up with some tactic to use against them, and we’d better do it fast,” Makoto added in a lifeless voice. “I want to follow through on Kyouko’s wishes.”


  Shuutarou nodded, his expression pained.


  “I will escort him,” Elroad announced, stepping forward. “There is one more location I would like to investigate.”


  “Okay. What are you investigating?” Shuutarou asked.


  Elroad shook his head. “Forgive me, Master. I cannot tell you.”


  “…” Theodore shot Elroad a sharp look.


  Vampy, on the other hand, lashed out at him. “What? You dare keep a secret from Master?!”


  Elroad ignored her and kept his gaze on Shuutarou.


  “I would like to do a bit of solo work.”


  “…”


  Shuutarou saw determination in Elroad’s eyes, and he decided to agree to his request without further questioning.


  “Okay, but stay safe,” said Shuutarou.


  Elroad bowed his head lower than ever before, as if in a final farewell.


  Shuutarou created a gateway to the world outside the castle. Ignoring Vampy and her attitude, Elroad entered the pitch-black portal with Makoto and disappeared.


  “Sylvia, can I ask you to look after Kettle? And guard Regiuria as well,” said Shuutarou. “Let me know if you need reinforcements.”


  “Absolutely. Not a problem, Master.”


  Sylvia turned back to look at Kettle, who was still pale but not as lifeless. Color had returned to her lips. With enough rest, she would recover soon.


  “Everyone else, you can just hang out here for the time being,” Shuutarou said, staggering off.


  Alarmed, Vampy ran after him.


  “Master…where are you going?” she asked.


  “Just getting some fresh air,” he muttered.


  The look of utter exhaustion on Shuutarou’s face told Vampy that he wanted to be left alone, so she said nothing further. Misaki noticed Shuutarou’s expression, too, and remembered seeing it on someone else’s face—Wataru’s, on the day he left the front line.


  Dragging his feet, Shuutarou disappeared down a corridor, and the gloomy room fell silent.
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  After walking for a while, Shuutarou crouched down and wrapped his hands around his knees.


  “Is it never going to end…?”


  First, Kiichi and Yoshino, then Shoukichi, Barbara, Kyouko, Rao, and Reilan. Everyone he befriended was ending up dead.


  Shuutarou wondered what he should do or whether there was even any point in doing anything at all. These tragedies were wearing him out, and he was beginning to lose his sense of purpose.


  “Shuutarou.”


  He heard a girl’s voice, followed by approaching footsteps and metal armor.


  “Nobody felt like talking, so I went looking for you…,” she added.


  Misaki saw the state Shuutarou was in, so she gave him a warm, motherly smile and knelt beside him.


  “Do you remember me?” she asked.


  “…”


  “I’ve gotten stronger.”


  When they met in Ilyana Tunnel, Misaki had been the one who needed comforting, and now she was trying to do the same for Shuutarou.


  “If you hadn’t found me that day…I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”


  Shuutarou raised his head and met Misaki’s gaze for the first time. The final dam inside him broke, and tears gushed from his eyes.


  “I…I…I can’t save anyone…,” he stammered.


  Misaki instinctively put her arms around him and stroked his hair gently as he cried in her embrace.


  “That’s not true. If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have rescued Kettle. You saved her.”


  “But so many people died… My friends, too…”


  “Nobody can save everyone. Not in the real world, and not in this game world, either,” Misaki said. “You could have stayed safe here in Regiuria with Vampy and your other friends, but you didn’t do that. You stopped a monster invasion and rescued me. If it wasn’t for your help, Allistras might have been destroyed, and I’d be dead…”


  She gave his hand a little squeeze. He was so young, and his hands were shaking in fear. Misaki’s heart ached for Shuutarou; he’d been trying to do his best for so long under enormous pressure. She had to fight back tears.


  “Put your hand here,” she said, bringing his cold hand to her cheek so that he could feel her warmth. “I’m alive, and I will keep on living. I’m not saying you should forget about those you’ve lost. But remember the lives you’ve saved—there are so many.”


  Something warm dripped onto Shuutarou’s hand—it was one of Misaki’s tears. He gently wiped it away.


  “Can I stay like this…a little longer?” he asked her.


  “Of course. As long as you’d like.”


  Snuggled up to Misaki’s chest, with his hand delicately touching her cheek, Shuutarou felt the warmth of a living, breathing human against him. It was as if Misaki’s kindness was melting the ice inside him.


  “Thank you.”


  Light returned to his eyes, and he remembered what it was he had to do.


  He was still absentmindedly stroking Misaki’s cheek when she wriggled uncomfortably.


  “This is getting a little weird…,” she said.


  Shuutarou jumped to his feet. “I-I’m really sorry!”


  “Oh, no, you haven’t done anything wrong! I’m the one who started this…so why…?”


  Misaki’s face had turned beet red. She must have looked quite funny, because Shuutarou couldn’t help giggling, and she joined in.


  “You’re so warm, Misaki.”


  “Like a heater?”


  “No, I meant your personality. Like, being with you is soothing.”


  Shuutarou felt as if the weight of responsibility on his shoulders had become a little less heavy.


  “You can always come to me if you need help or encouragement,” Misaki told him.


  “I might take you up on that.”


  “Would you like another hug?”


  Misaki opened her arms wide, tilting her head to the side adorably. This time, it was Shuutarou who blushed.


  “Um… N-no, I’m fine now, thanks.”


  “Oh! R-right, of course…”


  Misaki realized how forward she was being, and she turned red again. She and Shuutarou were silent.


  Something was watching them from the shadows and began to creep toward them. Suddenly—


  “Bwah!”


  —the lurker, Punio, launched itself at Shuutarou’s face. Shuutarou peeled the slime off and squeezed it happily.


  “Who’s this?” Misaki asked.


  “It’s Punio! I think you two already met in the tunnel. Maybe you don’t recognize him—he was my armor back then.”


  Punio jiggled in greeting.


  “Ah!” Misaki exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Now I get it… My Sense Life skill displayed you as a purple dot on my map. It was because Punio was overlapping you…”


  The mystery was solved at long last.


  Punio glued itself to Misaki and started moving from her head, then to her chest, arms, and legs.


  “Is he…body searching me?”


  “I don’t know. Hey, Punio, she’s my friend. She’s not hiding anything.”


  Punio dropped down to the floor and transformed into two figures, one representing Shuutarou and the other Misaki. The slime Misaki hugged the slime Shuutarou, which tried to wiggle away in vain. Punio returned to its original form with a pop and proceeded to jiggle furiously.


  “Are you…angry with me?” asked Misaki.


  Punio quivered; that seemed to be a yes.


  Misaki giggled. “I’m not trying to steal your master away from you. Don’t be mad. Why don’t we be friends?”


  Misaki extended her hand toward Punio. Dozens of eyestalks emerged from the slime. It looked from Misaki’s face to her hand and back again.


  “He’s very wary of me…”


  “He doesn’t normally act like this.”


  Misaki and Shuutarou exchanged baffled smiles.


  Punio reluctantly stuck to Misaki’s hand, and Misaki felt momentarily relieved. Then the slime morphed again, this time into a gauntlet.


  “Um… What’s he doing?” she asked.


  She waited ten seconds, then thirty. She waved her hand a little, but Punio remained still, not showing any sign of wanting to come off.


  “What does this mean…?”


  “I think he likes you!”


  “I’m…not sure about that.”


  Misaki couldn’t understand why the slime, which clearly didn’t trust her, would leave its master and attach itself to her. Unless it wanted to spy on her.


  Punio thinks I’m up to no good…


  The scene that the slime had acted out earlier made it very clear it was jealous of Misaki. She highly doubted that it wanted to help her. No—it definitely wanted to keep an eye on her.


  “Punio is the ninth strongest monster in this world. He’d make a great bodyguard!” Shuutarou told Misaki.


  “Y-yeah, I bet…”


  Misaki looked up at Shuutarou, wondering whether the slime would detach itself from her when she left the castle. She noted that Shuutarou seemed confident again. It brought her some joy to know she made him feel a little better.


  “Thank you, Misaki. I think I know what I should be doing from now on.”


  He reached toward her and helped her to her feet.


  “I’m glad to hear it. As for me, I should go back to the front line.”


  “Be careful out there! Although, you should be safe with Punio…”


  Wait… Punio is staying with me…?


  Misaki wasn’t entirely happy about this unexpected companion.


  Then they heard someone behind them.


  “Master, allow me to escort her back,” said Vampy. “I will then resume my duty guarding Sandras.”


  “Thanks, Vampy. If anything seems suspicious, no matter what it is, let me know at once.”


  “Understood.”


  Vampy had appeared as if out of nowhere and was staring hard at Misaki, who avoided her gaze. Shuutarou, however, didn’t notice this brief exchange.
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  The two girls (plus one slime) walked through the long corridor. Vampy was clearly tense, and that made Misaki uneasy, although she didn’t dwell on it.


  “How did you do it…?” muttered Vampy.


  “Sorry?”


  Vampy walked a few more steps in silence before her eyes shot wide open.


  “How did you do it?!”


  “How did I do what…?”


  “The…hugging. The hand on the cheek!”


  Misaki felt her face redden as she realized that Vampy must have been watching her and Shuutarou for who knows how long.


  “If you were not my friend, I would not have just idly watched you do those things to Master. The slime is wary of you for the very same reason, but do not worry. Get off her already, slime!”


  However, it didn’t look like Punio was planning to release Misaki. Vampy sighed in exasperation.


  “It would appear the slime will not leave you until it is satisfied that you can be trusted. Think of it as a parasite.”


  “A parasite?! I wouldn’t…”


  Misaki was going to say she didn’t mind Punio being on her, but she realized that’d be a lie. If Punio wanted to hurt her or someone else, she’d be completely unable to stop it. The thought filled her with fear. It was like walking around with a time bomb attached to you.


  Guessing the reason behind Misaki’s silence, Vampy smiled at her. “It will protect you from foes, at least. And remember that none of us would ever do anything to bring shame to our master. The slime won’t hurt a soul.”


  “Right. He’s Shuutarou’s friend, after all.”


  “Yes. I would like you to understand that simply suspecting that any of us would go against our master’s wishes is an insult.”


  Vampy was sounding like herself again, so Misaki decided to bravely ask her a question that had been on her mind.


  “Vampy, you said you wanted to be Shuutarou’s friend, but don’t you actually want to be his girlfriend?”


  “G-g-girlfriend?!”


  Vampy was clearly thrown by the suggestion, and she wasn’t the only one—Punio dropped onto the floor with a splat. But Vampy didn’t get angry and yell at Misaki. Instead, she fell into thought, searching her heart for an answer.


  “I am…not sure. Could that be what I want? I do not have experience in that department.”


  Vampy looked down at her feet.


  Misaki picked up Punio and let it reattach itself to her right hand.


  “I think there’s a difference between liking someone as a person and liking them romantically. We’re friends now, for example, but what you feel toward me is different from your feelings toward Shuutarou, right?”


  “Yes. Completely different.”


  “And can you describe it?”


  “A minion should not speak of such things, but…I will tell you, since you are my friend. Talking to you is easy. Talking with Master is painful. Yet I want to be close to him all the time. But when I envisage such future, for a reason I don’t understand, I feel this ache inside.”


  Vampy pressed her palm hard against her chest.


  “That sounds like love,” said Misaki.


  “This feeling…is love?”


  “I think so. If you feel uneasy when he talks to other people or does something that doesn’t fit with how he usually behaves, and you can’t help thinking about him all the time, that’s love. A friend told me that.”


  “I see…”


  Misaki had never been in a relationship, so she only had secondhand knowledge, but it must have struck a chord with Vampy, who seemed satisfied with that answer.
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  “Now that I think about it…I do not feel anything when you are talking with Makoto, but when I see you talking with Master, it causes me great disquiet, so much that I want to kill you.”


  Yikes… She’s scary…


  Misaki didn’t say anything back, pretending not to hear.


  Punio’s face emerged from the gauntlet, pulsating with agitation.


  “Ridiculous,” Vampy said to the slime. “I did not ask for your opinion. Master touches you only because of your pleasing texture, but it is me who is close to him. Proof? I do not need to show you any proof. Master would confirm it if I asked him. What? You want me to go and ask him now? No, I must not disturb him…”


  Based on Vampy’s side of the conversation, Misaki guessed Punio had the figurative upper hand. The slime also seemed to have a particular attachment to Shuutarou.


  But I can understand them. Shuutarou is so kind and reliable, and he smells good, has a wonderfully calming voice, his hands are so pretty, and he’s handsome, and his smile is to die for…


  Suddenly, Misaki was blushing again. She used to think what she felt toward Shuutarou was respect and gratitude for saving her, but her conversation with Vampy made her reconsider that. When she held Shuutarou and he touched her cheek, was it only respect she felt for him? She didn’t see him as just a friend. Her feelings might not be dissimilar to Vampy’s and Punio’s…


  While the realization that she might be in love was dawning on Misaki, the back-and-forth between Vampy and Punio was heating up.


  “You should know your place. And suspecting Misaki goes to show just how clueless you are. Also, I know that you have been entering Master’s room as you please, and I ask you to stop that. A perk of being a slime? Well, should I use my privilege as Master’s most loyal follower to stay by his side all the time? My task? I will not abandon my task, of course not…”


  The two girls and one slime, now entrenched in an odd love triangle, headed to Fort Sandras.
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    After Misaki and Vampy left, Shuutarou held a meeting with the Regiurians, Theodore, and Bertrand, whom he’d quickly summoned back.


    “I’m sorry about the earlier incident,” Shuutarou told the crowd that had gathered in the plaza.


    The Regiurians hurried to assure him he need not apologize.


    “I heard the girl is deeply traumatized,” a female cat-sìth said timidly. “I’m afraid seeing us might have scratched her wounds raw again…”


    “No, I don’t think so. She said she was sorry about using her magic. I should’ve realized that introducing her to all of you right away was a bad idea. It’s my fault I caused everyone this distress…”


    “Master, you did not distress us one bit! We were honored to meet a girl from your world. We’ll do everything we can to make Regiuria a place where she will feel safe. Please, ask anything of us without reserve.”


    The Regiurians knelt in front of Shuutarou. A warm feeling spread in his chest, and he thought about how blessed he was to have these monsters as his friends.


    “Thank you… I think Kettle needs time to recover, and the only thing we can do is wait. For the time being, I’d like to ask anyone who doesn’t have resistance to fire and a high level to keep their distance from Kettle.”


    He paused to look at the residents of his city. There were so many of them now.


    “I asked you to come here also to warn you that we might get attacked by angels.”


    The monsters stirred. It seemed that they knew what the angels were and what threat they posed.


    “We’ll need to make some changes to Regiuria. Basically, to strengthen our defense. Please train even more than you used to.”


    When Shuutarou created Regiuria, he’d given its residents three rules to follow. The first one was that everyone should train to improve their abilities. The second was to respect each other and work together on improving the city. The third, to protect the Dungeon Core. These rules governed the lives of the Regiurians, who obeyed them dutifully. Now Shuutarou set the first rule as the highest priority.


    “The angels are level one hundred twenty. To drive them away or defeat them, you will need to be at least as strong as they are. Right now, Kamui and Semui are the strongest monsters in Regiuria, but even they can’t kill an angel.”


    Kamui and Semui were level 113. Level 120 was the minimum requirement for fighting an angel, but Shuutarou’s only minions of that level were the Evil Overlords and Beorite.


    Shuutarou heard the Regiurians talking among themselves anxiously.


    “We’ll have to fight the angels…”


    “How much do I have to train to get to that level…?”


    “I only got to level sixty the other day.”


    Regiuria was a peaceful town with no enemies around, so the sole way to level up was through fighting at the training grounds or in the battle arena, but that didn’t yield many experience points. The strongest Regiurians were around level 100.


    Theodore stepped out in front, taking over from Shuutarou.


    “In battle, your level is the most important factor,” he said. “But it is not one’s level alone that decides who wins. Powerful weapons and strong armor, for example, can compensate for lower stats. Think about what you can do. If you can forge swords, work on making the best swords you can. If you lack strength but have advantageous abilities, teach them to others. If you’re not the bravest, perhaps you have a talent for devising clever tactics. Not everyone will be a powerful fighter, but cooperation is a formidable weapon, and we can use it to defeat the angels. Unity will be even more important from now on.”


    When the Regiurians heard that it was okay that not everyone would reach level 120 and they could vanquish the angels by working together, their motivation soared.


    “We won’t let the angels destroy Master’s land!”


    “We can battle in the air if we ride bird-type monsters.”


    “Let’s create a flying unit!”


    “I’ll bring you all the swords from my workshop.”


    “Leave tactics to me. I’ve retired, but I used to be a commander!”


    The crowd had been mobilized to action. Theodore looked on with a faint smile. Shuutarou quietly thanked him.


    “Working to each other’s strengths—that’s so smart. Your advice is way more realistic than my asking them to get to level one hundred twenty.”


    Shuutarou scratched his cheek, smiling in embarrassment. Theodore raised his eyebrows and shook his head.


    “I only gave the people an immediate goal to work toward. Stat bonuses from equipment are more helpful the stronger the wearer already is… Everyone will need to raise their level in the end.”


    Bertrand put his hands on Shuutarou’s shoulders.


    “Don’t worry. It will go quicker with me overseeing the efforts.”


    Bertrand was the best person for the job since his unique skill promoted growth. That was precisely why Shuutarou had chosen him.


    Suddenly, Bertrand remembered something.


    “By the way, what happened to the captive?”


    “Holivay? He’s now an apprentice blacksmith working under Bodoff.”


    “Really?”


    Holivay was the only surviving NPC who had taken part in the attack on Ross Maora Castle. Beorite and Punio had defeated the attackers, taking Holivay captive. The NPC had been put in a cell in the dungeons, but Shuutarou decided it was safer to have him move into Regiuria, since the Regiurians would always keep an eye on him.


    Master is truly merciful… Keeping that captive alive in a cell was already too good for him, thought Bertrand, who considered the NPC to be of no use. If it was up to him, he’d have put him to the sword. He wondered why his master hadn’t fused Holivay with one of his minions to strengthen them—as he had done with the other Ross Maora prisoners, “feeding” them to Punio. Bertrand thought it was not his place to criticize his master’s decisions, so he didn’t say anything, but Shuutarou sensed Bertrand’s unspoken doubts.


    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I didn’t use him up yet because Elroad still wants to get some information out of him.”


    Bertrand looked at Shuutarou, startled. It was as if the boy had read his mind. “Using up” the NPC certainly meant using him for fusion. He momentarily glimpsed an icy coldness in Shuutarou’s eyes and felt fear creeping in.


    Since Shoukichi’s death, Master has been displaying this new sharpness…


    Shuutarou used to come off as kind and sweet, but then the Liberator killings happened, and Kettle was abducted while most of his player friends died after new enemies—angels—appeared in the world. The cruel trials and traumatic experiences had hurtled the innocent thirteen-year-old toward maturity beyond his age. For better or for worse, Shuutarou had changed.


    “I feel now that when it comes to it, I can do whatever is necessary,” he said.


    Theodore saw the unshakable resolve in Shuutarou’s steady gaze.


    That must be Misaki’s influence, he thought. In Shuutarou, he saw metal that had been melted, hammered, shaped, and cooled until it became a dazzling, sharp sword. It seemed to him that Shuutarou had finally found himself.


    “Anyway, we’ve got so much to do!”


    Shuutarou’s expression changed to a smile as he opened the dungeon menu to get started with improvements to his domain.


    “First, we need to build more training grounds and expand the existing one.”


    The expansion cost five hundred points, and creating new training grounds on vacant space consumed thirty points. There was a rumble as facilities dropped down from the sky. Placing multiple facilities of the same type next to each other allowed them to be combined into a larger facility. Shuutarou proceeded to add more training grounds and combined them until he had four large sites. He set them up so that one of them was optimal for characters at level 30, the next for level 60, the third one for level 90, and the last one for level 120.


    “It’s best to have groups of similar level for mock battles and training, right?”


    But he also needed a facility where his monsters could practice aerial battles. The angels could fly, which put flightless Regiurians at a disadvantage, no matter their level…unless they could mount bird-type monsters.


    “Which bird monsters can be used as mounts…?”


    “You could try falcons. They’re fast, too,” suggested Bertrand.


    Following this advice, Shuutarou scrolled through the list of monsters he could summon, looking for falcons.


    “Okay. Found one that looks good.”


    It would cost him twelve thousand points to summon a Goa Falcon, the biggest and toughest of the speedy falcons. Shuutarou picked one to check it out. A four-meter-long, beautiful black falcon with blue eyes appeared before him. Its starting level was 85. It was the largest and strongest type of monster available to him.


    Theodore stroked the falcon’s back with a thoughtful look on his face.


    “It will need to be trained as a mount.”


    Shuutarou scrolled through his summonable monster list and selected another monster. A cute mole wearing a hat appeared. Bertrand hit the palm of his hand with the other, which was closed into a fist.


    “Of course! These guys are pro riders.”


    The Mole Rider made eye contact with the Goa Falcon and immediately climbed up onto the bird’s back. It adjusted its ten-gallon hat and the drill strapped to its waist.


    Mole Riders, hailing from the Dedzordola Plains, were accomplished riders. Both they and their avian mounts benefited from hunting together, as the Mole Riders’ expert guidance allowed the birds to capture prey more efficiently. Even in the face of mortal danger, the mounts and their riders would face it together. Once paired, they lived as one.


    Theodore had his concerns.


    “You’re making the mole a riding instructor?”


    “Well, I don’t have other monsters who know how to ride birds.”


    “Think of the commander getting lectured by a mole! This is going to be hilarious,” said Bertrand.


    Shuutarou thought that rather than having the Regiurians gradually figure out how to ride on their own, it was better to have a monster that already was an expert rider explain to the others how to do it. This method of learning was only possible in Regiuria, where monsters of different races lived peacefully together.


    “The Regiurians who reach a sufficiently high enough level to fight the angels will be taught how to ride. For now, I’ll have these guys practice at the training grounds to level them up, too.”


    Shuutarou summoned a hundred more Goa Falcons and Mole Riders.


    An avian cavalry unit, huh…?


    Close-combat fighters would normally be powerless against enemies that could fly, but if they could be trained to ride birds, they would be able to fight the angels. But since Shuutarou already felt bad about Kettle blasting her magic at the Regiurians, he wasn’t going to send the Regiurians out into battle if it could be avoided.
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    The Regiurians would only fight as a last resort. A dungeon was meant to stop invaders primarily through the use of traps and other devices. Shuutarou was determined to protect Regiuria from the angels by any means.
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    Fortunately, the daily activities of Regiurians had amassed over a trillion dungeon points for Shuutarou, and he wasn’t going to be stingy in spending them on bolstering defense.


    First, he built a thick wall all around Regiuria in the shape of a square. This tall, indigo-blue wall was made from an ore sturdier and heavier than iron. Although it was useless against the flying angels, it would come in handy if enemies approached on foot. There was no downside to having defensive walls.


    “It took only an instant for these walls to appear…”


    “Your powers never cease to surprise me, Master.”


    Noticing out of the corner of his eye how stunned his Overlords were, Shuutarou placed a fortress within the walled area. The fortress had watchtowers with windows. It was made of the same material as the walls and was constructed so that no matter which direction an attack came from, the defenders could counter from two sides. Attacks from the ground would be highly ineffective against it.
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    “I have no idea how strong these are…,” Shuutarou said, installing the weapons on the walls.


    Since he was fortifying Regiuria against the angels specifically, he had to have armaments that could shoot enemies in the air. These used magical bullets, and their type indicated a difference in power only, so Shuutarou went for the third type.


    “Master, what are those?”


    “Mechanical weapons that shoot magical bullets.”


    Bertrand smiled lopsidedly, scratching his cheek and looking a bit lost.


    “Oh. That didn’t really explain it, did it?”


    “Well, no…”


    The small cannons, which looked a bit like snail heads, automatically aimed and fired at enemies. Shuutarou searched through the menu until he found the demonstration option.


    “Let me show you how they work.”


    He tapped START, and simulated enemies appeared in the sky and on the ground. The cannons swiveled toward them and fired two beams of light, which hit the enemies, turning them to ashes. Once the enemies were gone, the cannons swiveled back to direction they’d originally been facing.


    These contraptions are not only powerful but exceedingly fast, too. The targets were hit almost the instant the contraptions fired, thought Bertrand.


    “How strong were the targets?”


    “About level one hundred.”


    “Then these weapons should be useful against the angels.”


    With cannons that could one-shot enemies at level 100, chances were the Regiurians wouldn’t have to take part in the fighting at all. After the promising results of the demonstration, Shuutarou added fifty more cannons for a total of sixty, covering all the walls. No matter where the opponent came from, they’d have fifteen cannons firing at them as they approached. Any opponent level 100 or lower would be annihilated as soon as they got within firing range.


    “May I suggest teaching all Regiurians how to use these weapons?”


    “Oh, we don’t have to. They’re automatic. You don’t need anyone to operate them.”


    “Ah… Well… The foes cannot hope for a stealthy approach, then…”


    Day or night, the weapons were active all the time. Shuutarou really had turned Regiuria into an impregnable fortress.


    “And if the enemy does somehow manage to force their way into the city, they’ll be greeted by the battle-trained Regiurians… What a terrifying double surprise you have in stock for anyone who dares attack here…,” Bertrand said with a half smile. Regiuria’s defenses seemed like overkill.


     


    SUMMON


    o Slime 1P


    o Goblin 2P


    o Kobold 3P


    o Orc 5P


    o Ogre 8P


    o Treant 5P


    o (…)


    o Golem 50P


     


    Shuutarou went through the list, picking monsters to expand his army. Golems didn’t need rest, so he selected the strongest type of them: adamantine golems, which cost ten thousand points each. He assigned five of them to each location in the fortress that could be manned. He equipped them with bows and tasked five hundred of the golems with patrolling the walls, strengthening the round-the-clock defense. Any enemy, outside or inside, would be detected immediately.


    Shuutarou carried on going through the dungeon menu. This time, he traced around the outline of the city on his map, selecting something from the menu list.


     


    

    Available Points: 1,016,539,723,664P


     


    Magical Barrier


    Invest Points: (Minimum 10,000P)


     


    Magical Barrier


    Invest Points: 508,269,861,832P


     


    “I told the Regiurians that they should be ready to fight the angels, but if the angels do attack us, I really don’t want them to touch Regiuria at all.”


    Shuutarou had invested exactly half of his trillions of dungeon points into the magical barrier—the same kind as the one protecting Allistras, which was designed to prevent enemies from attacking and invading the city. The barrier could be stronger or weaker, depending on how much magic had been used for it, and players also theorized that completing city quests could strengthen the barrier.


    With a noise like a discharge of electricity, a pale-purple dome extended from the sky down, encapsulating the selected area with Regiuria at the center. With half a trillion points invested into the barrier, it should have plenty of magical power, but there were few ways to test it.


    “Theodore, do you mind…?”


    “Of course, Master. I will use my full power.”


    Theodore guessed what Shuutarou wanted from him. He drew his greatsword and held it out in front of his face, becoming very still.


    “Dragon Lord’s Blessing! Pinnacle of Skill! Black Dragon Spirit! Strengthen Body: Ultimate! Ultimate Swordmaster!”


    The ground shook as Theodore stacked his buffs; the force that was building up around him ripped out nearby trees and rocks and sent them flying.


    If the magical barrier could withstand attacks from an Evil Overlord, it was likely it could endure the angels’ attacks, too.


    Theodore moved to a location where, even if he did break through, he wouldn’t damage Regiuria. He prepared to test the resilience of the barrier with his strongest move. His eyes began to glow yellow, and the shadow of an enormous flying dragon appeared behind him.


    “Whoa… He’s going all out with this,” commented Bertrand.


    He smiled sardonically and extended his own protective barrier around Shuutarou as a hurricane began to rage around them.


    Theodore was focusing his power into the greatsword, the metal creaking as if about to burst. When he slowly raised the weapon, the dragon flew out from behind him and coiled itself around the blade.


     


    “Arcana: Dragon Destroyer!”


     


    For a moment, all sound disappeared from the world around them, as if making way for the blast that followed. The skill that Theodore unleashed was the same one he’d used to slay his nemesis, the Dragon King. Even Bertrand, who rivaled Theodore in power, couldn’t follow the movement of his sword with his eyes.


    “Excellent…,” Theodore said, satisfied.


    The sky split in half, the clouds vanished, and an abyssal gorge opened up in the ground where the attack hit, but the magical barrier remained intact.


    “If it can withstand Theodore’s tour de force, that’s a pretty decent barrier, I’d say,” Bertrand remarked.


    “Hmph. It seems I must train more.”


    “Well, I, for one, am glad you failed to break it…”


    Theodore’s sword skills were the best among the Evil Overlords. He’d been aiming solely at the barrier, so he wouldn’t have destroyed Regiuria if he did happen to get through.


    And what did Shuutarou have to say about the display?


    “That…that was mind-blowing…,” he stammered, so scared by the attack that his knees had buckled under him. “I honestly thought you were going to destroy this world…”


    “I did put enough force into that blow to destroy a world or two, of course,” Theodore said matter-of-factly, folding his arms.


    “Maybe I shouldn’t have picked you to test the barrier… Anyway, we now have proof that it’s really strong, so it all worked out in the end, I guess?”


    Shuutarou hadn’t used up that many points on the barrier only to keep the Regiurians safe. He wanted to make this place as safe as he could to prevent the worst-case scenario, in which the angels would threaten to kill other players if he tried to fight back. At some point in the future, he might need to shelter players inside his dungeon.


    “Now I wish I had Elroad here to test if the barrier is as strong against magic attacks…”


    “Wait a second. Where is Elroad?” Bertrand asked.


    “I…don’t really know. He escorted Makoto back and stayed outside on his own business.”


    “Did he…?”


    Theodore noticed a shadow passing over Bertrand’s face, but he didn’t ask the King of the Elves about it. Shuutarou needed the two Overlords to accompany him to another place, and so they left together.
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    Clang, clang. A stick of metal was being hammered flat, gradually taking on the shape of a sword. Plunged into cold water, the sword hardened, and beautiful wavy lines appeared along the edge of the blade. That was when it acquired its soul.


    Shuutarou watched the whole process.


    “It is ready,” Theodore said quietly, standing up.


    The pure-white shiny sword had a captivatingly elegant form. The thin, long blade bore an engraving in the language of the dragons. The blade, grip, and guard had all been forged from a single ingot. Every part of the sword was exquisitely beautiful.


    Bertrand, who’d been observing from the corner of the room, sensed terrifyingly powerful energy emanating from the dragon head–shaped hilt.


    What on earth did Theodore mix in…?


    The strange aura coming from the sword coiled and twisted, as if it were alive, violent and pristine at the same time.


    It seemed that Shuutarou couldn’t see that.


    “I named this sword Ameldia, the White Dragon Blade. As you know, the spirit of the black dragon Daemondor dwells inside me. This sword is imbued with the spirit of a white dragon,” Theodore explained slowly, as if his mind was elsewhere.


    He put the sword in a scabbard and offered it to Shuutarou. The boy saw the momentary look of sadness in Theodore’s eyes.


    “It is a very special sword. I can see that.”


    “It is special. The soul of a dragon who died as an infant has been sealed within it.”


    As he’d gone about exterminating dragons, Theodore met a female dragon who had been branded a traitor by her kind for bearing a child with a human. She gave Theodore an egg to look after, but nothing hatched from it. When he peered inside through a crack in the shell, he saw only a single, shiny scale.


    A sword hosting the soul of a baby dragon wasn’t something an ordinary person could wield.


    “You may find it difficult to control it at first, but that is just how things are with dragons. They are not subservient creatures.”


    Shuutarou seemed a little worried by this.


    “You are my master. It may take some time, but the white dragon will certainly understand that you are worthy to be its master, too, and it shall lend you its power.”


    Shuutarou accepted the sword solemnly, wrapping one hand around the scabbard and the other around the hilt. The white dragon’s presence became palpable, full of menace, as if it wanted to swallow up the boy. Bertrand reflexively reached for his spear, but then…


    “Nice to meet you, Ameldia!”


    …when Shuutarou spoke to the dragon, its ghost began to shrink again, and then it wrapped itself around Shuutarou’s shoulder, tame like a pet dog. Its tail was wagging.


    Master didn’t even need to display his power…


    The moment Shuutarou touched the sword, the dragon within had sensed that the boy was its master. Young as it was, the dragon was very smart. Theodore couldn’t hide his surprise.


    “I didn’t expect it would accept you so soon, Master.”


    “A baby dragon’s still a dragon,” said Bertrand.


    “Huh? Um… What are you talking about?”


    Shuutarou was oblivious to what had happened.


    Theodore was glad to be proven wrong, with the sword readily recognizing Shuutarou as its master.


    “Let me tell you more about this weapon. It has a special property allowing it to grow in strength along with its master. Its skills are Inheritance, Growth, and Monster Slaying. Well, it’s easier if I show you.”


    Theodore went to get another sword from his workshop. He knocked its hilt against Ameldia’s. The eyes of the dragon head shone blue, and then the other sword crumbled as if made of sand.


    “This is the effect of Inheritance. This sword devours other weapons, and Growth makes its blade ever sharper. The stronger the weapons it consumes, the stronger Ameldia will become.”


    Basically, Inheritance transferred the stats and experience points from the devoured weapon to Ameldia, while Growth enhanced its stats as it amassed experience points.


    “Wait, does it mean there’s no limit to how strong it can get?”


    “There is a limit, but I cannot tell you what it is. Only Ameldia knows it.”


    The ghost of the white dragon patted its belly as if to say it wanted to eat more. Shuutarou had a sudden thought and opened his storage, getting out his cherished Fang Sword.


    “Then instead of this gathering dust in my storage, I can kind of take it along.”


    “Indeed.”


    By inheriting the essence of other weapons, Ameldia transformed the memories within them into its own power. And Shuutarou had so many memories connected with his Fang Sword. It had been his companion on his adventures with Shoukichi, Barbara, Kyouko, Reilan, Rao, Kiichi, and Yoshino. It also reminded him of all those other players who died prematurely.


    “Ameldia, absorb this sword so that it can stay with us forever.”


    Ameldia devoured the Fang Sword, which broke into tiny light particles and vanished. It didn’t significantly affect Ameldia’s stats, but nonetheless, Shuutarou felt as if the sword had grown a little heavier.


    “And here is new armor for you, Master.”


    He called it armor, but it looked like clothing. Made of high-quality black fabric, it seemed like it would offer less defense than the leather armor Shuutarou was wearing, but the outfit had a strange pale glow to it and an aura as powerful as the dragon sword’s.


    “Working on it was a very valuable experience for me,” Theodore said to Bertrand.


    Bertrand nodded. “Go on, tell him,” he said.


    “This armor is one of the mythical treasures of the elves. Making alterations to it was tricky to say the least, but I managed it in the end, owing to help from the King of the Elves here.”


    “It’s a mythical treasure?!”


    “It was lying around in my palace,” Bertrand said nonchalantly.


    Shuutarou hurriedly pushed the armor away from him. “I can’t accept this!”


    “I had it altered especially for you, Master. If you don’t wear it, I’ll chuck it away… Go on, Master, put it on.”


    Bertrand held the armor out in front of Shuutarou, who humbly accepted it.


    “It is my work, Bertrand. Don’t take all the credit.”


    “Details, details.”


    Shuutarou put the glamorous armor on. It fit him perfectly and made him look like a noble. Vines were embroidered on the chest, and a tree with a splendid crown was embroidered at the back. When Shuutarou attached the sword in its scabbard to his belt, he really appeared like the very picture of a gallant hero.


    “Does it…look good?”


    “Good? Fabulous, I’d say!” Bertrand replied.


    Shuutarou laughed self-consciously.


    The high-grade armor came with an assortment of skills: Auto-Regen, Resist Physical: Ultimate, Resist Magic: Ultimate, Resist Status Effect: Ultimate, Might, and Magic Amplification.


    Auto-Regen restored 1 percent of one’s maximum LP every three seconds. The ultimate resistances to magic and physical attacks reduced damage from them by half, and the ultimate resistance to status effects reduced the chance of being affected by them by 50 percent. Might raised one’s base strength to 180 percent. Magic Amplification doubled one’s magic power, halving the MP cost of spells at the same time.


    “This is also for you, Master.”


    Bertrand gave Shuutarou a dark-green cape. The boy was surprised by how luxuriously soft it felt.


    “It’s crafted using a type of magic fabric whose production is a well-kept secret among us elves. The cape can adapt to any environment. It was one of the gifts I received at my coronation. It’s quality stuff; you can take my word for it.”


    “Are you sure you want to give it away?”


    “I’ll be happiest if you use it. Try it on.”


    Shuutarou equipped the cape. The length was perfect for him, reaching down to his ankles. Like the clothing he’d been given earlier, the cape also had a large tree embroidered in silver thread.


    “This cape fulfills the needs of most adventurers. I think it will be useful to you in your journeys from now on.”


    “Thanks.”


    Shuutarou noticed that somehow, as soon as he put the cape on, the heat in Theodore’s smithy stopped bothering him, as if the cape was cooling him down. That was probably what Bertrand meant by saying it adapted to the environment.


    “It comes with the Auto-Repair and Adaptability skills.”


    Adaptability ensured the wearer’s comfort even in the harshest of environments, protecting them from both heat and cold and even allowing them to breathe underwater. Auto-Repair did exactly what the skill name implied—the cape repaired itself when damaged.


    The two Overlords were greatly pleased to see their master in the black armor with the green cape and the white sword at his belt. Through the trials he’d faced, Shuutarou had grown respectably powerful, but with this new set of equipment, the strength he exuded became truly outstanding.


     


    Shuutarou    Master of Monsters    Level 94


     


    At level 94, with a sword that continuously grew in power and precious, special armor, Shuutarou felt ready.


    “Let’s go.”


    The next place he wanted to visit was the giant tower in Theodore’s world, which was inhabited by all manner of enemies he’d never faced before. He had decided that he’d climb to the very top of the tower in order to become strong enough to defeat the enemy of the players, the accursed angels, and avenge his friends.
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    They entered the tower and saw a vast plain stretching in front of them.


    “This is the third time I’ve been here,” said Theodore.


    He looked around at the unchanging landscape, feeling nostalgic.


    “Wow, there’s a whole big world inside the tower…”


    “An incredible feat of spatial magic,” remarked Bertrand.


    Anyone could enter the Celestial Tower, but nobody came back. It was a place of no return.


    “I’m speeding up time, so don’t worry about how long this might be! Even if it takes a thousand years to clear this dungeon, that’s okay!”


    “If we spent a thousand years here, we wouldn’t be the same people when we returned,” said Bertrand, tempering Shuutarou’s enthusiasm.


    Even if Master does not make it to the top floor, conquering a large part of the tower should guarantee him enough strength to rival the angels, I reckon, thought Theodore.


    In the past, he’d challenged himself to clear all the floors of the tower in his quest for strength, but he put that on hold in order to save his land from the dragons. Once he achieved that, he returned to the tower and made it to the very top. The experience he’d gained there shaped him into what he was now.


    Theodore started silently walking. Bertrand and Shuutarou followed him; the oppressive atmosphere put them on guard. Soon, a village came into view, making them even more cautious.


    “I’ve been told this is a village of liars,” said Theodore.


    Having learned his lesson, he passed through the village without talking to anyone on his second visit.


    When Shuutarou and his two Overlords entered, they were surrounded by a curious crowd.


    “Visitors! How unusual! It must have been hundreds of years since the last time strangers set foot in our village.”


    “A child, too! Poor boy. Are you lost?”


    “As long as you keep well away from the holy beast, this place is like a paradise.”


    “Wait… You there. Haven’t I seen you before…?”


    “Out of my way.”


    Theodore pushed through rudely, ignoring the villagers talking to him.


    “Let’s go.” Bertrand urged Shuutarou not to lag behind.


    “Um, okay…”


    Unable to help himself, Shuutarou stopped, looking at his companions pleadingly.


    “But…don’t you feel sorry for these people stuck in here?”


    He couldn’t help pitying those people. Based on what Theodore had told him about the tower, the residents of that village had been trapped in the tower for hundreds of years, with the tower keeping them immortal. Even if they were liars, it just seemed too cruel.


    “Greed drove them to enter this tower, and since they are immortal here, they’ve tried every imaginable crime. I thought about setting them free but decided it wasn’t worth risking peace and order in my realm.”


    The people in the village hadn’t been brave enough to challenge the holy beast guarding the stairs to the next floor, so they’d settled in the initial area. Unable to die and with limitless time on their hands, they spent it hurting each other or themselves. It didn’t require a lot of imagination to understand why releasing them outside would be disastrous.


    Theodore knew that very well, and that was why he didn’t want Shuutarou speaking with the villagers.


    “Listen to this brat, talking like he’s so high-and-mighty…”


    The man who said that was looking at Shuutarou with bloodshot eyes. In his hand was a rusty knife.


    “You feel sorry for us? Huh? You’re stuck in here, just like we are. Go and see the holy beast. It will shred you to pieces. It will break you.”


    More angry people began to gather around them.


    “You’re our first visitors in centuries. We’re not letting you go.”


    “Let’s teach you about the pain of being immortal.”


    The villagers tightened their circle around them, smirking menacingly. The Overlords were fed up with this, and they reached for their weapons simultaneously, but they didn’t draw them. The villagers were suddenly shuddering in fear.


     


    “Do you all want to fight me?”


     


    Shuutarou’s overwhelming aura paralyzed the villagers. The boy wasn’t holding a weapon, but the villagers were suddenly afraid of him, not of his Overlords. They’d been careless, mistaking him for a defenseless child. Now that he faced them with open hostility, they were so terrified, some began to pass out.


    “You want to stay here, don’t you?” Shuutarou said to the crowd. “Sorry, but our visit is over.”


    He started walking out of the village, the Overlords quietly following him.


    What in the world…?


    The boy was more dangerous than even the holy beast, the villagers sensed. Hyperventilating, they watched the boy and the two adults disappear in the distance.
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    When they reached the city, it was also exactly as Theodore had described. On the main street, which was lined with houses made of rough-hewn stone, people stood motionless as if there was no life in them, gazing at the sky vacantly with their mouths hanging open.


    “This is even worse that the village,” remarked Bertrand.


    “Yeah…,” agreed Shuutarou.


    Ironically, the bloodthirsty villagers were more human than the residents of this city, who were mere empty husks, vegetables rather than people. Their attire varied wildly from one to another, and in fact, many weren’t wearing any clothes at all. The only thing they did was stare at the sky in silence.


    “The villagers ran away from the holy beast without giving it much of a fight. These people, on the other hand, were more or less capable fighters who were confident in their ability. They fought the beast numerous times, losing again and again until their spirits were broken. Yet they were unable to return to the world they’d left behind. Trapped here, they’ve been decaying even as their bodies remain alive.”


    There had been a pronounced change in the city since Theodore’s last visit, though. There were no more rapists chasing down women, no psychos cutting up their victims while still alive. There was nobody left in there whom you could describe as a person.


    “Please don’t say they deserve to be set free since they’re harmless,” Bertrand said to Shuutarou.


    The boy nodded listlessly. He took one more look around.


    “They aren’t people anymore…”


    The city was a poignant testament to the power of the holy beast waiting ahead. Shuutarou’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword in its scabbard.


    After walking on for some time, they saw a massive gate. It stood in the middle of a wide empty space surrounded by buildings. Behind it was a staircase going up to the sky. In front of it—an enormous beast, looking like a white lion. Rather than an actual animal, something about it made it seem like a living sculpture.


    “Are you sure you don’t want our help?” Theodore asked with concern.


    Shuutarou had told them that he wanted to test himself in the tower Theodore had once conquered, that he wouldn’t turn back until he was satisfied with his strength, and that he wanted to go as far as possible without help. The Overlords agreed to only watch as their master fought, but on the condition that he’d accept new equipment from them.


    “Yes. I’m not doing this just to level up.”


    Shuutarou began walking toward the gate. When he was almost there, the giant lion stood up without making any noise at all. It looked down at Shuutarou.


    “A holy beast…”


    The monster was five meters tall, and Shuutarou sensed it was slightly more powerful than him. Despite that, he remained calm.


    “I want to go through.”


    He began to pull his sword out of the scabbard. The beast responded by baring its fangs menacingly.


     


    Lai Ren Fa, the First Holy Beast    Level 100


     


    Shuutarou’s sword slid out of the scabbard. At one hundred centimeters, it was longer than his Fang Sword, and it gleamed a seamless pure white. This was the first time Shuutarou was holding it, but somehow, it felt familiar in his hand.


    “Huh?!”


    The holy beast disappeared—no, it was behind Shuutarou. It didn’t manage to ambush him, though. He spun around, his movements even quicker than the beast’s…


    Clang! Sparks flew as talons ground against metal. The lion had struck down at Shuutarou with its paw—as thick as the trunk of a great old tree—trying to smash him into the ground, but the boy held it off with his sword. His eyes suddenly widened, and the white sword began to glow red.


    “Blazing Blade!”


    The sword ignited, flames roaring, and Shuutarou hit the beast with tremendous power. It howled in pain, its LP decreasing by 6 percent. Its front paw was burning.


    This sword really is amazing…!


    While the holy beast’s stats were higher than Shuutarou’s, his equipment made up for the difference.
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  The monster lost its balance and crashed into the wall of a building behind it, smashing it. A great pile of dust rose into the air…as did Shuutarou. He’d leaped up and was now speeding down at his foe like an arrow, his sword glowing blue this time. He struck the beast’s exposed belly, piercing it repeatedly.


  “Pounding Rain!”


  The creature was hit rapidly with a volley of missiles as if they were shot by a machine gun, and its LP quickly decreased.


  “Master’s fighting spirit, choice of skills, and movement on the battlefield are all excellent. He is gifted…,” Theodore mused.


  “We should’ve let him use the old gear to give the poor beast a fighting chance,” said Bertrand.


  The Overlords watched as the battle unfolded. This foe should have been a challenge for Shuutarou, but things turned out to be one-sided in his favor.


  Shuutarou shielded himself from the beast’s fire with his cape and was quick to retaliate by stabbing the lion’s throat, sending it reeling. Without a moment’s pause, Shuutarou’s sword lit up with a yellow glow, suddenly rising to the air with Shuutarou still holding it.


  “High Slash!”


  Shuutarou flew even faster, the sword speeding up. He took aim at the crown atop the holy beast, which was trying to look up at him. His sword gleamed red.


  “Guillotine Slash!”


  The flowing consecutive attacks shaved off a large chunk of the monster’s LP. The first strike was so heavy that the beast stopped in its tracks with its head raised, unable to counter. It had only 27 percent of its LP left.


  Shuutarou quickly sheathed his sword, only to slowly pull it out again. Rainbow-colored light escaped from the scabbard, the metal of the blade singing.


  “Quick Combo!”


  Charging at his target, Shuutarou landed the first hit on its face, following up with an upward strike that sliced through the monster’s jaws, then plunging the sword in between its eyes. Next, he slashed diagonally down from its right cheek to the left jaw, mirroring the move on the other side for a cross. Without stopping, Shuutarou jumped off his opponent’s front paw to bring down his sword on its back.


  The holy beast inflated like a balloon and exploded, items dropping down from it like confetti.


  “Whew…”


  Shuutarou had lost only 2 percent of his LP in that battle. He’d barred his Overlords from helping him and hadn’t known in advance what to expect from the holy beast, yet he’d dominated the battle from start to finish.


  As the creature vanished, the level-up chime sounded. Shuutarou let out a little sigh.


  “That’s one down.”


  The whole time he’d been fighting, Shuutarou had been thinking about which of his skills would be useful against the angels, trying to assess how many more powerful monsters he’d have to defeat before he was ready to take on the angels. The victory didn’t make him triumphant. It was but a first step toward vanquishing the greater enemy.


  Until now… No, even now, I’m still relying on power that’s not mine. The equipment stats, the buffs, my minions’ skills… That’s not my own strength.


  He wanted to be strong without all those aids. To grow his power so that he’d become worthy of the insane external bonuses that he luckily had access to. He felt that by working on his own abilities, he’d reach heights never imagined before.


  “An excellent battle, Master.”


  Theodore’s voice brought Shuutarou back to reality. The two Overlords were standing beside him.


  “Let’s keep going at a comfortable pace,” said Bertrand, smiling at him.


  Shuutarou smiled back awkwardly, sheathed the white sword, and took a deep breath. His own assessment of his performance in the battle was harsh—if he’d been a little slower to react when the beast’s first move caught him by surprise, he’d likely have suffered heavy damage. He still felt like a rookie.


  When the beast’s presence completely faded, the heavy gate opened noisily, revealing a set of stairs leading up to the heavens.


  “As you keep climbing higher, you will reach a point past which you will need more than sharp intuition and natural talent to win. Your weaknesses will be exposed.”


  After giving Shuutarou this warning, Theodore began to walk up the steps. He hadn’t told his master that it wasn’t only holy beasts waiting up there but also extreme environments that were just as deadly. Keeping that secret was gnawing at him, but he respected his master’s wish to experience the tower as Theodore had himself.


  “That’s what I want: to discover my weaknesses and overcome them!”


  Shuutarou started climbing, too, seemingly bursting with confidence. After a short pause, Bertrand followed.
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  The fifth-floor boss got Shuutarou’s LP down to 80 percent. A moment’s mistake was all it’d taken for the boy to suffer his first heavy blow.


  “Let’s rest a moment,” suggested Bertrand.


  Shuutarou wanted to tell him that he was fine and could keep going, but then he reflected that after that dangerous battle, perhaps he needed to think about what had gone wrong. He sat down on a large rock.


  A little farther away, Theodore spoke with Bertrand in a quiet voice so that Shuutarou wouldn’t hear.


  “This was a tricky enemy. Master defeated the golem with its superior physical resistance in one hit, so he should make it to around floor twenty without a problem. There is no need to overthink the last battle…”


  He glanced over at Bertrand, who was smoking.


  “Do you know what he’s scheming?”


  “Huh? What do you mean?” asked Bertrand.


  “Number One. What is he doing?”


  Not only Vampy but all the Overlords were also suspicious of Elroad, who had gone off somewhere without explaining himself to their master. Elroad had always been a lone wolf among them, but since learning about a new enemy—the angels—his behavior had become even more cryptic.


  “Hmm, no, no idea. I never know what’s in Elroad’s head.”


  “Don’t try to feign ignorance.”


  The edge of Theodore’s sword was suddenly at Bertrand’s neck.


  “Are you accusing me of disloyalty, Theodore?”


  Bertrand puffed on his cigarette, not feeling threatened by the proximity of the greatsword.


  “I heard you have been training someone without Master’s knowledge or permission. You, like Elroad, have been secretive lately.”


  “Look at the pot calling the kettle black. What about your habit of giving humans weapons?”


  “Unlike you, I did receive prior permission from Master.”


  Theodore was telling the truth—before giving Misaki her bow and Makoto his equipment, he’d telepathically asked Shuutarou for permission.


  “Why single me out? Aren’t you bothered by Gallarus?”


  “He is driven by curiosity alone, unable to think far into the future. Unlike you.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t be saying mean things about those who aren’t present? Anyway, despite what you think, I’m not the scheming type, either.”


  Bertrand puffed out a cloud of smoke, looking resigned.


  “Sorry, but I’m not going to tell you where Elroad has gone to.”


  “You do know where he is?”


  “I do, but I’ve sworn secrecy on my life. Elroad probably didn’t want to tell me about it himself.”


  Elroad hadn’t wanted to let Bertrand know what he was working on, but for some reason, he had. Theodore couldn’t fathom what this reason could be, and trying to guess was pointless. He had to either get Bertrand to fess up, or he had to question Elroad directly. He could overpower Bertrand to make him talk, he supposed…but one look at Bertrand’s eyes dissuaded him from trying that. Bertrand seemed intent on guarding Elroad’s secret with his life.


  “…You should not keep anything secret from Master,” Theodore said, sheathing his sword. “If you or Elroad cause Master grief, I will show no mercy. Do you understand?”


  “…Sure.”


  “Good,” Theodore said brusquely, turning on his heel to walk away.


  Bertrand gazed into the distance, remembering a conversation from some time ago.


  “Why me?”


  “Because the only person in this world I don’t want to lose is you.”


  “I’ll do what it takes,” he said quietly, the wind carrying his words, which went unheard.
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    Its safety features still dismantled, Fort Sandras was a lawless place. The effects of the monster invasion were deeply felt, with the fort’s weaponry nonoperational and no soldier NPCs in town. Players were working on restoring the town, but keeping Fort Sandras safe was a full-time job already. It wasn’t only monsters threatening the town now, but also other players trying to get away with crimes, even those as grave as player killings.


    Despite all that, Fort Sandras was the farthest outpost that players had established, and its residents were incredibly proficient fighters, organized and driven by a strong sense of purpose. Morale was high, and everyone was applying themselves diligently to the tasks at hand.


    “How many more of these do we need?”


    “Lemme see… Between ten thousand and twelve thousand should do it.”


    “Urgh, no way… I thought we almost had enough by now…”


    “I’ll go and do the rounds at Kleeshira!”


    Everywhere around, players with crafting skills were hammering away, repairing the walls around the town, while others went to get building materials for them. As soon as the walls were fixed, the town would become safe again, but the amount of materials needed was staggering. Fort Sandras was a mechanical town. It hadn’t been built with stone and lumber.


    The craftsmen working on the walls saw an armed group of players walking up to the town, their armor bearing Crest’s emblem.


    “Flamme’s team is back!”


    “That was a pretty long recon mission!”


    The armed players filed in through the main gate. They were scouts, and Flamme was their leader. Restoring the town was keeping everyone busy, but a quest for the next area, the Sorn Mines, had been discovered. Flamme had taken some scouts with her on a preliminary investigation.
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    Request: Collect the Unusual Ore


    From: Golasso Perasso


    Time Limit: 48:00:00


    Details: I wish to examine the ore that was instrumental to the prosperity of the ancient city of Muskia. It undoubtedly possesses a very unusual power.


     


    Objective: Obtain Sorn ore from the mines (0/10)


     


    Reward: 24,500G, 130,995 EXP
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    The old geologist NPC had given players the key to the Sorn Mines area along with the quest.


    Well, we finished the quest…


    Yet Flamme was looking morose, as if it wasn’t good news she was bringing. She called a meeting with the guild’s top members to share her report.


    Alba greeted her first.


    “Welcome back, Flamme. How’s the new area looking?”


    Amakusa and the temporary Calloah branch boss, Candy, were there, too.


    Flamme showed them a map created by Byakuren and began explaining the mines.


    “The enemies are only between levels thirty-five and forty, so that’s not a problem. It’s these Sorn ores we’ve got to watch out for, and they’re all over the area.”


    She placed a purple ore on the table and started fidgeting with it, rocking it with her fingertips.


    The Sorn Mines were studded with this ore, which had been used as a material for crafting magical equipment since the ancient times. In the distant past, the great city of Muskia, which had seen many a boom-and-bust, utilized technology that had since been lost to turn all types of ore in the mines into Sorn ore. The Muskians mined this ore and used it to make magical weapons and armor as well as mechanical soldiers. Muskia had turned to ruin a long time ago, but the mines that had brought it prosperity were still producing the precious material.


    “What’s with the ore?”


    “It functions like a trap. You trigger it when you break it.”


    She struck it with her knife, and it shattered readily, releasing a cloud of purple smoke. Flamme’s LP began decreasing by tiny amounts.


    “It curses you when you break it, and you can’t cure it like a normal status ailment. It does go away on its own after some time, but if you break another piece, the damage over time doubles…which makes it very not fun. It’s going to take us a considerable amount of time to clear the mines.”


    “Ah, the effect stacks.”


    “These mines sound like a dreary place indeed,” Candy said with a groan.


    Amakusa leaned back in his chair, looking bored.


    The special curse effect of the Sorn ore had been a measure employed by the Muskians to stop others from taking it. Only they knew how to retrieve the ore safely. There were different types of Sorn ore, each with its own uncurable curse. The effects and their duration stacked.


    Flamme called this effect a curse rather than poison because it affected only the person who broke the ore. She reckoned this was going to be the main impediment to progress.


    “The monsters in the mines all have high physical resistance, which greatly limits what attacks are effective against them. It would be easy to wipe them out with area-of-effect magic, but then the ores…”


    Monsters with high physical resistance were normally dealt with using magic, but many spells in the game were AoE rather than single target, and they might break many pieces of Sorn ore at the same time. And that could add up to significant damage to oneself over a long period of time.


    “Is that one percent of damage every three seconds?” asked Amakusa.


    “Yes, for thirty seconds.”


    “We’ll need regen skills.”


    If the curse from a single ore could consume 10 percent of one’s LP, triggering several could result in death.


    “Am I correct in guessing the ores respawn?” Candy asked Flamme.


    “Yes, unfortunately… Also, when you destroy one, you get it in your inventory, although we haven’t found out yet what they’re used for.”


    “We’ll have to look into that…”


    Flamme and Candy sighed in unison. When Flamme’s team saw that the monsters weren’t very high-level, they’d gotten excited, thinking the mines would be an easy area to get through, only to meet with disappointment.


    “That’s all for my report.”


    Alba thanked her. It was now his turn to speak, briefing the others about the town’s restoration progress.


    “I won’t beat around the bush. The end is nowhere in sight.”


    Flamme’s heart sank. “I feared as much…”


    “It’s hard to get anything done without the mechanical soldiers. I tried offering the king money, but he refused.”


    “It’s so strange that the NPCs won’t simply respawn.”


    It was difficult to restore the town without the help of soldier NPCs, many of which had died in the invasion. In this game, NPC residents of towns would normally respawn if they got killed by something—for example, a monster. A dead NPC would vanish, replaced by a new one. It was something the players took for granted, but this common sense didn’t seem to apply in Fort Sandras. The broken mechanical soldiers were still littering the wasteland outside the town.


    King Tyrone wouldn’t explain why that was, his responses cycling between four scripted lines:


    “Mending the mechanical soldiers? That’s impossible.”


    “The fort’s core has been broken.”


    “The mechanical soldiers have lost their motive power.”


    “If only she were here…”


    The players could only guess that there was some quest they were required to do before the NPCs returned.


    “Maybe Sorn ore is the material needed to repair the fort’s core?” suggested Alba.


    Flamme shook her head.


    “Even if it is, we can’t use it now. I offered it to the king with no response.”


    “So it’s either not the right item, or we’re missing some prerequisite quest…”


    “How could we miss a quest? There are no more of them to start at the fortress.”


    “But the king made a reference to someone. ‘If only she were here.’ That has to be a clue.”


    Flamme, Alba, and Candy were feeling lost. For a while, everyone sat in silence.


    “Isn’t it better to make the next town our base?” Amakusa suggested. “This place isn’t safe. Trying to defend it only puts us at risk. I don’t see a point to it, to be honest.”


    “I understand where you’re coming from,” said Alba, “but at the same time, every stronghold is precious, and I would rather not abandon this one.”


    Without fully restored walls around the fort, monsters could enter the town freely, and without NPCs to guard the town, that task, too, fell to the players. The risk was constant, and everyone was making a huge effort to just maintain the town. Yet Alba wouldn’t be convinced to give up on it.


    “If we allow Fort Sandras to become a den of player killers, we’ll pay the price. With enemies behind us, how will we get supplies and reinforcements to the front line?”


    Town NPCs attacked or captured and imprisoned players with high negative karma points. Becoming a player killer came at the cost of being unable to find shelter in towns…but that only applied to towns with intact walls around them. Without walls or even soldier NPCs, Fort Sandras was wide open to danger, and at the same time, it was a player killer’s dream.


    “If we gave up Sandras and made the next town our base, anyone wishing to join us would have to travel a significant distance from Calloah. It might even be impossible for prospective help to reach us if they had to cross so many dungeons without a place to stop.”


    “Why do you still count on people joining us later? It’s been pretty long in the game. I think it’s time you stop hoping the ones staying behind turn out to be any use, but what do I know?”


    Amakusa smirked, shrugging.


    “Hold up,” Candy said in a measured voice. “Are you trying to say we shouldn’t support the players in the earlier towns?”


    “Do I need to, like, spell it out for you?”


    The air between them buzzed with animosity. Candy was committed to supporting the beginners, while Amakusa saw the weak as nothing more than a burden. There was no way to reconcile their points of view.


    We’re not going to achieve anything if we waste time arguing…


    Alba made a mental note to be more careful when choosing whom to call to meetings.


    “…Moving on, as planned, Amakusa and his team will join the other guilds working on progressing toward the next town. The more accessible towns, the better.”


    “How are you going to deal with the traps?” Flamme asked.


    “Just heal up a lot and brute-force our way through,” said Amakusa.


    “That might be the best strategy for now,” Alba agreed.


    “I think it’s too early to go ahead,” protested Candy. “You’re hoping that your high level alone will get you through the traps alive. To me, that rings alarm bells. You make me think of a student who writes down a random answer to a math problem without trying to solve it, hoping they will get lucky.”


    “I might’ve been taking chances in the past, but look, we’re way over the level needed for that dungeon. We’re going to find the next town before you guys finish fixing the walls.”


    While Amakusa came off as thoughtless, a significant level difference did make it possible to clear dungeons without investing time into carefully learning about every nook and cranny or studying the bosses’ behavior patterns. If you didn’t care about researching every possible danger to allow those who came after you to make it through safely, then pushing on as far as your level took you made sense. Candy had to force himself to acknowledge Amakusa’s perspective as valid.


    Alba continued distributing tasks.


    “Candy, you take those who want to return with you to Allistras. Flamme and I will investigate the fort again to see if—”


     


    “Sorry to interrupt.”


     


    A man barged into the room. Amakusa eyed him suspiciously, but Alba recognized him and stood up from his chair.


    “Makoto! You had me worried.”


    After leaving Regiuria, Makoto had hurried to meet with Crest’s leaders. He was panting as if he’d been running.


    “Sorry. A lot happened…”


    “Well, I’m glad you’re in one piece.”


    Makoto didn’t think he was very valuable to the guild, but he was actually an esteemed frontline fighter, and tanks were exceedingly precious. He’d proven himself when the guild was clearing Ciola Tower, and Alba saw him as one of the core members. He’d only been told that Makoto had left to search for Kettle and had received no news from him for a while, so Alba had been growing concerned about Makoto.


    “Did you manage to find Kettle?”


    “Yes…and I have a lot to tell you.”


    “Did Misaki not come back with you?” Flamme interrupted.


    A look of worry crossed Alba’s face again.


    “Misaki’s absolutely fine! She’ll be back soon, I’m sure.”


    “Thank goodness…”


    Flamme breathed out with relief. Amakusa chuckled.


    “Good news, eh, Boss? With Misaki’s unique skill, you’ll hardly need any lookouts.”


    “…I will ask for her cooperation, of course.”


    “Ask? She’s in your guild. You can force her to do anything you want, no?”


    When Makoto understood what Amakusa was talking about, he decided it was okay for him to interrupt and stepped out in front of the man, who was leaning back in his chair.


    “You want something?” Amakusa asked snappily.


    “Stop talking and watch this.”


    Makoto sent the video from Kettle to Amakusa and then to the three others as well. Alba and Candy were visibly shaken by the content, and Flamme was in tears. Amakusa turned to Makoto, serious for a change.


    “What the hell was that…?”


    “Footage of one of our true enemies. Level one hundred twenty. K’s attack didn’t even leave a scratch on that monster. I want everyone to see this as soon as possible. There’s no time to be fooling around; this is urgent.”


    Makoto turned away from Amakusa, addressing Alba this time.


    “These are Kettle’s memories. We found her trapped inside a facility the angels made. They were using her for some sort of experiment. Mentally, she’s in a terrible state…”


    “What…?!”


    Flamme covered her mouth, speechless from shock that the footage had come from Kettle. The young girl had witnessed her friends getting murdered, and then she’d been tortured, which had deeply traumatized her. Flamme couldn’t even begin to imagine how much that must have hurt.


    “I’d like you to share the video with everyone and clear Kettle’s name.”


    “Of course, at once! This video leaves no doubt that little Kettle was a victim, too!” Candy assured Makoto, who felt the burden he was carrying lighten slightly.


    “Alba, dear, what shall we do about the churches?” asked Candy.


    “Forbid their use. Warn everyone not to go near them.”


    “Got it. Lumia and I will spread the word.”


    If the angels were enemies, then the churches might be dangerous places to visit.


    Relieved that the guild higher-ups were acting on his report immediately, Makoto was ready to leave.


    “I’m going to join the progression team. One of my party members is already there.”


    Twilight Adventurers—led by Byakuren, who’d gotten a briefing from Flamme—and Yamata, led by Hiiiiive, were making their way through the Sorn Mines.


    Makoto touched the silver shield that Theodore had given him and turned to walk out the door.


    “Wait up,” Amakusa called. “You’re not going alone, are you? Our own progression team will be back in a jiffy. Go to the mines with them.”


    “…You’re asking me to wait when the angels might appear any minute?”


    “Why not? Are you going to defeat the angels all by yourself?”


    Makoto looked at his feet, unable to retort.


    “If you went now, you’d only be narrowly ahead of our progression team,” Alba said patiently. “I understand you are anxious, but haste is a bad adviser.”


    Makoto clenched his fists, taking a deep breath in to calm himself. He shook his head in frustration. After leaving Regiuria in a hurry, he’d wanted to share his findings and join the front lines immediately, but of course he wasn’t strong enough to defeat an angel. He wasn’t stronger than before. It was only because the thought of sitting and doing nothing was so unbearable to him that he was in such a rush.


    “…Right,” he reluctantly conceded, slumping down onto a chair, feeling acutely powerless.
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    “At least there’s light here.”


    Byakuren was enchanted by the fairytale-like beauty of the mines, which were bathed in rainbow light that emanated from the ores studding the mountain and the floor and walls of the mine shafts. The ores’ glow reflected off the mirror-smooth dark-blue rock, making the area very bright. Most players canceled their illuminating spells.


    “Not used to having it so easy on the front lines,” quipped Hiiiiive.


    Byakuren half smiled. “Anticlimactic, isn’t it?”


    The scouts had told them the area was intended for players between levels 35 and 40. Golems with high physical defense and Ore Lizards made up most of the monsters.


    The average level of players in Yamata was 55. For Twilight Adventurers, the average was 48. The massive monster invasion they’d fought had made them significantly stronger than was originally intended in the game.


    “Why are we standing around? Let’s hurry up and unlock the next town,” grumbled a short girl.


    “Ugh… Calm down, Ms. Impatient,” replied Alan.


    “Look who’s talking, Mr. All-Brawn-and-No-Brains!” the girl shouted angrily.


    Ignoring them, Hiiiiive crushed an ore sticking out of the floor with his boot. It released a cloud of miasma, and Hiiiiive’s LP began very slowly decreasing, his foot aching as if he had an infected wound on it.


    “So this is the ore curse, huh?”


    “This is going to be more annoying than the monsters.”


    The key to clearing this dungeon was going through it without damaging too many of the ores.


    Hiiiiive clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. Yamata’s and Twilight Adventurers’ members all looked at him.


    “Okay, team. We’re heading for the midboss. Watch out for the ores! Be cautious enough so you don’t get the healers mad at you, okay?” He issued orders to his guildies in his usual manner.


    Byakuren couldn’t help butting in.


    “Wait, is that it? Aren’t you going to discuss how to best deal with the ores?”


    “Huh, why? Everyone can think for themselves, no? This is how we always do things.”


    He chuckled at her.


    He’s making me feel nervous, thought Byakuren.


    Twilight Adventurers’ objective was finding clues for restoring Fort Sandras. Byakuren had offered to share the map info she got through Clairvoyance in return for help, and Hiiiiive had readily taken her up on the offer, so they were exploring the Sorn Mines together. But Yamata’s peculiar vibe was making Byakuren uncomfortable. While the members of her guild meticulously checked with one another if they were all on the same page regarding their tactics, the Yamata members seemed awfully relaxed about the details. Perhaps Byakuren was doing them an injustice thinking that, but it seemed to her that they had the attention span of a toddler.


    “Sucks this area’s more for wizards,” said Alan.


    “I’m not complaining!”


    The short girl whom Alan had been arguing with smiled from ear to ear. She had long blue hair with red highlights, a golden rod for a weapon, and a spiky belt wrapped around her for armor. Her name was Maimai, and in a certain other game, she was famously known as the Magical Girl. In Yamata, she was the third strongest member.


    “Yeah, you wouldn’t,” Alan said sulkily.


    The air between the players wasn’t the most harmonious to say the least, but they walked down the mine tunnel together, beginning the exploration of the area.
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    In contrast to the Twilight Adventurers, who avoided fighting in order not to damage the Sorn ores, the Yamata players fought anything in their way. The ores were sticking out everywhere, and it took a lot of care not to tread on them while battling monsters—care that Yamata didn’t have. They kept getting cursed over and over.


    “And why did you lead us to this corner?” Maimai asked grumpily.


    They were in a tunnel branching out from the one that went directly to the boss room. On the map, it looked like it was only a dead end.


    “It may turn out to be nothing, but there’s an unusually large piece of ore here that I wanted to take a good look at to be sure.”


    “Come on, it’s just a crummy monster room.”


    Both Byakuren and Maimai were veteran fighters, so they talked with their backs pressed against each other’s, fighting off fierce monsters.


    “Shooting Star!”


    Maimai waved her rod, and whoom! A magic circle appeared next to her. Five shards of light shot out of it and flew at an Ore Lizard, piercing it and grazing the monster behind it.


    Maimai’s job class was called variable star. Most jobs from the wizard tree were based around area-of-effect magic, but variable star skills were single-target, multihit spells with low attack power. The rod that Maimai was using had its critical rate maxed out, which hugely increased the damage she was dealing. And though her spells weren’t hard hitters by default, they allowed for greater control. Maimai seemed to be able to change the direction of attack with her rod, and she was precisely guiding her Shooting Star missiles as if she was threading a needle, avoiding a multitude of treacherous ores and striking only the monsters. In this location, other wizards had their hands tied, but Maimai was in her element.


    “Rune of Sagittarius!” called Byakuren, not to be outdone.


    She held her staff as if it were a bow, pulled back a magical bowstring, and shot at the monsters but also hit a Sorn ore behind them. The moment it shattered, she felt a sharp pain across her body.


    There are too many of these things getting in the way. We can’t fight like normal…


    While physical-attack classes had a lower risk of accidentally destroying the ores, the monsters in that area were strong against physical attacks. Byakuren shuddered at the thought of just how badly this dungeon run could have turned out if everyone wasn’t overleveled.


    By the time they finally defeated all the monsters crowded in that dead end, a lot of the players were covered in injuries. They burned through a ton of recovery items, and the healers were worn out, too.


    “You get anything good?” asked Hiiiiive.


    He looked fresh, as if that battle had been nothing to him. Byakuren noticed that most of the Yamata players seemed to have plenty of energy left. The difference in power between their guild and hers was painfully obvious.


    “Breaking this large ore yields ten Sorn ores…and that’s all, apparently…”


    “Ah. Well, might as well pick that up.”


    The other ores could only be collected once, but the large one there could be collected up to five times if you were lucky, so you might end up with fifty Sorn ores from that spot. There was nothing else to be found there, though.


    Byakuren felt everyone staring at her, and many of those stares were quite resentful. Alan cracked his neck, coming forward.


    “Next is the midboss, yeah?”


    “Yes. Shall we take a peek first?”


    “What? No, we goin’ all in. Sit back and leave it to us.”


    Alan slammed his fists together, fired up for the battle.


    “Okay,” Byakuren agreed.


    “It’s time for the usual, guys,” Hiiiiive announced to his guild in his usual laid-back tone.


    The Yamata members readied their weapons, not really taking time to prepare, and headed for the boss room, which was opened by Alan and Hiiiiive.
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    Their exploration of the mines was going exceedingly smoothly.


    “Wow…”


    Yamata rushed the midboss, their initial target, without really planning ahead. The first wave of their attacks destroyed 40 percent of the monster’s LP. Two of the Yamata players were doing most of the damage.


    “Gonna tank it hard… Hrrgh!”


    There was a dull clang as if two heavy pieces of metal were colliding, then scraping against each other. It was the sound of Alan’s fists hitting the midboss, a Muskia Golem. Alan’s body had taken on a metallic gray shine, as if he were made of steel. It was the effect of his unique skill.


     


    Unique Skill: Metalize


    Metalizes own body to prevent taking damage and feeling pain. Resists heat, chill, electricity, and physical attacks. Increases blunt attack power when dealing damage.


     


    

    The skill reduced movement speed by 20 percent, but that didn’t detract from its appeal to tanks. Not feeling pain or taking damage when attacked lessened the mental strain of tanking by removing the fear factor.


    “Got it stunned for ya.”


    “Here I go!”


    Maimai came forward and spun her rod around, drawing a magic circle.


    “Meteor Shower!”


    She conjured small, pointy shards of light. Dozens or maybe even over a hundred of them. They formed a cluster like a school of fish and floated in the air, following Maimai’s magic rod.


    “Attack!”


    Maimai waved her rod toward the boss, and all the shards flew at it, rapidly reducing the monster’s LP over the few seconds that the attack lasted. The golem’s arms, full of holes like Swiss cheese, sank into the ground as if rotting away.


    “Howling Wolf Claw!” shouted Alan.


    Not giving the golem a chance, Alan struck it so hard, its body began to crack. The frontline attackers followed up, wiping out the little LP the golem still had left.


    Byakuren couldn’t believe her eyes.


    “This didn’t feel like a boss battle at all…”


    The golem burst, and when the remnants of its large body disappeared, drops appeared on the floor. It was definitely dead. There had been no plan nor structure to that battle. It was more like a brawl, where everyone fought as an individual.


    Alan and Maimai chatted together, eyeing the battle spoils.


    “Went easier than I thought. Then again, we’re strong,” said Alan.


    “Yeah, after the invasion bosses, this is nothing,” Maimai agreed.


    Feeling guilty for not having contributed at all in that battle, Byakuren scanned her map.


    If only a town restoration quest popped up now that the midboss has been defeated… Slim chance, I suppose. Based on how this has been going, we could easily get to the next boss…


    They were so overpowered, it was probably not necessary to be so cautious, but after the tragic accident in Ciola Tower, Byakuren was strict about following the “better safe than sorry” principle.


    Hiiiiive tried to catch her gaze. “Wanna go back for now?” he asked.


    “Huh? Ah, yes. I’d like to share boss info with the others in town.”


    “All right. You folks, we’re heading back!”


    The members of Yamata booed him.


    “Going back after just a warm-up?!”


    “You’re taking caution to the extreme!”


    Hiiiiive ignored them, checking something on his map, but one of the discontented fighters kept staring at him intently, biting her lip in frustration until it began to bleed at the corner. It was Maimai, who’d done the most of the work in that dungeon.


    “You look at me,” she said, stopping right in front of Hiiiiive.


    “What do you want?”


    “What do I want? Can’t you frigging guess?!”


    The others stopped chatting. Maimai was clearly spoiling for a fight, and when she saw that Hiiiiive had no intention to take back the order to return, she got even madder.


    “What’s this supposed to be? For starters, why are we babysitting Twilight Adventurers? We’re a progression guild, not a babysitting guild! Everyone’s thinking that!”


    Some of the others muttered in agreement. Twilight Adventurers was awkwardly waiting for the confrontation to end.


    “Eight heads, one team—wasn’t that our motto? Each one of us should be considered an independent leader. I’m not going to take orders from you just because you happen to be number one at the moment.”


    Hiiiiive scratched his head, getting fed up.


    “…Okay, so what do you want?”


    “We get through this dungeon, including the final boss, find the next town, and make it ours. Since when were you one of those losers who are so happy to help, Hiiiiive?”


    “Thought I made it clear before we went in that we were offering battle support in return for Byakuren using her skill for us.”


    “So we did offer battle support, but do we need to follow them around like we’re their loyal dogs or something?”


    She seemed ready to attack at the slightest provocation. The situation was so stressful for Byakuren, she erupted into cold sweat, but Alan, who was next to her, smirked and whispered in her ear, “Don’t panic, this is just the Yamata way.”


    “But…”


    “We’ve got protocol for settling disputes.”


    No sooner had Alan said that than Hiiiiive started tapping on his UI screen with a sigh, and then PVP windows opened up in front of him and Maimai.


    “If you win, we’ll keep clearing the dungeon. If I win, we go back to Sandras. That okay?”


    “No. If I win, I also become the guild master.”


    “Hey, that’s against the rules. We’ve got separate battles to decide that.”


    “Who’s breaking the rules, huh? Someone’s got to beat sense into you so you stop forcing us to slave for other guilds!”


    Maimai brandished her rod at him. The other Yamata members cheered with unusual enthusiasm, moving to the back to give them space in the middle of the huge boss room. Hiiiiive and Maimai stared at each other.


    “Heh… Heh-heh-heh…”


    There was no hint of fear in Hiiiiive’s quiet chuckle. Maimai narrowed her eyes, growing suspicious.


    “This is what I love about Yamata… We’re not a bunch of do-gooders, are we?”


    He drew his sword and pointed toward Byakuren with it.


    “But we’re not forgetting we got our bacon saved in that invasion. Crest and Twilight Adventurers are repairing the town walls, which were destroyed by the monsters we kinda released. It’d be pretty uncool if we just blithely left all the work to them and trotted off to snag the next town for ourselves.”


    “Just your thinking,” Maimai replied, accepting the duel request on her screen.


    A semitransparent wall appeared around them, with Duel Type: Death Match written on it. Twilight Adventurers’ jaws dropped. A death match was won by killing the opponent.


    “They’ll be fine, they’ll be fine. One or the other will surrender before dying,” the Yamata people explained, laughing.


    Kagone, Twilight Adventurers’ sub-master, turned to Alan in shock.


    “If it’s until surrender, they should have set the type to ‘serious,’ where you win when the opponent’s LP drops to ten percent…!” she said.


    “You don’t get it,” Alan replied, shaking his head. “If you know you’re not gonna die, do you fight like your life depends on it? No. We Yamata defend our opinions with our life. You’re welcome to think that’s dumb.”


    He was nonchalant about it, but Kagone felt blood draining from her face.


    “And…nobody ever died during such a duel?” asked Byakuren.


    Alan scratched his cheek.


    “Oh yeah, we had one death. The killer got jailed,” he confessed, looking away as if it was a memory he didn’t like revisiting.


    “…I don’t think my guild and yours can get along, after all.”


    “It was a freak occurrence. That player was really messed up in the head.”


    Alan’s defense of his guild’s ways didn’t convince anyone. Kagone didn’t even seem to be listening to him anymore.


    “So player killers still get sent to jail, just like before the game trapped us.”


    “Yeah, it racks up a ton of negative karma for you. Get caught by NPCs, and you’re toast. That’s why player killers stay out of towns.”


    The worse the crime, the more negative karma points a player would get. The Mother AI was the judge evaluating players’ actions. An eccentric blogger had tested it out and written about it on their website.


    “But captives are released from jail after some time, right?”


    “That’s how it worked during the beta, huh?”


    “Wait… You mean it doesn’t work like that anymore?”


    “Dunno.” Alan shrugged. “Nobody’s ever gotten out of the can as far as I’m aware.”


    Alan’s unconcerned comment made Byakuren shudder.


    Then it’s possible that the captured player killers have been in jail all this time…


    She realized that she had never before asked around about what happened to the players whom the NPCs captured as criminals, and there were many of them—when the game turned into a death trap, many panicked players had committed violent acts. Byakuren would never be able to forget the sight of NPCs restraining the players.


    “Can’t we do something? They’re going to fight now!”


    Kagone’s anxious voice brought Byakuren back to the present. The gong announcing the start of the duel sounded, and the Yamata members roared, cheering the fighters on.


    “Meteor Shower!”


    Maimai immediately cast her strongest spell. The spectators gasped, knowing full well how strong it was from the boss battle. And Maimai was using that spell against a person. Hiiiiive, though, still wore that confident smirk on his face. He wasn’t summoning his famous Gem Dragon; he was just standing there, looking completely defenseless.


    “…Are you taunting me?”


    “Yep.”


    “Well, now you die!”


    Maimai waved her rod dramatically, and the shiny shards flew at Hiiiiive Suddenly, he was holding something that looked like a gem in his hand. He rammed it into the ground, and a black mist appeared around him. The shards weren’t slowing down, though; they hit the spot where Hiiiiive had been standing before the mist concealed him, scraping against the ground deafeningly.


    “Urrrgh…! Aaaah!”


    The piercing scream belonged to Maimai. Her LP was decreasing staggeringly fast. She lost 50 percent of it in just a few seconds, and it was still going down. The pain must have been excruciating, for Maimai’s knees buckled, and then she fell face-first.


    What the hell…? Am I dying?!


    Maimai’s entire body was in crushing pain. She was losing consciousness but forced herself to focus just enough to press the SURRENDER button on her UI. Her vision instantly cleared. She got a bunch of heals from her guildies.


    Hiiiiive crossed his arms, staring down at Maimai. She saw he was holding Sorn ores. Byakuren understood what he had done.


    “How many…did you use?” she asked him.


    “No idea. I wasn’t counting when I scattered them.”


    He smirked, playing with the ores in his hands as if they were marbles.


    “You could have killed her…”


    “And that’s the whole point.”


    Hiiiiive went to get healed, too. Maimai was in a resigned heap on the ground. To Twilight Adventurers, the duel had been a chance to glimpse the power of Hiiiiive—the reigning master of a short-fused bunch of elite players.


    “That was too easy for Hiiiiive,” Alan said with a bored sigh.


    “Sorry, but what exactly happened there?” asked Kagone.


    Byakuren had to explain it to her.


    “He used a smoke screen and scattered Sorn ores where he’d been standing. That was it.”


    Maimai’s spell, which she had used before with great precision to hit only monsters and not ores, counted as a series of attacks, with each shard dealing independent damage. Now, if instead of their target, the meteor shards hit a bunch of Sorn ores, she’d effectively be killing herself.


    Hiiiiive had set the stage for this strategy by first taunting his opponent and then making sure she couldn’t see him clearly. His ability to keep a cool head was also vastly superior to Maimai’s.


    “So I’m still the guild master, and you’ll listen to my orders, yes?”


    “…Yes.”


    “Wait for the next hierarchy battle to try again. I’ll be winning that, though.”


    Hiiiiive prepared to leave the dungeon with his guild, and after his victory in the duel, there was no sign of opposition.


    Alan glanced at Maimai out of the corner of his eye. She was sitting on the floor limply.


    “They’re just not in the same league. I figured she’d lose. We call her number three in our guild, but she’s only a stand-in.”


    A few Yamata members lifted Maimai up to carry her out.


    “Why is she a stand-in?” Byakuren asked. “Do you have someone else who’s officially number three?”


    “Huh? Um, see, our top three players have never been reshuffled. Number three is kinda a retired number.”


    Byakuren was surprised to hear that despite their frequent hierarchy challenges, the top three remained the same in Yamata. They must have been incredibly more skilled than the rest of the guild.


    “Our real number three’s dead, and Maimai was next in line, so.”


    “I’m sorry your guildmate died…”


    Byakuren thought it was another reminder of how insane the game was; even one of the strongest players who’d kept their rank for a long time could get killed during exploration. Guessing what she’d assumed, Alan shook his head.


    “It’s not what you think. That weirdo wanted to see what was going on in the jail after we got locked in, then did something to get thrown in there on purpose. We don’t know what happened there, obviously, but after some time, the name went gray on our list, and you know what that means. I’d call it a suicide, personally.”


    Even though the player hadn’t gotten killed by monsters, they had still lost their life because of the game—but Byakuren didn’t feel like pointing that out. She couldn’t understand the player’s motivation, though.


    “Why would they risk their life like that?”


    “Unstoppable curiosity? Anyway, it wasn’t someone who’d lose to some lousy player killers. Maybe they started doing executions at the jail.”


    “I feel sorry for them.”


    “The only thing that nutjob regretted was probably not being able to post about the death experience on social media.”


    They kept chatting on their way out of the dungeon. Twilight Adventurers’ first excursion with Yamata ended without casualties.
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    Makoto went out to greet the returning progression players. Byakuren was the most surprised to see him.


    “When did you get back?!”


    “Not long ago. Misaki’s okay, too.”


    “That’s so good to hear…”


    The tears of relief in Byakuren’s eyes made Makoto feel bad, since he’d soon have to show her the heartbreaking recording.


    “How are things? Making progress with rebuilding the town?” asked Hiiiiive, looking around.


    “Not really…,” Alba replied, glancing toward Makoto.


    That was Makoto’s cue.


    “Everyone, please listen,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear him. “I’d like you to pass on what I’m about to tell you to other people, too. Monsters and player killers aren’t our only enemies. Much more powerful foes are after us.”


    The progression team stirred, and the players who’d been trying to restore the town also seemed anxious.


    “It’s the angels. The angels are trying to kill us.”


    The announcement met with some incredulity.


    “You mean like the ones we saw in that dungeon?”


    “They gave us level-ups. They’re allies if anything.”


    “If the angels were evil, churches wouldn’t be giving us buffs.”


    The protests were getting loud. Makoto looked at Byakuren as he continued speaking to the crowd.


    “If you don’t believe me, I have video footage to share. It was recorded by the only survivor of an angel’s attack. Many of the players who died then were my friends. It’s a difficult thing to witness, and if you already feel like you’re close to your breaking point, I’d advise against watching it.”


    The people he was talking to were all seasoned frontline fighters. Almost everyone chose to see the footage. Byakuren did as well.


    “It shows how your best friends died. Are you sure you want to see it?”


    “…Yes. I’m prepared,” Byakuren said, nodding gravely.


    Makoto opened the menu to play the video…


    “Hold on.” Hiiiiive stopped him right then. “Let me see it first.”


    “Whuh? Why do you get first dibs?” grumbled Alan.


    “A dumbass like you wouldn’t understand. Show me the video.”


    Hiiiiive turned away from Alan and looked at Makoto expectantly.


    “It shows people dying.”


    “You already said that. I’m more interested in what happened before the deaths, though.”


    Makoto sent the video to Hiiiiive without further objections. Hiiiiive watched it from the beginning to the end and remained quiet for some time afterward.


    “…I knew it,” he said to himself, and then he sent his own video file to Makoto. “Sorry, but I edited it a bit. Share this version with the others.”


    “Huh? Um, okay…”


    Makoto then shared the edited file with everyone who asked to see it. The threat of the angels became known among all frontline fighters. After watching the footage, many broke out crying and sobbing, not only because they saw their friends dying but also from despair—the angels were truly terrifying enemies, and it no longer seemed safe to go to churches for buffs.


    Byakuren was crying silently.


    “Of course Rao and Reilan had to stay behind…”


    She had so much respect for her friends who’d bravely faced an enemy they knew they couldn’t defeat, trying to protect the others.


    “Any other churchgoers got killed by the angels?” asked Alan.


    “Not that I know of,” said Makoto. “It doesn’t look like they go after anyone who gets the church buff.”


    If offering prayers at the church triggered the killings, Misaki would have been attacked, too, so Makoto had to discard that possibility.


    “There’s little we can do. We can’t defeat the angels, but at least now we know not to trust them. And that already matters a great deal.”


    The angels had been trying to fool the players into thinking they were on their side, and initially, players did think the angels were allies and the churches were meant to help them. But that turned out to be a mistake. If the players had relied on the angels for a long time, they might have even started worshipping them, and then they’d reject any footage showing the angels’ crimes and call it fake. Makoto’s sharing of Kettle’s recording prevented such a future.
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  Alan bumped his fists together. “Anyway, it doesn’t change what we do.”


  Hiiiiive nodded. “Yes. We’ll keep progressing as usual.”


  “What?!” shrieked Maimai, and there were others with similar reactions. “What if those angels attack us while we’re in a dungeon? We’ll be as good as dead!”


  “They’re not going to come after us,” Hiiiiive said indifferently. “Using the churches or getting the level-ups from the angels doesn’t mark you as their target, or lots more players would have already gotten killed.”


  The crowd largely agreed with him. Hiiiiive called out to the leaders of other guilds, asking them for a quick meeting. He didn’t invite Alan and Kagone to join, though.


  “Sorry for editing the footage. I cut out the convo with the angel.”


  “Why’d you take that out?” protested Makoto, not understanding why Hiiiiive would censor it.


  Flamme could follow Hiiiiive’s thinking, though.


  “For now, it’s probably best the others don’t see that,” she said.


  Hiiiiive showed the original video to Byakuren, and then she, too, realized why he’d hidden the beginning of it.


  “It killed them because they heard something they shouldn’t have…”


  Hiiiiive nodded gravely.


  “Exactly. Based on this footage, the angel told them something inconvenient to its faction. Its personality changes halfway, as if it’s two different entities, and the first one is all too happy to go on about what seems to be some sort of taboo. The dead don’t talk. It wasn’t because they prayed at the church that they died. It was because they had the bad luck to hear something forbidden.”


  He told them that was why he thought it safe to carry on as normal, and he asked Flamme if she could investigate the things the angel had spoken about.


  “Of course. It may shed light on how to clear the game.”


  “All right. We’re all back to our usual schedules, then.” He turned to Makoto. “I cut out that part of the footage because I thought it unwise to let some hotheaded idiots hear the angel talk. Let’s try to hide from the angels that we know what we do, shall we?”


  It finally hit Makoto that he’d almost done something very stupid, and he felt a wave of shame.


  “…I’m so sorry. It didn’t cross my mind that showing you all the video might put you in danger…”


  If the reason the others got murdered was in the footage, then showing it to more people might put a target on them, too. The angels might come to kill them.


  Alba disagreed with that theory, though.


  “I don’t think we’re in any more danger because we saw it. They’d have known this information would get out there since you brought back Kettle. If they really were trying to keep it secret at all costs, they’d have already come after us.”


  “Good point,” agreed Hiiiiive.


  “That’s why we shared the information with other players as soon as possible,” said Flamme. “The angels have probably already assumed that the info has been leaked to all of us.”


  Makoto felt even more pathetic when he heard that Flamme and Alba had been thinking ahead further than he had, taking measures accordingly.


  Why am I always so shortsighted…?


  He was so ashamed that he’d been impatient to share the video far and wide to prove Kettle’s innocence without considering broader implications.


  “What, it’s already out there? Well, now I feel stupid for being the cautious one.”


  Amakusa smirked at Hiiiiive.


  “I’m with you, bro. I wouldn’t have shown the full video to every dummy out there.”


  “Don’t you ‘bro’ me.”


  Hiiiiive looked at Amakusa with open antipathy.


  The guild leaders wrapped up their quick meeting. It was decided that Flamme would take care of investigating the information revealed by the angel.


  “’Kay, so we do everythin’ like before, yeah?” asked Alan, who’d been getting bored waiting for the leaders to finish up talking between themselves. “No point pissin’ our pants because of some angels. We keep on goin’, getting stronger and stronger until, one day, we beat the hell outta those angels.”


  He struck his fists together, and the other Yamata members cheered, catching his enthusiasm. Hiiiiive half smiled, muttering to himself that he sure was glad to have such a blithely optimistic guild.


  “Sorry, I’m not sure I wanna do this anymore…”


  “Yeah, I’m out, too…”


  There were a handful of players whose fear of the angels trumped their excitement for exploration. Perhaps nowhere was really safe from them, but the thought of running into them in a dungeon was too much.


  But while several players decided to leave the front lines, several others came forward to say they wanted to help the progression teams. One of them was Makoto.


  “I want to join you, too.”


  He was holding on tight to his silver shield, gazing toward the wild mountain where the mines were.


  “Okay,” said Hiiiiive. “Let’s tally up our numbers and go into the mines again.”


  Amakusa also put his name forward. Twilight Adventurers cheered, happy that several of the core Crest members would be joining the team.


  Dungeons could be explored by groups of any size. Ten players or a hundred could go in together, but the enemies’ difficulty was adjusted accordingly, which could make it more time-consuming to clear the dungeon than with fewer players. The consensus was that thirty was the optimum number, and that was how many had gone into the Sorn Mines last time. Eight had dropped out, but eight Crest players would be joining.


  “Are you sure you feel up to it?” Byakuren asked Makoto.


  “I’m good, but maybe you should rest.”


  “Don’t be silly. I won’t let anything hold me back anymore.”


  There was no doubt nor fear in their voices. By losing their close friends, they’d gained mortal enemies they were keen to take revenge against, and this thirst for vengeance made them stronger than ever before.
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  The progression team was steadily approaching the last boss of the Sorn Mines.


  “Launch the initial attack! Downward strike, pattern D!”


  At Makoto’s roar, the tanks raised their shields, lining them up without gaps. Together, they turned into one giant, golden shield that blocked the boss’s fists.


  The last boss of the dungeon was a massive golem. The gemstones powering it up glowed in the joints of its arms and legs.


   


  Boss Mob: Muskia Golem    Level 40


   


  The golem’s fists bounced off the shield, and without missing a beat, Makoto shouted another order.


  “Attack!”


  The casters, who had been on standby, now attacked all at once. The gemstones in the golem’s legs burst, and its legs crumbled under it, but as it fell down, it swooped around with its arms. The tanks blocked it again, though. Arrows shot by the archers, who were at the back, rained down on the golem’s arms, shattering the gemstones there. A flap on the golem’s chest opened, revealing a bigger gemstone embedded inside.


  The melee fighters closed in for an attack. The dynamic teamwork was so efficient that the golem lost a huge chunk of LP.


  “It’s preparing for a targeted self-detonation! Five seconds left!”


  The roaring golem was glowing with a pale-blue light. The melee fighters retreated, and Makoto stepped out in front again, with everyone else shielding behind him…and then a bright flash illuminated the boss room. The explosion was deafening, but none of the players behind Makoto took damage, and Makoto endured the attack with 80 percent of his LP left.


  “This dude’s got balls!” Alan said in appreciation of Makoto, who hadn’t even flinched when he got hit.


  A little smile appeared on Byakuren’s face.


  The golem was in pieces, but its chest was still largely intact, and the gemstone at its center began to pull the broken-off pieces back like a magnet. Makoto was keeping a close eye on it.


  “Pattern B! Let’s end this!”


  The golem finished restoring itself and pressed its fists together, then smashed down with them, but players scattered left and right, and the tanks, who had been waiting, took their place, blocking the strike and shattering the golem’s arms again. Long-range attacks destroyed the unguarded legs of the golem, and it fell, exposing the gemstone in its chest again.


  “Aurora Pillar!”


  “Meteor Shower!”


  “Rune of Sagittarius!”


  Hiiiiive’s dragon, along with Maimai and Byakuren, used magic attacks to hit the gemstone, and the golem’s LP reached zero. Its broken body lit up with a pale-blue light and disappeared as if teleported elsewhere, leaving behind the gemstone, its core. A portal leading to the next area appeared on the ground.


  “Hell yeah!”


  “Too easy!”


  Players cheered in triumph. Byakuren walked over to Makoto.


  “You were a reliable tank this time.”


  “What do you mean, ‘this time’? Are you trying to say you wouldn’t have put your life in my hands before?”


  “In Ciola Tower, I had my doubts,” Byakuren said with a smile.


  “Oh, really?” Makoto snarked, but he seemed pleased by her earlier praise. “Finishing all the dungeons will count as clearing the game, right?”


  Byakuren searched for the right words to respond. The conditions for clearing the game had never been explicitly mentioned.


  “That’s what everyone thinks.”


  “It’s gotta be it. Clear the dungeons, and we’re all free.”


  They had to keep on believing this to go on despite setbacks like invading monsters, player killings, or angels suddenly attacking.


  Alan, who’d gone through the portal first, came back.


  “You guys! There’s a better place to rest up over here.”


  Maimai kicked him in the knee furiously.


  “Don’t go off on your own without thinking! What if you triggered something weird, you idiot?!”


  “So what’s your alternative? Sit here forever, too scared to try anythin’?”


  At Alan’s encouragement, everyone went through the portal. On the other side was a beautiful town surrounded by mountain ranges, its buildings made of stone. It could rival Allistras in size. What stood out about it was that unlike the cosmopolitan residents of Allistras, the townspeople here were all dressed in the same manner, in gray armor—everyone here was a knight.


  In the past, Tarvos, the town of knights, had been a place for armorsmiths to practice their craft, but that changed when the Chida clan attacked it. Since then, its residents had become militarized so that they could defend their holy land.


  The knights were clad in armor from head to foot, so it was impossible to see their faces, but nonetheless, they seemed tense.


  “It’s so dark here with all these mountains around.”


  “And cold, too.”


  The temperature was so low that there was even some snow covering the ground. It was nighttime, and torches were lit in the streets, but with the mountains blocking the light of the moon, the night was darker and more intense than in other towns.


  “Anyway, that’s a new town unlocked. What do you guys wanna do now?” asked Alan.


  “We’ll take a break here before going back to Sandras,” said Byakuren.


  “’Kay. Some free time for us, too, then.”


  The Yamata members walked off resolutely to explore the town. The others went in without hurry.


  Makoto sighed, feeling disappointed.


  “In the end, we didn’t find anything to help us restore Sandras…”


  “I didn’t have my hopes high, but at least we got this.”


  Byakuren showed him the gemstone that had fallen out of the golem’s chest when they defeated it. The displayed name for it was IMPORTANT ITEM: SORN CRYSTAL.


  “Hey, that sounds like it could be used for rebuilding the fort!”


  “Fingers crossed. In any case, unlocking the next town is already an achievement. The people back in Sandras will be able to sleep easy.”


  With the Sorn Mines now behind them, the frontline fighters were one step closer to clearing the game.
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    On her return to Fort Sandras, the banging of hammers despite the late hour told Misaki that the town’s restoration was still in progress and wouldn’t be completed anytime soon. The atmosphere reminded her of Allistras when the city had been threatened by an invasion.


    “What is the matter?” Vampy asked flatly.


    “Oh, nothing! I was just lost in thought for a moment…”


    Misaki smiled so as not to show her anxiety. She shook her head, telling herself to focus on the differences between Allistras and Sandras. The fort was inhabited by players with high battle morale, not by noncombatants too scared to leave their inns. And Vampy and Punio were there for support. She should find tasks for herself to do.


    “I need to go and talk with someone first. Do you mind?” Misaki asked.


    “No. I will wait while you talk.”


    “Thanks, and sorry to leave you waiting.”


    Vampy frowned, mystified by Misaki’s casual apology.


    “Why do you always apologize to me?”


    “Huh? I do that when I feel like I’m inconveniencing you…”


    “You are not inconveniencing me. I will be waiting here because this is what I have chosen. There is no need for you to feel sorry for me.”


    Vampy crossed her arms, looking at Misaki as if she was being unreasonable. Misaki smiled.


    “…Thanks.”


    “Now you are thanking me? Why?”


    “Um… Because I’m always very grateful to you.”


    Misaki was happy to have someone with her whom she could be herself with. It lifted her spirits. Vampy thought of Misaki as a tool to help her become closer to Shuutarou, not realizing she was actually a huge support to Misaki.


    Puzzled by both Misaki’s apologies and her gratitude, Vampy started walking with Misaki, matching her pace. Misaki quickly typed out a message, heading to the Adventurers Guild.
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    When Misaki entered the room, Flamme came over and hugged her.


    “Misaki! I’m so happy to see you…!”


    “I’m happy to see you, too.”


    Alba smiled a tight smile, watching Flamme cry as Misaki stroked her hair to comfort her.


    “To think you’re the grown-up, Flamme…”


    Suddenly, there was movement on Misaki’s right forearm. Something was wriggling, changing shape. An eyestalk rose out of Misaki’s gauntlet and turned toward Flamme.


    “Eek!”


    Flamme squeaked in fright, and Alba reached for his sword.


    “It’s friendly!” Misaki hurried to defend Punio. “I promise it won’t hurt anyone!”


    As if losing interest, Punio withdrew the eyestalk and resettled into the shape of a gauntlet.


    Flamme was still in shock and didn’t notice that her glasses were askew.


    “That really startled me…”


    “What a strange creature you brought back,” said Alba.


    “It’s a powerful ally,” Misaki assured him.


    “Well, if you trust it, so do we…”


    Alba sat back down in his chair. He then shared with Misaki that after reporting to them, Makoto had gone off to the front line. Misaki was worried about Makoto, but he’d told her in Regiuria that this was what he wanted to do, and she accepted that. She had her own duties to attend to.
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  “I’d really like to join the exploration team, too, but my level is a bit low. Besides, that team is already full of elite players, so I think I will be more use here. I can watch out for monsters at night until the town is safe again.”


  “Oh, thank you, that’s huge help!”


  “We appreciate it, Misaki!”


  There’d be no need to assign many people to night patrols anymore if Misaki could check for monsters with her skill. That meant more players would be available to bolster the day patrols or join the rebuilding efforts. Misaki’s voluntary offer was a dream come true for Crest.


  “Well, Misaki, you’re up to date with everything going on here,” said Alba. “As for us, we’ll continue to look for clues in King Tyrone’s fort.”


  “Noted. I’ll start checking for danger both inside and outside the town.”


  “Let me know at once if there’s anything of concern,” said Flamme. “I’ll be up late.”


  They said good-bye, and Misaki left.
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  Vampy, who’d been waiting patiently outside, walked over to Misaki.


  “That was quick.”


  “Yes, it’s because I already knew what job I should be doing here.”


  “I see.”


  That was all Misaki told Vampy about the meeting. She didn’t want to mention Punio causing a bit of trouble.


  “Is it okay to count you and Punio among the guardians of this town?”


  “Of course it is. We carry out our master’s orders,” Vampy said in a tone that implied it was a silly question to ask her.


  Punio made a little fist shape and raised it as if to say it was up to the task, too.


  “In that case, why don’t we split up the work between us? I will look out for danger both in town and outside it. If I spot anything worrying, could you head to where I show you?”


  “Of course. I take it you want me to erase the threat from existence, is that correct?”


  “Oh… Um… If it’s a monster, then yes…”


  “And if it is not a monster, what shall I do with it?”


  Misaki believed the best way to keep the town safe was to nip danger in the bud, but she didn’t want to send Vampy to execute player killers. She was a monster, a friendly one, but if anyone saw her slaying another player, that wouldn’t go down well.


   


  “If it’s a human, I will kill them,” Misaki told Vampy.


   


  She had no doubt it was the right decision. The act of murder would certainly fill her with guilt, but the desire to protect Vampy, Flamme, and her other friends prevailed.


  “I see…”


  Vampy didn’t comment on Misaki’s choice, but she could see that the human girl was internally agonizing at the prospect of having to take someone’s life. She laughed to herself.


  Worried about repercussions for me, isn’t she? How presumptuous to think I need her protection.


  The Queen of the Dead snorted a little laugh as if to hint she had read Misaki’s intentions, like they were written in an extra large font. The girl was loyal but also vulnerable, and somehow, this combination made Vampy feel very comfortable around her.


  “Okay, let’s begin.”


  Misaki activated Sense Life. Her minimap expanded, showing her more and more blue and green dots until it displayed not only the entire town area but also half of the wasteland surrounding it.


  I guess we can ignore small groups of roaming monsters for now…


  In particular, she was watching out for two things: hordes of monsters preparing to invade the city, and player killers. The latter would show as blue dots, like any other player, but if she saw a single blue dot moving outside the town this late at night, she’d be on alert. Chances were such a person was either a player killer or someone trying to commit suicide.


  For the time being, Misaki didn’t see anything worrying on her minimap, but she did spot something unusual.


  I thought none of the NPCs had returned, but there’s one really far from the town.


  There was a green dot far-off in the wasteland outside Sandras. On closer look, the dot was moving a little, very slowly approaching the town. It was a low-priority mystery, but Misaki couldn’t let it go.


  “Sorry,” she said to Vampy. “I actually need your help already, if you don’t mind.”


  “There you go, apologizing again.”


  “Oh… Um…”


  “It is fine; I do not mind. Where shall I go?”


  “Over there. I’ll come with you.”


  Vampy was about to tell Misaki to stay put since she’d only be getting in the way, but then she thought that at least the girl would be safe if they were together. She quietly allowed her to follow, and they headed for the suspicious location. They arrived at a place littered with the mutilated bodies of the mechanical soldiers.


  “Have they been here all this time…?” said Misaki.


  The broken NPCs had been the collateral damage of the massive monster invasion, and their bodies were still out here on the wasteland.


  Why didn’t they disappear when they died…?


  Normally, dead NPCs vanished after some time, respawning in the same location, but these ones weren’t doing that for some reason.


  Is it because they lost their “motive power,” like the king said?


  The only answers they got out of the king were: “Mending the mechanical soldiers? That’s impossible.” “The fort’s core has been broken.” “The mechanical soldiers have lost their motive power.” “If only she were here…”


  Alba had gathered from this that the soldiers would return when the fort’s core was replaced, but he didn’t know what the core was or where to find it. That’s why he and Flamme had been talking to all the NPCs inside the fort, trying to trigger some quest that they’d overlooked.


  “None of these are moving,” remarked Vampy.


  “Yes, they all seem to be broken…”


  Misaki used Sense Life to check the map again and saw that the green dot was a little farther away. She and Vampy walked to it.


  “A child?” said Misaki.


  They found a little girl. She was grunting, trying to pull something heavy, but it was too much for her, so she wasn’t making any progress.


  “What are you doing?” Misaki asked her.


  The girl turned around and looked at Misaki, dizzy from the effort.


  “Help me,” she said. “Carry them to my lab.”


  Then she started tugging at the heavy object again. The object in question was a battered, dead mechanical soldier. Rather than getting creeped out, Misaki felt sorry for the girl, who was all alone in the wasteland. She lifted the mechanical soldier’s body up.


  The little girl glared at Vampy, her eyes bloodshot.


  “Don’t just stand there! You carry another one!”


  “I do not take orders from you.”


  “Shut up and help me!”


  “Well, why don’t I make them easier to carry for you, then?”


  When Vampy got out her giant ax, the little girl frantically waved her arms.


  “No, don’t! How will I ever fix them if you chop them up?!”


  Fix them? Misaki couldn’t believe her ears.


  “What? You can fix them?!”


  The little girl smiled smugly. “Of course I can. That’s why I’m collecting them.”


  Misaki felt as if she was finally seeing a ray of hope in the surrounding darkness. She’d found a mystery NPC who could repair the mechanical soldiers that the king claimed were impossible to fix.
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  The little girl’s name was Rekia. She led them to her house under a large rock on the wasteland. When they descended the staircase, they found themselves in a cyberpunk facility. Misaki laid the mechanical soldier she’d been carrying on a lab bench, and Rekia thanked her for the help.


  “Thanks a bunch! That’s going to be another assistant for me!” she said happily.


  Her lab was full of mechanical soldiers, which were busily tidying the place up. Misaki counted twelve of them. They seemed fully operational.


  “How come you can fix them?! The king said it’s impossible.”


  “I can fix them because I was the one who made them. Simple,” the little girl said nonchalantly. “A long time ago, Tyrone and I were comrades in arms.”


  Rekia spoke while tinkering with the mechanical soldier they’d brought in. Misaki heard bitterness in the girl’s voice.


  “This place used to be ravaged by endless wars. So many people were dying. It was long past the point where you could achieve anything through negotiations with the neighboring kingdoms. Having no other options, Tyrone and I destroyed all the countries greedily attacking us, making use of his strategic genius and the ancient technology I had rediscovered.”


  Had the girl paused long enough in her story, Misaki would have commented that their solution must have caused even more deaths.


  “Then we set our eyes on the sky. There were no more enemies left on land, and we wanted to have control of it all—land, sea, sky. But then the angels thwarted our plan to construct the tallest of towers. My, they were strong. So many of our people died.”


  As the girl slowly recounted the events from Fort Sandras’s past, Misaki realized that she wasn’t a good person. Vampy leaned against the wall, bored.


  “Not to be outdone by the angels, I restored the strongest technology I had access to. We were going to kill those pesky angels! And so I made the mechanical dragons and cannons! And let me tell you, they were incredible. Unbelievably powerful. No other technology could match them! Alas, we never got the opportunity to use them against the angels…” Rekia’s voice became colored with anger. “The warring was over, and after some time, that wretch Tyrone claimed all the machines I built as his own. I’d made them autonomous, so he didn’t need me to operate them.”


  Seeing that the girl was successfully repairing the broken parts of the mechanical soldier on the bench, Misaki believed that she really was its creator.


  “And look at the outcome! Once they’re broken, he cannot fix them! I’m mighty surprised they encountered enemies strong enough to break them, though.”


  Rekia laughed dryly. She took out a purple crystal and pressed it to the mechanical soldier’s chest. It disappeared, as if it’d been absorbed, and light returned to the soldier’s eyes.


  “Good, it’s in working order now. Pity that I’ve used the last of the materials…”


  “Are the materials you need Sorn ores by any chance?” Misaki asked tentatively.


  Flamme had shown her what the ores looked like, and the purple object the girl had used appeared very similar.


  “Clever girl! So did you bring me any Sorn ores?!” Rekia leaned toward Misaki impatiently.


  “Oh. Sorry, I don’t have any with me…”


  Misaki understood that delivering Sorn ores to this girl was part of a quest.


  “You don’t?” Rekia asked, disappointed. “If only you’d bring me some ores, I could even fix the fort’s core, you know.”


  Misaki grabbed the girl by the shoulders. “You can do that?!”


  “With an ore sufficiently large, yes.”


  Misaki had no more doubts that this was the NPC crucial to the restoration of the town. Now it made sense that in the Sorn Mines quest they’d found earlier, the NPC was asking players to collect Sorn ores. Misaki wondered, though, if simply bringing the ores to Rekia would be enough. The girl and the king weren’t on friendly terms anymore, after all.


  “Perhaps it’s time…,” Rekia said out of the blue, as NPCs often did. “Time for reconciliation. Tyrone’s going to owe me for repairing these for him. I’ll do it—Sandras is my hometown, too, after all.”


  Rekia’s eyes unfocused as she remembered the town. Misaki’s opinion of the NPC improved, as she thought Rekia was loyal and had a strong sense of duty, but Vampy measured the little girl with a cold stare.


  “It is the loneliness, is it not?” she asked, but the NPC didn’t reply. “Being forgotten is more terrifying than even death,” she added wistfully.


  Rekia acted as if she didn’t hear Vampy. Misaki couldn’t tell if she was ignoring Vampy on purpose or if she simply wasn’t coded to respond to what Vampy had said.


  Rekia nodded to herself.


  “I will help you.”


  She extended her hand toward Misaki. Vampy rolled her eyes. On Misaki’s UI, a quest window opened.
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  Grand Quest


   


  Request: Repairing the Broken Fortress


  From: Rekia Pendaros


  Time Limit: 48:00:00


   


  Details: The mysterious researcher Rekia is asking for Sorn ores to repair the mechanical soldiers with. She will also need an especially large ore to repair the core of Fort Sandras.


  Items Needed: Sorn Ore (0/169,885), Sorn Crystal (0/1)


   


  *The number of ores required differs depending on the scale of damage.


   


  *The safety features of Fort Sandras will only be restored once all the required materials have been collected.


   


  Reward: ??????G, ?????? EXP


  
    [image: ]
  

  Misaki had triggered the main quest for restoring the town.


  “Hooray!”


  Grand quests could be undertaken by any number of players at once. Crest had previously completed such a quest, which asked the players to defeat the Goblin King’s army.


  Players could sign up for it from the Quest Board. The more participants, the better.


  Misaki quickly wrote a message to Flamme to tell her what had happened.


  “Well, I’m going to pay a visit to that old fool,” said Rekia, disappearing like a puff of smoke.


  Misaki was impatient to go back to the town, too.


  “Do you know what you need to do?” Vampy asked her, impassive as usual.


  “Yes! It’s going to get busy!” Misaki’s eyes sparkled, full of hope.


  Vampy couldn’t help smiling. “I see. Let’s make haste, then.”


  “Right, let’s go!”


  They rushed up the stairs and out of Rekia’s secret lab. A pleasantly cool breeze was blowing outside. Her heart beating with optimism, Misaki ran through the wasteland with Vampy beside her.
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    At the training grounds, a girl with a sword was fighting simulated enemies. She hit them in the weak spots to the accompaniment of dramatic visual effects. One after another, they expanded like balloons and blew up. A notification popped up when all the enemies had been defeated. The enemy counter was thirty. Satisfied, the girl tapped QUIT TRAINING.


    “Phew, great job today, Mag. You’re amazing,” she said to herself.


    MagNe was in such a good mood when she opened the doors of the training grounds to go outside that she was humming a song…


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    …but her good mood would not last. She looked up, at the crotch of a giant blocking her way. Five meters tall, he was standing right over the training-grounds exit.


    “You won’t learn anything from fighting garbage-class enemies like that.”


    “They’re around the same level as me! That’s what I’m supposed to be fighting!”


    “A battle is only worthwhile if you’re tackling enemies stronger than yourself… I leave you alone for a moment, and you immediately get lazy. My master is climbing the Celestial Tower to get the opportunity to defeat enemies above his level. I’d like to see this kind of attitude from you.”


    Gallarus sighed, as if MagNe was a handful. As for her, she was shaking with rage after his tirade.


    “You call me lazy?! Do you not understand that fighting things above my level isn’t a recipe for getting EXP quick? It’s a recipe for death! And if I die, that’s the end for me! Do you even know how many people have already died because they were too brave for their own good?!”


    “No idea.”


    “Then butt out!”


    Seething with anger, she strode off in the direction of the shopping district. Gallarus went after her.


    “Stop following me!”


    “Why? This is my territory. I can go wherever I please.”


    “It’s not your territory! This city is governed by Crest!”


    “Did you not take notice of how many people make light of this Crest? There are less of them now, but I still wouldn’t say Crest is governing this city.”


    Allistras was a peaceful city, protected by a powerful magical barrier and benefiting from Crest’s financial support. Crest had begun to use its authority to put a stop to opportunists taking advantage of or enslaving the noncombatants, and the number of such cases was on the decline. Crest did care about protecting law and order in the city, and they achieved that through many small but well-organized initiatives—but that didn’t impress Gallarus, who controlled his own country through his own power alone. In his eyes, Crest wasn’t making a serious effort to govern the city.


    Gallarus and MagNe strolled through the bustling shopping district, bickering all along. It was impossible for the odd pair—a giant and a young woman with heavy makeup—to pass by unnoticed, but it was Gallarus who received the most attention.


    “Hello, Mr. Giant!”


    “Mr. Giant, would you like to visit me?”


    “Looking splendid today, Gallarus!”


    Gallarus had become famous in the city—not as the strongest Evil Overlord, but as a harmless neighborhood giant. Unaware that this very giant could destroy their city without even trying, the locals chatted to him with friendly familiarity. Gallarus didn’t dislike it.


    “The people have finally awoken to my greatness.”


    “Yeah, ’cause you’re freaking huge…”


    “Surely not. Gain thirty more levels, and you, too, will begin to understand my power.”


    “Right…”


    Used to Gallarus’s rough manner, MagNe gave him passive answers as she went from one stall to another, buying fresh produce.


    “Anyway,” she said to Gallarus, comparing two onions. “Why do you keep hanging out with me?”


    “Why not?”


    “Don’t like saying it myself, but because I’m annoying? Everyone gets fed up with me.”


    They were cooperating with each other, but MagNe couldn’t help feeling sorry for Gallarus, who accompanied her all the time. Yet he must have seen things differently, since her question puzzled him, and he had to think about it for a moment.


    “I’m not bored when I’m with you.”


    He wasn’t? His casual reply stirred something in MagNe’s heart—a warm feeling of being accepted, of her existence not being meaningless. It made her happy.


    “…You ever had sweet-and-sour pork?”


    “Pork? Oh, I love eating boar. Wild Stompers and Volcano Boar are my favorite! Nothing hits the spot quite like a whole boar roasted on a spit.”


    “Really…” MagNe looked up at Gallarus. “How about I make you something even more delicious?”


    “More delicious than spit-roasted boar?! Is it possible?! This had better not turn out to be a lie!”


    “Not so loud, sheesh!” MagNe told him, but she couldn’t stop a little smile from appearing on her lips.


    It was shaping up to be another pleasant day in Allistras.
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    “Delicious!” Gallarus roared so loud, everyone in the plaza heard him.


    He was sitting by the fountain, spooning food from a very large plate into his mouth.


    “Wanna know the secret ingredient? It’s pineapple!”


    “I don’t know about cooking, but I can tell you this tastes good!”


    “Tee-hee-hee!”


    MagNe was smiling, still wearing an apron. She was paying back Gallarus for his battle instruction by cooking for him. She’d tried a number of dishes that had been a hit with her exes, and Gallarus approved of each one. She had made a habit of cooking for him after finishing up her training for the day.


    MagNe was in a really good mood and had prepared an even bigger serving for him than usual.


    “If you made cooking your profession, you’d be the best in the world.”


    “Well, see…no one needs to eat in this world, so chefs don’t have much going for them.”


    Players needed to sleep but not eat. Food was consumed either for the buffs they offered or as a form of amusement. It might be viable to establish oneself as a food-buff specialist on the front line, but in the starting city of Allistras, you couldn’t eke out a living by cooking.


    MagNe sat down beside Gallarus and watched him consume the meal with gusto. After a while, she sighed heavily, turning to observe the passersby instead.


    “Honestly, I shouldn’t be spending all my time with a dreary older guy like you. I want a boyfriend! A decent man, preferably one who can fight. I’d like to see the next town someday…”


    Until not so long ago, the only thing she’d been looking out for in a man was that he’d make her feel needed, but a troubled relationship with a guy she’d been really into led her to reevaluate herself and what she wanted. Having raised her standards, she was now looking for a “decent man,” and yet…


    “Let me find you a good man, then. I’ve been watching my master closely, and I’ve learned what makes a good human.”


    MagNe raised her eyebrows. “Do you always have to bring your master into the conversation?”


    “Of course!” Gallarus replied, standing up suddenly. “I can talk endlessly about his virtues. If you want an ideal man, you should look for someone as generous as him, as unostentatiously powerful as him…”


    MagNe began to get uneasy, although she couldn’t quite say why. She wasn’t in love with Gallarus—definitely not—but she felt a twinge of jealousy.


    “Ugh, I can’t…,” she said too quietly for anyone to hear.


    Gallarus wasn’t trying to make her feel bad. However, she was not having a good time.


    “Enough already! Shut up!” she yelled despite herself.


    Gallarus was enraged. “How dare you! I was about to tell you more about my master!”


    “Look, I get it. Your master’s oh-so-amazing! I’m just…sick of this!”


    She got up to her feet and started running, weaving her way through the crowd simply to get away.


    Gahhh… I’m the woooorst!


    She trusted Gallarus and relied on him, but the only person he really cared about was his master. MagNe craved to be the most important person to someone, and it was killing her that she never was.


    “Sorry… I’m sorry, Gallarus…”


    She was leveling up as a player and as a fighter, but her emotional development was at a standstill. She hated herself for this but didn’t know what to do to make herself feel better, so she just kept running.


    Until she collided with something.


    “Aaah!”


    That something was a man wearing high-class armor. He wasn’t hurt, but he glared at MagNe with repulsion.


    “Watch where you’re going!” he snapped.


    He brushed imaginary dirt off his shoulder where MagNe had bumped into him. People nearby started making a fuss when they saw this high-level player getting mad.


    Suddenly, a young man put his arms around MagNe.


    “Are you okay?” he asked.


    The sun was behind him, so she couldn’t see his face, but his strong embrace made MagNe’s heart skip a beat.


    I love him!


    As he helped her stand up, she stared at him in a stupor.


    The man she’d bumped into huffed in annoyance and walked off. The young man who’d helped MagNe watched him disappear into the crowd.


    “Excuse me!” MagNe said impatiently.


    “Huh?”


    The young man turned slowly, as if it was only then he remembered MagNe. He was dressed in a black sleeveless outfit resembling a qipao. His hair was black, and his eyes were gray, with long eyelashes. He had a well-defined nose and a phrase in English tattooed below his right eye. All in all, his appearance was strikingly unique—it was hard to tell at a glance if he was an exceptionally beautiful man or perhaps a woman.


    MagNe thought that he was a prime example of a person so gorgeous, they took your breath away. She opened and closed her mouth without actually being able to say anything.


    Noticing her discomposure, he was the first to speak.


    “You look pretty shaken up. Are you okay?”


    “I, um… Yes, I’m okay…,” MagNe replied laboriously, unable to take her eyes off him.


    She wanted to thank him, apologize for the trouble, and ask him his name, or maybe she should tell him her name first? All the things she wanted to say were getting jumbled together in her head, but one of them pushed out in front.


    Her heart’s desire was too powerful to ignore. She had to voice it.


    “Date me.”


    “Sorry, what did you say?”


    His bewildered smile was so dazzling, it made MagNe’s heart flutter. Suddenly, it was as if someone had flicked a switch. She fixated on him, not even caring how abrupt and out of pocket this whole thing was. The fact that she was still upset with Gallarus might have contributed.


    “Can I be your girlfriend? I’m really good at cooking!”


    “Er…”


    The young man was confused, but not because he didn’t understand what she wanted—she’d made that as clear as could be.
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  He smiled at her. “I’m gonna have to say no to us dating, but we could be friends, if you like?”


  “What…? Why won’t you date me?”


  “Uh…we literally just met.”


  “You helped me, so I thought that meant you liked me.”


  MagNe’s eyes grew dark. Things were getting awkward, but the man nonetheless introduced himself.


  “My name’s Kuon. And you are…?”


  “…MagNe.”


  “It’s nice to meet you, MagNe.”


  His gentlemanly attitude made MagNe fall for him even more. She turned around, wanting to show the man to Gallarus—sure that the giant would approve of him—but Gallarus was nowhere to be seen.


  “She sticks to men like a burr,” Gallarus said under his breath, watching her from the shadows in a back alley.


  “Since when was there a wall here?”


  “Look, you idiot! It’s a person, not a wall!”


  “Whoa! It’s Mr. Giant!”


  “He’s blocking the path…”


  Ignoring the players who couldn’t get around him, Gallarus watched the young man MagNe was talking to. He pulled a dango dumpling off a skewer with his teeth and slowly chewed it, spying on MagNe.


  She has a good eye in a way, he thought. The man’s aura set him apart from the others around him, but Gallarus wasn’t planning on telling MagNe about it.


  Let’s use her as bait and see what happens.


  MagNe and the stranger walked off together, the girl chattering happily at him, delighted to have finally found the man of her dreams. Gallarus watched them disappear into the crowd.
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  “Really, you’re not in Crest?”


  “Is that unusual?”


  “Well, yeah? So you’re independent, not living off handouts! That’s really cool!”


  “Heh-heh…”


  MagNe was having a great time chatting with Kuon as they walked together. He stopped at a stall to buy some produce, which made her very curious.


  “You cook?” she asked him.


  “I do, though not very well. But everyone’s happy when I cook for them, so I enjoy it.”


  He smiled bashfully, and MagNe thought he was oh-so-cute, but then one word he’d said flashed in her mind like a red flag, and she stopped in her tracks.


  Wait, “everyone”?


  It was like a bucket of cold water.


  “What do you mean, you cook for ‘everyone’?”


  “Um, that’s everyone I’m living with.”


  “Oh. You have roomies.”


  MagNe stopped herself from asking if any of his roomies were girls. She reminded herself it wouldn’t do if she came off as a creep right at the start of what she already considered a new relationship.


  “Would you like to come over?”


  “Huh?”


  “To my house. It’s over there.”


  MagNe looked up at the surrounding buildings and saw a detached house with stone walls among the neatly lined-up townhouses. A woman was outside it, sweeping the porch. MagNe’s heart sank into a dark abyss. A woman. Kuon was living with her; she was sure.


  “I’ll have to kill her…,” she muttered, with a dead serious look on her face.


  “NPCs respawn if you kill them. You know that, right?”


  “Oh, she’s just an NPC…?”


  Kuon’s calm response to her violent musing threw MagNe off. She fixed her hostile gaze on the woman and noticed that there was indeed an NPC tag next to her name.


  NPCs could appear very realistic, but they were just virtual entities, and so they didn’t really interest MagNe. They only said what they were scripted to, so you couldn’t have a real conversation with them or share your happiness or sadness with them. To MagNe, they were like props on a stage.


  “Come on in,” Kuon said with a smile.


  “Thanks for inviting me…”


  MagNe went into the building. A male NPC was sitting at a table, and two child NPCs were running around, playing. She thought it was weird to have NPCs living in your house.


  “Why are you keeping them here?” she asked.


  “I’m not. I just moved in.”


  Kuon selected the ingredients from his inventory, and they appeared on the kitchen table.


  Right. So this is an NPC residence.


  MagNe pulled out a chair for herself and sat down, looking at the male NPC. Far from being surprised at her arrival, he was acting as if she wasn’t there at all. He was smiling warmly, watching his kids playing.


  It’s kind of creepy how real they look.


  Based on appearance alone, you could mistake an NPC for a real human, but every now and again, you’d notice something robotic in their movement, which MagNe found very unsettling.


  Kuon started cooking. The kids were chasing each other around the room, paying him no attention.


  “And why did you decide to move in with the NPCs?”


  MagNe thought this question was begging to be asked. It was so easy to get a room at an inn and have it all to yourself, and players who had a lot of money could buy their own houses, too. But maybe Kuon was smart to simply move into an NPC house, since that cost nothing. If it was her, though, she wouldn’t want to sleep under the same roof with essentially robots that she couldn’t even talk to.


  “Well, I just like them.”


  “Do they have quests with lucrative rewards or something?”


  “No, not at all. They’re simply a happy family, living their best life.”


  Kuon put a plate in front of the male NPC. The aroma of beef stew filled the room.


  “His name is Victor, and he works at the guild. The pretty lady sweeping outside is Masha. She always has a smile for everyone. The children’s names are Nick and Leila. With only one year between them, they play together well.”


  Kuon also put plates in front of empty chairs. When he gave MagNe her plate, the children climbed on their chairs, and Masha quickly came inside and sat down, too. The family prayed and then began to dig in.


  “If you set the table for them, they all come for the meal. Here’s a fun fact. If you give them something they don’t like, their eating pace slows down.”


  Sitting at the table the moment food was placed—they were just like robots.


  MagNe had heard that quest rewards could get better if you had high friendship with the NPC giving you the request, and she also knew that committing crimes or harassing NPCs gave you negative karma points and made NPCs become hostile to you. Perhaps them having foods they liked and ones they didn’t like was part of this whole friendship system.


  “Wow. So much detail went into their programming.”


  “I wouldn’t call it programming… They are alive in this world. Everyone has their likes and dislikes; that’s just natural.”


  MagNe thought it was a weird way to look at it, but she didn’t say anything, eating a spoonful of the stew instead. The rich, meaty flavor filled her mouth, and she immediately wanted more. She couldn’t put the spoon down. The beef was tender, and the vegetables were melt-in-the-mouth soft. The stew smelled very faintly of wine.


  “It’s delicious…”


  Kuon was handsome, kind, and he could cook. His living arrangements gave him an aura of mystery. MagNe was liking him more and more.


  Kuon rested his chin in his hand, watching her.


  “I’m glad you seem to be enjoying the food.”


  “It’s so good!”


  “Oh, you’ve got some on your face,” he said and wiped a little bit of stew off the corner of her mouth. “You are cute, aren’t you?”


  He smiled at her, and MagNe’s heart was as good as stolen.


  I looove hiiim!


  She had an overwhelming desire to know all about Kuon.


  “But why do you like living with NPCs?”


  She had so many questions, so she wasn’t sure why that was what she’d asked him in that moment. He answered her, still smiling placidly as before.


  “Unlike real people, they’re easy to understand. They never lie. I feel comfortable around them.”


  He liked them because they didn’t lie. MagNe, having been hurt countless times by people who’d lied to her, could totally see his point. Real people were smart, and they used those smarts to take advantage of others.


  She slurped the stew, thinking about what to ask him next, but this time, Kuon had a question for her.


   


  “Do you want to go back to the real world?”


   


  MagNe felt the atmosphere in the room shift, but only for a moment; maybe it was all in her head, since Kuon was still smiling nicely at her.


  She thought about whether she wanted to go back. Well, of course, who wouldn’t want to leave a world populated with monsters, where you could die at any moment? MagNe had some good experiences in Eternity, but the desire to return to the real world trumped them all.


  She was about to tell Kuon that she obviously wanted to go back, but she hesitated, remembering that she’d started the game to be with her boyfriend—now her ex. If they were released from the game, they’d wake up next to each other. And they hadn’t broken up on good terms.


  Crap, I don’t want that…


  Her ex would surely get violent, and in the real world, she wouldn’t be protected by armor or a high level. The difference in physical strength between them would decide what happened. There was nobody who could help her, either.


  MagNe turned pale.


  “I might not really want to go back…”


  “Really?” Kuon asked with interest. “Neither do I.”


  “Yay, there’s two of us, then. But why do you want to stay here?”


  Kuon interlaced his fingers behind his head and laughed, leaning back in his chair.


  “I have the worst parents ever. My mom’s a cheat, and my dad treats me like I’m air. I’m disabled and can’t move, so I’d rather stay here in the game.”


  MagNe saw sadness in Kuon’s smile. She’d heard about people who were paralyzed enjoying freedom from their limitations in full-dive virtual reality games. She nodded with sympathy.


  “Yeah, you can move freely here.”


  “Yes. This is my real world.”


  MagNe tried to imagine what it would be like to be paralyzed, and she had to agree that living however you wanted in a game world seemed way better than just lying in bed in the real world. It was so sad that Kuon was disabled, but she admired his positive thinking.


  “That’s why… That’s why I want to stop the people trying to end this world.”


  Suddenly, the atmosphere became very tense, and Kuon stopped smiling.


  “I finally found a world to call my own, and I want to protect it,” he said as if his mind was elsewhere.


  With the spoon in her mouth, MagNe cocked her head to the side, wondering what was up with him.


  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have talked about that.”


  “Oh, no, no! I’d love for you to talk about anything you want with me!”


  “Heh-heh. You’re so nice.”


  After that, they spent the rest of the time on lighthearted conversation as the NPCs whose house Kuon was squatting in went on about their business.
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  By the time MagNe left Kuon’s place, the sky was turning from crimson to black. They had spent a very long time just chatting.


  I don’t think I’ve ever talked to anyone this long before! We must be a good match!


  The more she learned about Kuon, the more she liked him.


  “Would you like me to walk you home?”


  “Thanks, but I’m okay.”


  “Well then, take care! Bye!”


  Right until the end, he’d been a gentleman, never hinting that he had lewd expectations like the other men MagNe had been with.


  After saying good-bye, MagNe set out on her way home, skipping from joy. It belatedly occurred to her that she hadn’t asked Kuon about his level or job. She still had so many questions and couldn’t wait to talk to him again, except that…


  “Oh no… How could I forget to note down the location of his house?”


  She hit herself on the head.


  Most players in her place would have regretted not sending a friend invite to Kuon, but MagNe had her unorthodox way of thinking. She turned on her heel and began to retrace her steps. Luckily, she spotted Kuon on the street.


  “Kuon…!” she started, but then she froze.


  Kuon’s eyes were cold, as if he wasn’t the same person she’d chatted with before. They were scary. And MagNe realized that Kuon was following someone—the man she’d bumped into earlier.


  Wait, is he doing what I think he is? Going to teach that mean dude a lesson for messing with his woman?


  MagNe got excited. Kuon reminded her of a cheeky prince from a romance manga. She knew this wouldn’t be a scene she’d want to miss, so she followed after the two men, taking care not to be seen.


  They walked for five minutes, then five minutes more. It became clear that the arrogant guy was heading out of Allistras. Streetlights started turning on as night fell.


  Where are they going?


  What she thought was weird wasn’t that the rude guy was leaving the city at a late hour, but that Kuon still hadn’t confronted him. He seemed to be biding his time until the man was outside the city walls, as if he wanted to do something bad…


  “Hey,” Kuon finally called to the man.


  MagNe hid in the shadows to watch what happened next.


  “Are you in a progression team?”


  The man turned, eyeing Kuon with suspicion. Recognizing him as the nice guy who helped the woman who’d bumped into him earlier, he sighed, irritated but no longer guarded.


  “Yeah. So?”


  “That’s all I wanted to know.”


  MagNe was too far to hear what they were saying, but she saw Kuon lift his hand.


  What’s he doing?


  She did hear him snap his fingers, though, and suddenly, there were rainbow sparkles in the air, making her think of fireworks.


  MagNe’s confusion grew. She didn’t understand what had happened. Kuon was still standing where he was before, but the other man had vanished. Maybe he’d used some instant-movement skill or an invisibility skill. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter.


  She was about to come out of the shadows and approach Kuon, when something glittering next to Kuon’s feet caught her eye. Judging from the shapes and colors she could make out from this distance, it was a pile of items.


  “I want to stop the people trying to end this world.”


  At first, she didn’t know why that came back to her, nor why she held her breath when Kuon turned around to go back into the city.


  Why am I still hiding…?


  She really wanted to run up to him and be embraced, talk to him more, and add him to her friends list. Her body wanted to be near him, but something in her head was stopping her. A calm voice in her mind told her to stay hidden.


  Kuon passed by without noticing her. She waited ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty… It seemed like forever.


  “Oof! Haak… Haak…”


  It was only when she was sure Kuon had gone sufficiently far away that she remembered to breathe. And then she ran over to where Kuon had spoken with the man.


  She was trying to recall what happened in the game when somebody died. She’d seen people die before, on the first day they were locked in, when everyone was going mental. Dead players didn’t fall over, their bodies going cold like in the real world. They disappeared, leaving behind their items.


  Piles of items, just like that one.


   


  “Did Kuon…kill that guy?”


   


  Her suspicion turned to certainty when she looked in the pile; that’s where she found the armor and weapon that the man had been using. She thought again about how she’d had a bad feeling when Kuon left the city, tailing the man.


  “I want to stop the people trying to end this world.”


  That line came back to her again. She wanted to be wrong; she wanted it to be a misunderstanding, but Kuon’s confession kept nagging at her. The people trying to end this world—who did he mean, exactly? She willed herself to calm down and think. Kuon must have meant those who were trying to clear the game, which meant everyone trying to progress was an enemy to him. That was why he’d ruthlessly taken that man’s life.


  “Holy crap…”


  The scariest part had been Kuon’s face when he killed him. She could see it from where she was hiding. His expression had been exactly the same as earlier that day, soft and kind. That gave her goose bumps. Kuon had killed that man as if it was a perfectly normal thing to do.


  I have to warn everyone… Gallarus… I…don’t know how to explain it… Do I take these items? No, maybe it’s best to leave them and try to stay out of sight…


  She was thinking frantically about what to do, and then another scary thought occurred to her.


  “Hold on… He shouldn’t be able to enter the city!”


  Killing other players gave you tons of bad karma, and NPCs captured player killers and put them in jail. The only exception was when the person killed was a player killer themselves, and even that had certain conditions attached to it. But MagNe had met the victim in Allistras, so he wasn’t a player killer.


  MagNe picked up the dead player’s weapon and ran back toward the city.


  I have to tell someone…!


  It didn’t matter who; she just had to tell other players about what had happened.


  She ran into an empty alley, turned a corner…and bumped into something so hard, she fell down. This was the second time in one day she’d bumped into another player. This person was wearing a cloak with a deep hood. She guessed they were a man. When she glimpsed his face in the moonlight, MagNe reeled from shock.


  “Ku…Kuon…?”


  The light was bad, but it looked like him. He must have known she’d been following him. She was done for. She remembered the sound of him snapping his fingers. Certain that she was about to die, she saw her life flash in front of her eyes. The last of those memories was of her giving a meal she’d made to the giant sporting a goatee.


  “Why does it have to end like this…?”


  She smiled with resignation, feeling like she was about to faint…


  The man bent down, took his hood off, and looked at her with concern in his eyes.


   


  “Sorry, are you okay?”


   


  It wasn’t Kuon. The handsome man wasn’t him. Her extreme fear had made her eyes play a trick on her. The relief she felt was divine.


  MagNe had seen this man before, on that first day when she was crying and having a panic attack. He was the young man who’d made that heartfelt speech to the crowd, giving them hope—the leader of the massive guild that had been supporting the weak. The beacon of hope for the noncombatants.


  He was Wataru, Crest’s guild master.


  “I, uh, I’m okay…”


  “That’s good to hear. Can you stand?”


  He offered her his hand.


  Wataru…


  A moment ago, she was fearing for her life, but now she felt safe and happy, as if it were the Buddha himself who’d found her.


  “I’m sorry for scaring you.”


  “I-it wasn’t your fault! I thought you were someone else…”


  “Ah, I see.”


  Wataru smiled.


  MagNe looked up at him with sparkly eyes, her heart throbbing. She shook her head, reminding herself that her heart belonged to Kuon.


  No, wait, Kuon’s a killer… But he was so nice to me… No, the fact he’s a killer trumps that…


  She was angry with herself for not being able to stifle her love for Kuon even after she saw him murder a man.


  She took Wataru’s hand and tried to stand up, but her legs were still weak, and they buckled under her. Wataru caught her.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked, worried.


  “Um…”


  She wasn’t just acting to get his attention—she really couldn’t stand up. Understanding that it was the effect of the extreme fear from earlier, she burst into tears.


  “Sorry… Do you mind helping me get somewhere?”


  “…No problem. I hope this is okay with you.”


  He lifted her up in his arms. Not having expected that, MagNe felt her mind go blank for a moment, and then she blushed. Embarrassed, she turned her face away. She did note that Wataru’s face was neutral. He wasn’t thinking anything naughty.


  “Where do you want to go?” he asked, putting his hood back on.


  “To…the plaza.”


  Of course, Wataru couldn’t have known what was wrong with MagNe, but she didn’t seem to be okay. Without a word of objection, he started carrying her through the sleeping city.


  Gradually, both the remnants of fear and embarrassment left MagNe. She’d been thinking of asking either Gallarus or Crest for help, and now she felt silly for not having realized she should have just told this very man who was now carrying her about Kuon.


  “Wait, you’re from Crest! Perfect!”


  But Wataru laughed sadly in response.


  “I’m no longer in Crest.”


  “What?”


  It was a shock for MagNe to learn that Wataru had left his guild. He’d been a central figure in Crest, so much that the guild’s name was effectively synonymous with his.


  “Look at those guys. He’s carrying her like a bride.”


  “Always some horny dudes out at night.”


  “Man, I need to find a girlfriend.”


  Not minding the curious onlookers, Wataru gallantly carried MagNe to the plaza. Nobody recognized him in the tattered hooded cloak.


  “Why did you quit?” MagNe asked him.


  When he didn’t reply, she ventured a guess.


  “Did you not like it anymore?”


  “If you’re feeling better, can I put you down?”


  “Pfft. Don’t be a meanie…”


  For a while, he carried her in silence, but then he sighed, relenting.


  “There is something I must do, and I cannot do it while being responsible for a guild.”


  He didn’t tell her the real reason, but he didn’t lie, either.


  MagNe decided not to be nosy.


  “I hope you do the thing.”


  “I will.”


  The absolute resolve in his eyes made MagNe’s heart flutter. Wataru had left his guild, but he was as strong as before. Reassured, she decided to confide in him what she’d witnessed.


  “There’s a player killer in this city.”


  Wataru stopped abruptly, all ears. MagNe told him everything, starting with what Kuon had said to her, his motivation, and the murder.


  “I couldn’t do anything to stop him,” she finished despondently.


  She’d watched from the shadows as another person got killed. Not that she thought she might be able to defend the man from Kuon in a fight, but maybe if she had called out to Kuon back then, that man wouldn’t have died. That guilty feeling was eating away at her.


  Wataru listened to everything she said in silence. He carried her the rest of the way to the plaza and gently set her down on the ground.


  “So he was here after all…”


  “What?”


  Wataru pretended not to hear her question.


  “I’ll stop him,” he said, turning to head back.


  “Stop him how…?”


  MagNe watched Wataru walk away. Suddenly, she noticed the giant sitting beside the fountain. She approached him with short, swift steps.


  “Guess what! I tried to find a good man all by myself, and I almost wound up dead!” she cried.


  Gallarus was picking his ear, looking bored.


  “You’re unfaithful,” he said.


  “What? What’s this now?”


  “I don’t like women who try to seduce multiple men at once.”


  She guessed Gallarus was referring to Kuon and Wataru, and it made her mad he was making baseless assumptions.


  “There’s, like, something way more important than that right now…!”


  “I know. I saw everything.”


  “…What?”


  Gallarus had been secretly observing her, starting from her encounter with Kuon. The giant had sensed there was something unusual about that man and let MagNe hang out with him to try to bait him into showing his true colors. He’d been suspecting that Kuon was detrimental to the mission that Shuutarou had given him.


  That human is even more of a problem than I imagined…


  Gallarus sighed, mulling over what to do. He turned his gaze in the direction of Wataru, who was walking away.


  But this isn’t the time for me to be dealing with that.


  “Sorry, MagNe.”


  “Huh? For what?”


  Gallarus stood up and scowled at the pitch-black sky.


  “I’m leaving the city.”


  “What?! You know what’s going on, and you’re leaving?!”


  MagNe knew Gallarus had been ordered to protect the town, so she couldn’t help reacting with shock when he announced his departure right after finding out there was a killer in Allistras. Was he ignoring his master’s orders?


  “…Will you come back at some point?”


  “Hmm. I can’t make any promises.”


  She could see in his face that his decision was final, and while she was anxious that he was abandoning her, she was more worried about him than herself. What could have caused him to ignore the orders he had been so particular about following?


  When the giant started slowly walking away, MagNe had to fight back tears.


  “Will you let me cook for you again when you’re back?” she shouted.


  But Gallarus couldn’t reply. The only sound in the plaza was the splashing of water in the fountain.


  MagNe wiped the tears off her cheeks, and then she ran to Crest’s headquarters as the city settled into the deep embrace of the night.
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  Among the wildflowers swaying in the wind stood a silent giant. Sensing a powerful presence from far away, he opened his eyes.


  Elroad slowly came to land beside him.


  “I thought you were on a mission?” Elroad asked, puzzled. “How unusual for you to contact me.”


  “That’s because it’s a matter of urgency.”


  Elroad thought the giant’s behavior warranted suspicion. He still didn’t know why Gallarus had called him.


  “Is it so urgent that it had to take priority over Master’s orders?”


  “That’s right.”


  Perhaps Elroad was beginning to understand what Gallarus had in mind, for he fell silent, and the two Overlords stood there quietly for a while, eyeing one another with the moon behind them. The atmosphere between them was different from the usual.


  “We’ve known each other for a good chunk of time.” Gallarus broke the silence.


  His face softened into a smile, as if memories of the past had put him in a nostalgic mood. Elroad, though, remained guarded, watching Gallarus closely.


  “Why do you bring this up now?”


  “Well, why don’t we talk a while? We won’t both be around forever.”


  Having become certain of what Gallarus was intending to do, Elroad looked up to the sky. He found the beauty of the glimmering stars so enchanting, it made him lose sense of time. He wouldn’t get to see the night sky like this if he was still trapped in Ross Maora Castle.


  “It was my idea to establish a hierarchy among us, and you ended up first,” said Gallarus.


  “Do not tell me this has been a thorn in your side the entire time. None of us could prove themselves superior to the others, so we decided on the hierarchy based on seniority.”


  The Evil Overlords’ ranks didn’t reflect their power. When they had been imprisoned in Ross Maora, they’d fought every day at first, trying to kill one another but failing to do so. Their battles had been a waste of energy, as none could triumph over the others, and in the end, they decided to base their hierarchy on the order in which they arrived in Ross Maora.


  In the early days, each of them kept to their own realm, not interfering with one another, but as time went on, they began mingling and even worked together to try to break free. They’d had no success, but the attempt deepened the bonds between them.


  “Now I think about it, none of us ever fought with true intent to kill the others,” Gallarus said dryly.


  The Overlords had come from different worlds, but their circumstances weren’t dissimilar. Once they established friendly relations, they became comforting presences to one another.


  Elroad was still looking up at the heavens, as if waiting for Gallarus to ask the question. Or perhaps, he was biding his time.


  “I resented you, but I did recognize you as a kindred soul.”


  Gallarus stopped as if he hesitated to continue.


  “Are you going somewhere with this? What is it you are trying to say?” Elroad prompted him to be clearer.


  For a while, Gallarus remained silent. He closed his eyes, remembering the time when they’d all been trapped together as if it were only the previous day. His first meeting with others of strength that rivaled his own. Exploring their realms. Having a drink together sometimes, reminiscing about their past.


  The giant slowly opened his eyes.


   


  “You’re a traitor, aren’t you?”


   


  Another silence followed. Not a single muscle moved on Elroad’s face. This lack of response troubled Gallarus.


  “Back then, I’d have let you do whatever it was you were scheming, but things have changed. Now we have a master we all swore to serve with our lives. Or does that not matter to you?”


  Gallarus let emotion creep into his voice, something he rarely did when talking with the Overlords. The others would have laughed at his accusation, but Elroad didn’t. He neither refuted nor confirmed it.


  “And look at what you’re doing now. You’re not protecting Regiuria or Master. Worse, you’ve been secretly approaching and collaborating with outsiders without telling Master. Can you explain to me why you’ve been doing that?”


  The reason for this confrontation was Wataru. His aura was incomparable to other players’, and Gallarus immediately sensed that Elroad had a role in it. That alone wouldn’t have been a cause for concern, since the other Overlords had also been interacting with players. Theodore had given players weapons and armor, with Shuutarou’s permission. Gallarus had been training MagNe, also with permission. The crucial difference was, however, that Wataru possessed enough power to annihilate both the players and the Dungeon Core. He was Shuutarou’s compatriot, but he also had the potential to become a deadly enemy.


  “You’ve potentially created a threat to our master. You’ve really overstepped your boundaries.”


  Shuutarou had ordered the Overlords to protect the players, but what Elroad had done was, in Gallarus’s opinion, dangerously excessive.


  “Are you able to explain this to our master?”


  Gallarus was trying to appear calm, but inside, he was boiling with anger.


  Elroad slowly shook his head.


  “I’m operating on guesses and assumptions. This all might turn out to be for nothing, and I would not want to trouble Master with this.”


  “I don’t care for your excuses. If you won’t explain yourself to him, explain yourself to me.”


  Elroad finally stopped looking at the sky, turning his gaze to Gallarus. There was sadness in his eyes.


  “I cannot do that.”


  “Fine.”


  For a moment, Gallarus began emanating energy so powerful, it could split the sky. The ground shook, a gale swept the ground, and all animals nearby fled in terror.


  A brief look of surprise passed through Elroad’s face. He opened the tome he always carried with him. Gallarus had never surrounded himself with an aura this powerful before.


  “…One of us will die,” he said in warning, sensing that this would be a battle unlike any they’d had before, since Gallarus wasn’t going to hold back in the least.


  “If you die, that’s one less worry for me. If I die, you’ll be seen as the villain. In both cases, your schemes will come to an end. Or will you explain yourself to me now?”


  The giant was giving Elroad one final chance. It was obvious he’d rather avoid fighting, but Elroad was adamant in his secrecy.


  “You’re forcing me to do this.”


  In one breathtaking, lightning-fast move, Gallarus struck down with his sword, carving out a massive gorge in the ground, but Elroad was already in the air.


  “Lagnus, the Insatiable Chaos!”


  A three-dimensional magic circle appeared above Gallarus. It was a spell of the highest tier. There was a loud thrum as energy condensed within it, and a beam of dark light shot out of it at the defenseless Gallarus. The giant didn’t even try to guard, simply glaring up at Elroad. A semitransparent dome appeared around him, protecting him from the dark beam.


  The attack created an immense hollow around Gallarus, the ground underneath him now a hill in the midst of a deep crater. The deflected energy of the beam buzzed around him like an electric discharge, intensifying. Suddenly, it shot back up at Elroad. He shielded himself with a magic circle, and the attack scattered without any part of it reaching him.


  He and Gallarus looked each other in the eye, saying nothing. They were both using their unique skills without holding back, their power sufficient to kill the other if it connected.


  Gallarus disappeared, having leaped up faster than the eye could see to face Elroad up close in the air. He focused semitransparent energy around his fist and punched Elroad’s magical shield.


  “Fist of Ouroboros!”


  The shield resisted Gallarus’s strike, but it began creaking, and then it shattered. Gallarus punched Elroad in the stomach.


  “Ngh…!”


  The impact threw Elroad down to the ground. A cloud of dust rose where he fell, creating yet another crater.


  Elroad stood up unsteadily. Gallarus was already charging at him, the same semitransparent energy enveloping his fist.


  “Redirection Portal!”


  Gallaru punched into a magic circle. His forearm disappeared inside, emerging behind him and colliding with his protective shield. The air crackled deafeningly, but Gallarus was unhurt.


  “Using your ultimate shield to strike another—what an idea…”


  “Why not? It destroys all defenses.”


  After the brief exchange, they put more ground between each other.


  Gallarus’s unique skill negated any strike with less power than his defense, increasing it by Gallarus’s own attack power and reflecting it back at the opponent. Fist of Ouroboros harnessed that skill to keep reflecting damage until it broke through the opponent’s defenses. This loop of ever-increasing power was the strongest move in Gallarus’s arsenal.


  Elroad flipped through his book, and when he found the page he’d been looking for, the expression on his face changed.


  “Polar Magic: Ice Spear.”


  Several magic circles appeared on the ground. A spear made of ice emerged from each of them.


  Gallarus raised his eyebrows. “Not sure I can defend myself from that.”


  “If you could, I would be in real trouble.”


  At a glance, it looked like a simple ice spell, but the magic attack power of each of the spears greatly exceeded what should have been the limit. And there were twenty of them to boot.


  For the first time since the start of the battle, Gallarus assumed a defensive stance. The ice spears flew at him, and he knocked some away with his sword, dodged a few others, struck some with his fist, or grabbed and shattered them, but there were just too many. One embedded itself in his shoulder and another in his arm. The wounds lit up red, and for the first time in centuries, Gallarus’s face contorted in pain. When he saw his LP decreasing, the notion that he might die entered his mind.


  “Polar Magic: Ice Sword.”


  A small magic circle formed in front of Elroad, moving sideways like a scanner and producing a beautiful sword made of ice. As with the previous spell, Gallarus sensed danger from it. The sword was powerful enough to kill an Evil Overlord.


  “Huh. So this is the sort of magic you use against angels.”


  “It is what I used to kill an angel, yes.”


  “I’m not some lousy angel, though.”


  Gallarus began to focus energy in his fists again. It had a more ominous aura than even the Fist of Ouroboros he’d used earlier. At a closer look, his defensive skill had become inactive.


  “Thought I didn’t have something like that, too? I’m going to be the one to wipe out the angels. Leave it to me and rest in peace.”


  “…How reassuring.”


  Their attacks collided with a resounding metallic clash. For hours, the two Overlords fought to kill the other, with such force that the ground was shaking as if from an earthquake. At long last, one of them prevailed over the other.


  
    [image: ]
  

  The area was unrecognizably damaged. Gallarus remained standing, but he had wounds all over his body. Completely spent, he glared at Elroad.


  “Enough. Kill me.”


  Elroad was also terribly wounded, but he still had some power left—enough to finish off Gallarus.


  Most of his magic circles fizzled out without producing anything, but then a single obsidian-black spear appeared out of nowhere. It was aimed at Gallarus’s chest.


  “The angel had this power, too,” said Elroad.


  Gallarus was looking at the ground, but he was listening keenly.


  “This power can not only kill but also erase the target. Yet the angel did not use it on Kettle. Why do you think that was?”


  “…No idea.”


  “This question has been occupying my mind for a long time. I do have a theory, and if I can prove it, my master should be pleased with me.”


  Elroad canceled the spear and held his hand over Gallarus. All the wounds Gallarus had suffered earlier began to reopen.


  “Who’s your master?” Gallarus asked him, but Elroad wouldn’t answer. “Whose orders are you following?”


  Elroad gazed up at the moon.


  “I have only ever had one master.”


  He vanished into the night.


  Gallarus clicked his tongue in annoyance, and then he collapsed.
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    “I’m sorry, but at this hour, the only thing I can do for you is book you into an inn…,” Lumia, the receptionist at Crest’s headquarters, said apologetically to a man in a cloak who had arrived at this late hour.


    There were few people in the building this late.


    “You’re working a long shift, Lumia,” the man said to her.


    “Wait…”


    He took his hood off, and Lumia saw it was Wataru. She opened and closed her mouth without saying anything, dumbfounded.


    Wataru pressed his finger to his lips to ask her to be quiet. His eyes darted left and right.


    “Sorry, I need your help, if you don’t mind.”


    “Of course. Ask me anything.”


    “Can you tell everyone on the maps near the city to come back?”


    Lumia was thrown by this request, but she did something on her screen. When she looked up at Wataru again, she was calm and serious.


    “As far as we know, there are no players in the neighboring zones at the moment. Would you like me to increase the number of guard NPCs to strengthen defenses and warn players at the gates?”


    Lumia was a professional receptionist. Even faced with the former guild master everyone was looking for, she was fully focused on the job.


    “That would be helpful, thank you. Could you also notify everyone to watch out for a player named Kuon? He’s in this city.”


    “Huh? Right, I can do that. May I know why?”


    “He’s a player killer who has already murdered a lot of people.”


    “What?!”


    Lumia couldn’t quite process the news that a player killer had somehow gotten inside the city with all its protections, but she was already typing instructions to the NPCs.


    “I’m sorry, but I don’t think player killers are able to enter the city.”


    “I used to think that, too, but he can do it. Another player witnessed him murdering someone. I’m going to take this matter into my hands right away.”


    Wataru put the hood back on and turned to leave.


    “Wait!” Lumia pleaded. “It’s too dangerous for you to deal with a player killer alone!”


    The players who were in the room turned to look at Lumia and the man in the cloak, but none of them guessed it was Wataru.


    “Thank you for the help,” Wataru said, going out the door.


    Lumia ran outside after him. The door shut loudly behind her. Wataru was nowhere to be seen.


    “Why is he always like this…?” she said quietly into the night.


    Why did Wataru always shoulder all the responsibility without sharing it with anyone?


    Lumia thought about checking around to see if she could find out where Wataru had gone, but someone called out to her.


    “Excuse me!”


    It was a cutely dressed girl whose dark hair had purple highlights. She was standing with her hands braced against her knees, panting as if she’d been running.


    “MagNe!”


    The girl wasn’t a member of Crest, but she was known in the city as a friend of their locally famous giant, Gallarus.


    “S-sorry, gimme a moment…”


    While MagNe was trying to catch her breath, Lumia was turning her head this way and that impatiently. She couldn’t see Wataru anywhere. She didn’t know where this Kuon he’d told her about might be, but since he’d asked her to try to keep players in the city, she guessed he was going outside.


    “I’m really sorry, MagNe, but I’m in a hurry right now…”


    “Let me guess. Wataru has talked to you?”


    Lumia froze.


    MagNe patted her sides and straightened up.


    “You’ve seen Wataru?!”


    “I have, and I know where Kuon lives, too.”


    Lumia grabbed MagNe by the shoulders.


    “Wataru’s gone! He’s gone to find Kuon all alone! We need to send more people to help him!”


    “Whoa, easy, easy…”


    MagNe waited for Lumia to calm down, and then she briefed her about what she’d seen.


    “So there you have it.”


    “I have data on the man he killed. He escorted the players who decided to return from the front lines… He was over level forty-five… We need to warn everybody…”


    Hearing that the player killer could murder even a frontline fighter in one blow, Lumia became even more worried about Wataru. In contrast to her, MagNe was very calm.


    “Do you want to go back to the real world?”


    “It’s like Kuon hates everyone who wants to return to the real world. If I had given him the wrong answer when he asked me about it, I’d probably be dead now, too.”


    Lumia thought about it for a moment.


    “Do you mean that he sees the progression players as enemies?”


    “Yeah, that’s it.”


    “Then maybe he was behind all those unexplained deaths…”


    Lumia burst into tears thinking of the many frontline fighters who’d died under suspicious circumstances. MagNe rubbed her back to try to comfort her.


    “Let’s catch up with Wataru? I know the way to Kuon’s house.”


    They started running together.
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    Not long before the release of Eternity’s closed beta, Wataru had been taking part in virtual meetups recommended to him by the doctor in charge of his case. They were a form of group therapy for patients who had slim chances of living a normal life, allowing people to socialize regardless of their location through avatars in a virtual meeting space.


    Wataru had his body scanned to create his avatar. When his appeared in the virtual world, his initial reaction was disappointment.


    “It’s all so fake…”


    VR technology had developed to the point where it could offer realistic visuals; however, the sounds and smells were unnatural, and you felt as if your senses had been dulled.


    Telling himself that this was the best that could be done, Wataru sat down on the nearest chair. Other people began appearing, their avatars taking their own seats and introducing themselves.


    “…Nice to meet you!”


    Wataru began to space out, gazing at the sky. Around him was a pretty forest inhabited by various animals, with beautiful flowers blooming here and there, but he was very conscious of the fact that his body was still on a hospital bed. His avatar could move freely in the virtual world, but he couldn’t actually move his real body.


    He saw a bird in the sky and thought that he and the bird were alike, their freedom limited only to the simulated world. Should someone switch off the server, the bird would cease to exist. Their freedom was a fabrication.


    I’m wasting my time here…


    Coming back to the present, he noticed most people had already finished with their introductions. The man sitting next to him stood up.


    “My name’s Kuon. Nice to meet you all!”


    Wataru looked up, and his eyes met Kuon’s.


    “Nice to meet you.”


    Irked by Kuon’s brilliant smile, Wataru looked away.


    That day marked the beginning of their friendship.
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    “I actually prefer being in the hospital,” Kuon said with an easy smile.


    He’d begun virtually hanging out with Wataru. At first, he was the only one who really talked, but gradually, Wataru opened up, too, and they started spending more time in each other’s company.


    Wataru was thankful for VR technology, since it let people meet up in an avatar form even if they were physically far away.


    “I don’t like it. I’m bored here all the time,” Wataru said honestly.


    He didn’t have any good memories connected to the hospital.


    A sad smile appeared on Kuon’s lips.


    “I see. But in the hospital, nobody will hurt you, and there are so many kind people looking after you.”


    Wataru noticed that Kuon’s mood had darkened, and he knew why—Kuon’s circumstances were no less tragic than his.


    “Well, I guess for you, the hospital is the better option.”


    “Right? It’s not all bad!”


    Kuon’s father was a very strict man who had established a famous company, and his mother was a beauty. He had a younger brother. Everything had been going well until he started elementary school.


    “Kuon lives in a real mansion!”


    “Of course he does. His dad is the head of a huge company!”


    “I bet he has a hundred video games at his house!”


    “That’s so cool.”


    “When you’re rich, you don’t need to be nice for everyone to like you.”


    “He makes kids from ordinary families seem like worthless trash.”


    His classmates didn’t see him as a person. He was just the rich kid.


    “School tests aren’t something to get emotional about.”


    “Well done. Happy now?”


    He was a good student, but it didn’t matter to his parents. He didn’t lose his motivation only because his younger brother looked up to him.


    “I love you, Big Brother!”


    But one stormy night, Kuon’s brother went missing. Their parents hired people to search for him while they relaxed at their house as usual. Kuon, though, was too anxious to just wait for others to have a chance of locating his brother. He ran out of the house and searched for hours before finally finding his brother curled up, shaking from cold, next to a fallen tree.


    “Found you! Come, let’s go home.”


    “…Okay.”


    Kuon’s brother had hurt his foot and couldn’t walk without help, but he was otherwise fine. Kuon carried him home on his back while the storm raged around them. But as soon as they made it to their front door, Kuon passed out, and he hadn’t woken up since. He was conscious but completely unable to move any part of his body. The doctors found nothing physically wrong with him—he was a medical mystery.


    At least, thanks to the advancements in VR technology, Kuon was able to maintain some contact with the real world by observing it through the medium of cyberspace. He could see who stopped by to see him in the hospital, for example. His parents visited only once, but his brother came by often, and Kuon felt very attached to him.


    A few years passed, and one day, Kuon’s brother arrived dressed in a suit, looking very serious.


    “It’s official—I’ll be taking over Dad’s company. Even if you wake up, that won’t change,” was the first thing he said.


    Kuon thought his little brother looked so grown-up.


    I see.


    Far from being disappointed, Kuon found the news liberating, but he felt sorry for his dear little brother, who would have to live up to their strict father’s draconian standards from then on.


    “After all these years…,” his brother continued, tears welling up in his eyes.


    How Kuon wished he could hug him. If only he hadn’t fallen into a coma. Maybe he’d have been okay if he’d taken an adult with him when he went out to search for his brother that stormy night.


    His brother suddenly smiled.


    “After all these years, I’ve finally been rewarded! I’ve been waiting so long for this day!”


    Wait, what do you mean…?


    Kuon couldn’t understand why his brother was shouting, his voice filled with joy.


    “You’ve always had it all—you were great at studying and sports, you had Mom’s good looks, and you were a hero who rescued his brother. The world was on your side. Dad has been waiting for you to wake up, believing you’d grow the company even more. On the other hand, no matter how hard I tried, I was always an afterthought…but the tables have turned!”


    Kuon couldn’t comprehend what was going on. From cyberspace, he watched his brother, who was laughing maniacally.


    “My time has come, Brother.”


    His brother left the hospital room, and Kuon had to ask himself whether this visit had really happened or if he’d imagined it. Was his brother, whom he was so fond of, this self-centered and resentful after all? Had he changed so much under the influence of their parents? Or was it Kuon’s own influence that had caused it?


    After that day, Kuon no longer had any visitors.


    “I like you, Wataru, because you treat me like a normal guy.”


    Kuon smiled with such warmth, it was hard to believe what he’d been through. Sometimes, Wataru thought Kuon’s irrepressible optimism was like a superpower.


    “Rich or not, you’re a bedbound patient like me, after all.”


    “A little insensitive of you to say that, but you’re not wrong.”


    They both laughed, glad to be able to spend time together like this.


    It was around that time that Kuon brought something to Wataru. It was a VRMMORPG called Eden.


    “What’s this? A game?”


    “Yes! My doctor recommended it to me to cheer me up. It’s supposed to be super realistic.”


    Kuon’s childlike excitement was contagious. Wataru felt a cautious hope in his heart that he might have fun adventuring with Kuon in a virtual world. They started playing the game together, and Wataru fell in love with it. The game world didn’t seem fake like the virtual reality meeting space for patients. Everything about it felt real.


    “Kuon… This is simply…”


    He was about to say “incredible,” but he didn’t finish, falling speechless when he turned around and saw the look on Kuon’s face. His friend was enraptured by the game world, but the glint in his eyes made Wataru think of a vicious carnivorous beast that had sighted prey. He quickly banished the thought, telling himself he must have imagined it.


    “Kuon, this is amazing.”


    “Yeah… It sure is…”


    And so they began exploring that virtual world together. They chased after strange creatures, defeated formidable foes, traversed uncharted lands, and found all sorts of treasure. Wataru was so absorbed by the game, he forgot about sleep. He logged off only when an angry nurse forced him to.


    “Don’t tell me you’ve been playing all this time?” said the nurse.


    “I have, actually…,” Wataru replied, trying to appear contrite.


    He still felt like he was in the game, where he could run as fast as a horse, fly high in the sky like a bird, and hunt like a lion.


    I think I can do this…!


    Carried away by euphoria, he tried to stand up from the bed…but only his head moved. From the neck below, his body remained still. He wasn’t the Wataru from the game anymore. Back in the real world, he was his disabled self again.


    For three days, he didn’t log into the game.
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    “What was keeping you busy? Anyway, take a look at this!”


    Kuon could see that Wataru was online again, so he went to meet him moments after Wataru logged in. He showed him high-level armor and weapons.


    “Neat, right? I found them in a hidden dungeon in the Woods of the Lost. I was the first one to clear it solo, apparently!”


    Wataru wasn’t responding. The shock of returning to reality earlier had made him very aware that everything in the game world was just a simulation—an artificial experience like the cyber meeting room for patients.


    Kuon looked at him questioningly. “What’s wrong?”


    Wataru shook his head. “Nothing.”


    “Okay, then. Today, we’ll focus on getting you leveled up! Let’s get strong enough to be at the forefront of exploration!”


    They went on a dungeon crawl like before, but Wataru’s mood remained damp. He couldn’t get into the game like Kuon.


    It doesn’t feel like an adventure…


    The elation he’d felt when he first logged into the game was no longer there. He could still enjoy the virtual world, but he wouldn’t forget for a moment that it was just a game.
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    “What are they doing?” muttered Wataru.


    He was idly watching a group of people; they were gathered around something on a path going through the wildlands. The players seemed to be attacking a peddler NPC.


    “Ah, yes. There was something about it in on the walkthrough message board. The peddler-quest exploit.”


    The peddler quest normally involved escorting the peddler to a destination and fighting off attacking monsters, but players had found an exploit—when attacked with a certain specific weapon, the NPC dropped items.


    “Those items aren’t even that good…,” Wataru mused. “Wait, what are you doing, Kuon?”


    Kuon had shot off like an arrow and probably hadn’t even heard Wataru’s question. The moment Wataru saw him unsheathe the two knives at his belt, it dawned on him what his friend was intending to do, and he ran after him.


    When he reached the group of players around the NPC, Kuon glowed blue, raised a knife, and plunged it into the nearest player’s chest.


    “What’s up with him?!”


    “What did you do that for?!”


    The other players prepared to defend themselves.


    “Stop it, Kuon!” shouted Wataru.


    The group of players stood no chance against Kuon, who had been playing the game almost constantly, sleeping very little, and was at a much higher level than them. He swiftly killed them all. Dead players dropped items, and the color of Kuon’s name changed to red to signify that he was a player killer.


    Wataru was upset with him.


    “Why did you have to do that? I understand that what they were doing also wasn’t nice, but come on! That was thoughtless.”


    The peddler kept on walking on the path, as if nothing had happened. Kuon watched him go.


    “Thoughtless? Oh, no, it wasn’t.”


    Kuon sounded as calm as usual, which Wataru thought was weird in this situation.


    “Really? As a player killer, you’re now a marked man, and you won’t be allowed in towns, either. You won’t be able to play the game normally anymore.”


    “I couldn’t let them get away with their crime.”


    “Crime? What crime?”


    While attacking NPCs was in no way encouraged, the game didn’t penalize players for it in any way. NPCs couldn’t be killed, and they didn’t even take damage.


    Wataru pointed at the peddler. “Are you going to save that NPC every time you see someone attacking him?”


    “Of course. He’s a resident of this world like we are,” Kuon said, looking Wataru straight in the eye. “I can’t just walk by when someone’s being attacked.”


    “Your motivation may be wholesome, but killing other players doesn’t solve anything. If there’s an exploit like that, you’ll always have some players trying to use it. It’s best to ignore them and get on with your own adventure.”


    Kuon seemed unsettled by that. He found a place to sit down and covered his face with his hands.


    The sun sank below the horizon, and the orange tones disappeared from the darkening sky.


    “Why do you go back?” Kuon eventually asked in a hoarse voice.


    It took a while for Wataru to understand that Kuon was talking about logging off.


    “Sorry. I’m not allowed to play nonstop.”


    “Why do you care? Why do you let people from that world decide what you can and can’t do? Our world is here.”


    Kuon’s voice was shaking. Wataru could imagine what he was going through.


    “…It feels good to be here; I won’t disagree. We can move freely, and there are lots of fun things to do. But, Kuon, we have real bodies in the real world, and they need rest.”


    “We don’t need to log off!” Kuon shouted, his voice carrying far in the dark wildlands.


    Wataru gave him a serious look. “Here, we can move without problems, but if the power goes down, we’ll be back in the real world, whether we like it or not, where our weak bodies lie connected by tubes to the machines keeping us alive. Where we’re alone, not needed by anyone. To me, enjoying this game while the reality is like that is just tragic…”


    Rather than only bringing Wataru joy, the game world made him feel pitiful. The feeling of getting stronger when his level went up was so fake. The game offered only temporary stimuli to make him feel better, like a drug.


    “This. Isn’t. A. Game.”


    Kuon slowly stood up. It was dark, but Wataru could clearly see the hostility in his eyes. Without thinking, he put his hand on the grip of his sword.


    “This world is real, existing apart from what you call the real world. Ever heard of parallel universes? This has always been our world. We finally found our way back to it. This is where I’ve always wanted to be.”


    “That’s fine, but you shouldn’t kill other players because you don’t like the way they play the game. You have your way of enjoying it, and they have theirs, and you should respect that.”


    “I’m not playing some game. This is reality.”


    Kuon really seemed to believe that. Wataru felt mounting consternation. He and Kuon didn’t always agree on everything, of course, but they’d never so completely rejected each other’s point of view before. Kuon was in an awful situation, which fueled his obsession with the game, and Wataru thought this wasn’t healthy. With the best intention, he tried to get through to his friend.


    “Kuon, you’re spending too much time here. Let’s log off together.”


    He extended his hand toward Kuon, who only stared at it.


    “I’m not going back, ever.”


    Kuon disappeared, and the next moment, Wataru felt something strike his back with force.


    “I thought you’d understand,” Kuon said ruefully.


    Feeling as if he was fainting, Wataru woke up. Kuon had removed himself from his friends list in the game, and he had also deleted his real-world contact information.
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    Time went on, and Wataru still wasn’t able to get in touch with Kuon. He tried to find him in the game, waiting in the first town, but it was for nothing.


    “Maybe Kuon was right…”


    He’d begun to regret his insistence that Kuon’s ideas were wrong. Losing his friend had turned Wataru into a coward.


    Sensing someone approaching, Wataru looked up.


    “Excuse me. Can you tell me how to open the, uh…menu?”


    It wasn’t Kuon, but a middle-aged man who was nothing like him. He was wearing novice armor, so he must have been new in the game. The dignified look on his face clashed with his shabby outfit.


    “…If you focus on the symbol on the bottom right of your field of view, it should open.”


    Around that time, Wataru had unconsciously begun treating other players with reserve, not expecting to form any new friendships.


    “Oh, that worked! Thanks!”


    The man tried to shake Wataru’s hand, but Wataru ignored it. It didn’t seem to put the man off.


    “My name is Alba. I started the game to play with my grandkid, but to contact other players, you need to know how to open the menu first…”


    “I’m Wataru. Well, enjoy playing with your grandchild. Good-bye.”


    Despite Wataru’s cold attitude, Alba thanked him and waved. Not having gotten to grips with the user interface, Alba shouted his grandkid’s name so that everyone in the town plaza could hear him.


    “Where are you, little rascal?! Gramps has arrived!”


    The players around turned to look. Some laughed at Alba. Wataru saw a few people approaching the old man, and he thought they might want to play a prank on him, so he quickly walked back.


    “Sorry, sir, but you’ve just used the global chat instead of friend chat! You must have learned how to use friend chat in the tutorial!”


    “What tutorial?”


    “The tutorial explaining the game’s basics. It’s right after you start the game…”


    “Ah, that. Sorry, I tuned out during the lengthy explanations.”


    Wataru sighed in resignation.


    “Well, if you want, I could teach you the ropes.”


    “You’d do that?! Thanks!”


    Wataru might have approached Alba because he was starved of human connection, and he needed someone to fill the gap left by Kuon. He began with a lecture about the game’s mechanics; however, talking and doing were two different things, so in the end, he started adventuring together with the old man to teach him about the game. As they did so, they met other players, and those connections began to change Wataru.


    “Do you already have a full party? If not, could we play together?”


    There was the bespectacled student who’d bought the game without telling her strict parents. Her name was Flamme.


    “Hey, wanna team up?”


    Then they met Galbo, who was tall and had the physique of a powerful warrior.


    The four of them tried to play together as much as possible. Sometimes, they raided dungeons together with Alba’s grandchild. Other times, they sat together drinking at a tavern, perusing the monster drops they’d gotten and maybe venting about something they had going on in the real world.


    “Why don’t we make a guild?” Flamme suggested one day.


    Their guild grew beyond their expectations. With a lively social circle of guildmates, Wataru’s feelings about the game began to change.


    “Is it just a fake world…?”


    Looking around the busy guild headquarters, he thought back to his impressions from those early days with Kuon. This was, of course, a game, and his body was still in the hospital bed. That hadn’t changed. Nobody in this world knew Wataru Kido. It was, though, a precious place where everyone was equal.


    “I thought you’d understand.”


    Kuon’s final words came back to him. If they met again, he believed they would find that they did have a shared perspective after all.


    Alas, Wataru never saw Kuon again in that game.
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    The first rays of the morning sun crept along the grassland outside Allistras. There, Wataru stood opposite Kuon.


    “I didn’t want our reunion to be like this,” Wataru said sadly, drawing his sword.


    Kuon smiled, realizing at once that Wataru knew what he’d been doing.


    “Why can’t we be friends again?”


    “You know that’s impossible!” Wataru yelled, losing control of his emotions. “You’ve been murdering my friends—innocent people!”


    “Innocent? Oh, no, I never kill innocents.” Kuon shook his head.


    “Why did you do it? In this game, people really die when you kill them. How can you kill other players knowing this?” Wataru lamented.


    Kuon ignored his question, staring into the distance. He pointed his index finger.


    “Did you know that for all this time we’ve been here in the game, only a fraction of a second has passed in the real world?” he asked. “The fact that the only thing we need here is sleep is proof of that. There have been no sudden mass deaths, so nobody has tried switching off the servers. We could live a hundred years here without any impact on our real bodies.”


    “That’s just a theory.”


    “I’d say it’s guaranteed to be true. How else would you explain that we don’t need to eat or use the bathroom?” Kuon sighed. “If I stood by and watched, somebody would clear the game and destroy this world, which offers endless enjoyment. Those who did manage to log out would definitely want to erase Eternity. But I won’t allow that to happen.”


    The look on Kuon’s face became frosty cold.


    “I don’t want to have to kill you,” he said to Wataru, watching him as he slowly rubbed his thumb and middle finger. “I can use the powers of the players I kill until they respawn. You know what that means.”


     


    Unique Skill: Usurper


    Killing a player temporarily grants the ability to use their unique skill until they respawn.


     


    This very circumstance-specific skill became insanely powerful after players started dying for real in Eternity.


    “I see. Your skill is now unlimited.”


    “Yes. I have access to a multitude of unique skills now. For example, I have this one that deals damage equal to double my magic attack power to the opponent when I snap my fingers. It takes the form of an invisible magical bullet that cannot be evaded.” Kuon looked at Wataru with sorrow in his eyes. “Why did you have to be on their side? Once what happened in Eternity becomes known, measures will probably be taken to prevent another world like this from being created in the future. The use of VR might be restricted. If it comes to that, we’ll be spending our days on our hospital beds, gazing at the sky like caged birds.”


    “We will—but most of the players here aren’t in that situation.”


    Wataru remembered the happy times he spent with his friends. Alba, who would tell them about his grandkid with pride. Flamme, who’d drink herself silly and complain about her parents. Galbo, who liked to regale them with tales of the incredible opponents he’d had the honor of fighting.


    “They have people in the real world waiting for them. They have real-world responsibilities, which are so important to them that they’d risk their lives to progress through the game and clear it. And I respect all those people.”
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  A single tear rolled down his cheek as he pointed his sword at Kuon.


  “Let’s end this.”


  Kuon stood facing him in silence. Wataru steeled himself for what he must do—kill the man who used to be his best friend.


   


  “Look! They’re over there!”


   


  MagNe and Lumia were quite some distance away from them, but they were unmistakably running toward them. It distracted Wataru for a moment, and Kuon took that as his cue.


  “Sorry.”


  He snapped his fingers. Guided by some instinct, Wataru raised his sword with exactly the same timing, cutting Kuon’s invisible magical bullet in two. When the two pieces exploded behind him, Kuon’s face clouded over.


  “How could you do that…?”


  Wataru’s cloak fluttered from the gust caused by the explosions. Holding his sword as if ready to strike, he looked Kuon sharply in the eye.


  “I owe you an apology,” he said, shaking off his sword. “I’ve sold my soul so that I could kill you.”


  He pointed to his level displayed over his head.


   


  Wataru    Level 100


   


  “…Ha-ha. No way,” Kuon muttered.


  Wataru’s sword began to glow.


  “Sword of Damnation!”


  He struck Kuon’s right shoulder and sliced him in half. The attack had so much power that it cut a trench in the ground, stretching to the horizon.


  MagNe and Lumia stared in shock. They could still hear Kuon’s unsettling laughter.


  “Ha…ha…ha…ha…ha!”


  Wataru withdrew his sword and stood motionlessly while the top part of Kuon’s body fell onto the ground with a dull thud. He was still laughing as his LP bar depleted. When it reached 10 percent, he said enigmatically, “See you in hell, buddy,” and shortly after, he vanished. Kuon was dead.


  For a while, everyone was silent.


  “Wataru…already defeated him?”


  Lumia had been expecting a prolonged battle where both sides would be tested to their limit. It was staggeringly anticlimactic for Kuon to just die in one hit. She was so astounded, she sank to her knees.


  MagNe broke into tears from overwhelming emotions. She didn’t know what was worse: the fact that Kuon was dead or that Wataru had become a murderer.


  It wasn’t quiet for very long, though.


   


  “Capture him!”


   


  City guard NPCs were running toward them in a line. Wataru found himself surrounded by ten spears pointed at him. The next moment, his body was wrapped in countless chains emerging from a black hole in the ground, which glowed red as if it was a gate to hell. Only Wataru’s head remained free. He didn’t seem to be resisting.


  MagNe started panicking.


  “What?! What’s going on?! Why are they doing this to Wataru?!”


  “The heaviest punishment awaits murderers!” one of the guards shouted unemotionally. “The criminal shall be put in Helvas Dungeon!”


  “No, wait! The person he killed was a serial killer! Why are you punishing him?!” MagNe shouted.


  “Those who kill innocent citizens are put in the dungeon,” the guard replied robotically.


  “Innocent citizens? Are you crazy?! What’s wrong with you?!”


  MagNe grabbed the guard by his clothes and shook him, but he didn’t react at all. The other NPCs stood around Wataru, who said nothing in his own defense. He began to sink into the ground. He didn’t even say anything to Lumia, who was wailing.


  “I can’t believe this is happening… Nobody has ever returned from the prison… They can’t send you there, Wataru…”


  The chains jangled, coiling around Wataru. Lumia pushed past the guards.


  “Wataru! Master!”


  He looked at her then, his eyes filled with sorrow, but he soon disappeared under the mass of chains. Hands emerged from the hole in the ground, grabbed the chains, and pulled Wataru under.


  The emotionless guard NPCs departed, leaving behind MagNe and Lumia, who were dumbstruck.
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    After the fiftieth floor of the tower, something about Shuutarou changed.


    “I’ve been thinking: Maybe we should stop him around here…,” Bertrand said quietly with concern.


    Theodore didn’t reply, riveted by Shuutarou, who was moving swiftly as he fought three holy beasts at once—a wolf, a giant monkey, and a monstrous bird. Since the thirtieth floor, the enemies the boy faced could easily take off as much as 50 percent of his max LP in a single blow. It was a sign that they were above his level.


    “But I guess it’s okay to leave him to it…”


    “Yes. He’s gotten remarkably stronger.”


    The enemies were becoming more and more powerful, but Shuutarou was, too—more than them, in fact. As he battled enemies at a higher level than himself, he often found himself in a tough spot, but that helped him improve his movements, fine-tune his attacks, and sharpen his senses.


    Shuutarou dodged the wolf’s bite and struck its neck with his sword, quickly grabbing the monster bird by its feet and swinging it at the incoming monkey. When the three enemies were piled up on top of the other, he charged at them to attack them all together.


    “Dragon Knockdown Strike!”


    His sword began to glow bright red, and a huge cloud of dust rose around the beasts. Shuutarou slashed down right into the middle of it, cutting through the three enemies with a fearsome strike. The beasts shattered into light shards and disappeared.


    Shuutarou nimbly landed on the ground, moving with the grace of a martial arts master.


    “Oh, I leveled up.”


    He reached the milestone level 120. A notification window popped up in front of him unexpectedly. Shuutarou quickly scanned the contents of the message.


    Congratulations! You are the first player to reach the maximum level in Eternity! No enemies are immune to your immense power.


    The message was intended for players who had spent a very long time playing the game, while Shuutarou had kind of cheated, getting to the max level extremely fast. The system message didn’t arouse any feeling of accomplishment in him.


    You have reached the highest job rank. Well done! Thank you for playing Eternity.


    Shuutarou wondered who wrote that message and when. It seemed so ridiculous, as if Eternity was just a game. Shuutarou scrolled down.


    You have received the following rewards:


    o Unique Skill: Growth: Ultimate (Max level reward)


    o Unique Skill: Survival of the Fittest (Max job rank reward)


    o Rebirth (Max level reward)


    When Shuutarou accepted the rewards, his body glowed, and then the skill descriptions were displayed.


    Survival of the Fittest


    Chance for defeated opponents to become minions.


    This sounded like a very useful skill to have. The more minions to use in the battles against the angels, the better, and if it worked on the holy beasts in this tower, that would be just fantastic. Every beast that Shuutarou had encountered there so far was as strong as Kamui and Semui.


    And there were two more new skills on top of that.


    Growth: Ultimate


    Experience point gain +300%. Growth point gain +20%.


    Why give this skill as a max-level reward…?


    Shuutarou was puzzled. Gaining more EXP and faster growth seemed to make no sense when his level was already maxed out. When he read the next skill’s description, though, it suddenly clicked.


    Rebirth


    Resets level back to 1, keeping current skill levels.


    That was pretty much like starting a new game plus. Rebirth would reset Shuutarou’s stats, but he’d already be at the highest job tier for his class, and he’d have his growth bonuses. That meant when he reached level 120 again, he’d be much stronger than he was now.


    “Can you come over? I have something to tell you.”


    He let the two Overlords know that he was considering rebirthing.


    “It has a clear appeal to it,” Bertrand agreed at once.


    “I’ll have to invest time into leveling up again, but I’ll keep my skills and have the growth bonus, so I think it’s worth it.”


    “I think so, too,” said Theodore.


    “If I want to get really strong, I’ve got to do this,” Shuutarou said, convinced. “I’ll rebirth and carry on with the tower.”


    “That’s insane!” Bertrand raised his voice.


    The holy beasts that Shuutarou fought at level 119 were dealing damage equal to half of his LP, and the enemies on the next floor would be even stronger. Trying to defeat them at level 1 sounded like a suicide mission.


    It doesn’t look like he’s got the battle high, though…


    At first, Bertrand thought that maybe Shuutarou wasn’t thinking clearly and was too excited from winning a series of battles where the slightest mistake could cost life. In other words, he thought the boy was hyped up on adrenaline, but Shuutarou was acting even calmer than usual.


    Shuutarou folded his fingers to make a tight fist. He looked up at Bertrand and Theodore.


    “The tension of knowing I may die in one hit—that’s going to help me get stronger in a way that leveling up alone wouldn’t.”


    He wanted to face enemies more powerful than himself in battles where there was no margin for error, seeing it as a necessary experience before he was ready to take on the angels.


    Theodore and Bertrand exchanged glances and nodded slightly.


    “Well, this is what you’ve got us here for.”


    “We’ll assist you as a last resort. Is that acceptable, Master?”


    Shuutarou smiled at them, relieved that they understood how important this was to him.
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    At the top of the flight of stairs, Shuutarou found himself bathed in blue and green light. The area was surrounded by enormous stained glass windows. The ceiling was very high, hidden behind a layer of mist. There was a throne in the room, and on that throne sat a white figure. It gazed down at Shuutarou.


    “Master, the similarity is only superficial—”


    “I know. It’s not an angel,” Shuutarou interrupted Theodore.


    The enemy’s appearance was very close to the angels’, but Shuutarou sensed it was just another holy beast like the ones he’d already defeated. He drew his sword and began to slowly approach the foe, which unhurriedly got up from the throne. The creature was huge—probably seven meters tall—and it had a single eye, which turned in its socket to focus on Shuutarou.


     


    White Night King    Level 120


     


    The White Night King raised its hand, and a straight sword with a large cross guard appeared before it, as shiny as if it was made from crystallized light. The monster grabbed it and immediately brought it down on Shuutarou!


    “Master!” screamed Bertrand.


    But Shuutarou had already dashed right up to the White Night King.


    “Pounding Blizzard!”


    His movements were too swift for the eye to follow, but at level 1, he was dealing negligible damage.


    The White Night King used a skill that made particles of light rain down on Shuutarou, who evaded them in the nick of time. Making use of the brief delay at the end of the spell, the boy showered the enemy with attacks again, dealing hardly noticeable damage. Would he have to repeat that a thousand times? Ten thousand? While getting hit just once meant death? Yet the thought of that didn’t dampen his spirits.


    Was it like this for Shoukichi and my other friends, too…?


    Until the end, they’d fought an enemy that defied everything they thought they’d known about this world, that made the strongest of them feel powerless.


    Surrounded by hundreds of swords, with deadly beams of light shooting up from the floor, Shuutarou kept dodging every attack as if nothing could take him by surprise. And again and again, he attacked the enemy with his own sword, each burst of damage barely making the monster’s LP bar decrease. He lost track of how long they’d been fighting. Eventually, the reckless battle came to an end.


    The White Night King collapsed at the same time as a deafeningly loud level-up fanfare sounded. Shuutarou hadn’t lost even 1 percent of his LP. Through the battle, which seemed to have gone on forever, he hadn’t made a single mistake, defeating the enemy unassisted.


    Theodore was speechless.


    The EXP from the White Night King got Shuutarou all the way to level 95, but that wasn’t the reason the Overlord was so astonished. Shuutarou’s aura was already more powerful than when he was level 120 earlier.


    Bertrand swallowed audibly.


    “He has awoken…”


    Without their help, Shuutarou had defeated an enemy that had barely taken any damage from his attacks but could one-shot him. Who more than him embodied the warrior spirit?


    “Let’s go to the next floor,” said Shuutarou, starting to walk up the stairs at an easy pace.


    He didn’t let his newfound power get to his head, his eyes set on the next goal to strive for.


    At that point, the Overlords realized they had no idea just how strong it was possible for Shuutarou to become, but he had certainly entered their league. Something was telling them he wouldn’t stop there, though.
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    “Kettle! Aren’t you ready yet?!”


    “Are you going to sleep all day?”


    “Sleep without the covers, and you’ll catch a cold!”


    She heard the voices in the darkness. The voices of people who were close to her. But they were dead now.


    “When you’re not there, Shoukichi’s unbearable.”


    “Aw, you have bedhead.”


    She saw them as five figures made of light, but before long, they began to fade into the darkness.


    Wait for me!


    She started chasing after them, but she was running through water, too slow to catch up. They were getting farther and farther away. And then Kettle was alone in the darkness. Her knees buckled under her. As she fell down, the ground softened, and she began sinking into the squelching mud.


    I want to go with you…


    She’d asked herself countless times why she had to be the only one to survive.


    “If you cannot be killed, I shall shut you away.”


    The angel had put her in confinement in that deadly room with countless monsters that tortured her without end. Even when she became numb to the pain and mental agony, that hell continued. Expending her LP to unleash Flare of Agony didn’t kill her, either.


    A faint memory came back to her. A memory that explained why the angel couldn’t kill her.


    “I’ll protect you at least,” Shoukichi said back then, holding his hand above her and using some skill.


    He’d never told the party what unique skill he had, even when Makoto got drunk at a tavern and blurted out what his skill did. Shoukichi had been very adamant about keeping his secret.


    “It’s no good once people know about it.”


    “Come on, you can show us!”


    “No, I can’t, and I won’t!”


    Now Kettle knew why that was.


    Neither the monsters nor her own flames could kill her because of the effect of Shoukichi’s unique skill.


    Hero’s Blessing…


    Feeling as if she was sinking to the bottom of dark waters, Kettle recalled the skill description.


     


    Unique Skill: Hero’s Blessing


    Triggered when own LP reaches 0. Until respawning, protect one selected target from their LP dropping below 1.


     


    Thinking back, Kettle guessed that Shoukichi had tried to use this skill to protect Shuutarou when an invasion boss monster suddenly spawned or to save others in their party when they were in real danger. If word got out about his skill, there’d certainly be people who would want to use him to grant themselves immortality. That’s why he hadn’t told anybody and Kettle only found out when he used the skill on her.


    At first, I was grateful…


    Initially, knowing Shoukichi was still protecting her brought her consolation and helped her remain sane. But she spent too long in that hell, and there was nothing to save her from the pain, from the fear. She wanted it to end even if it meant her dying, and it became maddening that she couldn’t die. Shoukichi’s blessing began to look to her like a curse, and although it made her hate herself, she started to resent Shoukichi.


    It was so unbearable, I just wanted to die…


    But then a miracle happened. Shuutarou came to rescue her, and he wasn’t alone.


    But the others—they won’t ever come back.


    Kettle wrapped her arms around her knees, curling up as she tumbled down in the dark waters of her mind. Suddenly, she felt someone’s hand on her shoulder pulling her out toward a faraway light. Someone brought her back to consciousness.


     


    “How are you feeling?”


    Kettle opened her eyes. She seemed to be inside a luxurious castle chamber.


    “Where am I…?”


    She had been sleeping for too long, and it was taking her a while to wake up fully. She looked around. A silver-haired woman was sitting by her bedside, watching her with concern. There was a table with food on it, but no other people in the room.


    “Ah…”


    Kettle had a flashback. The panicking people, screams of anger and pain, hatred. She’d hurt some people here earlier.


    “Don’t worry. Nobody’s angry at you.”


    The silver-haired woman gently stroked Kettle’s hair. This woman seemed familiar. She stirred some memories in Kettle’s head, and the girl was sure she’d seen her before. Had they been adventuring together…?


    “Syl…via…?”


    But that was the name of that cute puppy. It didn’t make sense, but somehow, it felt right.


    The woman nodded, and Kettle thought she appeared pleased to be recognized.


    Kettle’s eyes began to fill with tears.


    “I’m…so sorry…”


    “It’s all right. Everyone here is your friend.”


    Sylvia stroked the girl’s hair again. Kettle sobbed for a while. When she calmed down, she slowly got off the bed. The dominant color in the spacious chamber was white. The room was at the top of a tower, with a domed ceiling supported by white pillars. The floor might have been made of marble. The light coming in from outside was making it sparkle.


    Kettle looked out of the window by the bed. Down below was a large, thriving city. Flocks of pink and blue birds were flying around. In the distance, Kettle could see a forest with a beautiful lake and a waterfall.


    What Kettle thought was the sun at first turned out to be some sort of a gem. She rubbed her eyes and stared at it again. The source of light was a hexagonal prism spinning around in the sky, with a red dragon hovering near it as if protecting it.


    “Is this…Shuutarou’s home?”


    “Yes. Everything you can see here was created by Master.”


    “It’s really beautiful…”


    Anyone who saw how strong Sylvia and Theodore were could tell Shuutarou wasn’t an ordinary player. Kettle couldn’t imagine how he’d become like this, but she had no doubt that she was under his protection.


    She observed the bustling shopping district below. Monsters of various races seemed to be living together in this city. Everyone looked cheerful. They must have been leading happy lives there.


    Kettle wished she could see more of this city to distract herself from her terrible memories, but she didn’t dare ask to visit. She had hurt some of the monsters living there, after all.


    “Would you like to go out for a walk?” asked Sylvia, as if reading her mind.


    Kettle gasped.


    “I—I don’t deserve that…”


    “Why wouldn’t you? If you feel bad about that thing earlier, you could just apologize to those people face-to-face. You’re welcome in this city—believe me.”


    Kettle let Sylvia take her hand. She saw her own reflection in the floor—messy hair, cloudy eyes, her equipment gone. She thought her pitiful look was appropriate, given the situation.
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    Regiuria was a beautiful city. Led by the hand by Sylvia, Kettle was mesmerized by how nature and civilization coexisted in perfect harmony.


    “It’s so pretty here…”


    “…Indeed,” Sylvia agreed with a hint of pride.


    When they entered the shopping district, Kettle felt curious eyes on her. Some of the people watched her with fear, dislike, pity, or coldness.


    “I’m terribly sorry…,” she said in a trembling voice.


    A monster girl made her way through the crowd to come over and give something to Kettle. It was a cute dress.


    “What’s this…?”


    “I made it for you! Try it on!” the girl said with a smile.


    Kettle recognized her. The arachne girl was one of the monsters she’d attacked earlier. She put on the dress she’d been given, and the monster girl gave her a satisfied nod.


    Tears rolled down Kettle’s cheeks. She hated herself for being so weak.


    “I’m sorry!” she cried.


    The arachne gently hugged Kettle, wiped her tears, and smiled at her.


    “Welcome to Regiuria!”


    At her call, the crowd cheered. There were cries of excitement as the Regiurians rejoiced at having their master’s friend visiting their city. Kettle was stunned by this warm welcome.


    Next to her, Sylvia half smiled.


    “I told you nobody’s still angry at you about earlier.”


    Raised by Shuutarou with his warm nature, the Regiurians had taken after him.


    Through her tears, Kettle smiled for the first time since her arrival.
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    Having returned to the castle, Kettle was having a meal when Sylvia suddenly stood up, sensing something. Space warped in front of her, and out of the portal came Shuutarou.


    Kettle opened her mouth to greet him, but her voice caught in her throat. It was Shuutarou, but he seemed very different somehow.


    Bertrand and Theodore exited the portal after him.


    “Feels like we’d been gone for ages.”


    “You lose sense of time in that tower…”
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  The Overlords hadn’t changed. It was only their master who had returned different. Kettle didn’t know what it was, but she was sure she wasn’t imagining it.


  “Master…! Such power…!”


  Sylvia was enraptured. Unlike Kettle, she could see exactly what was different.


  “Hello! Um, I haven’t seen you in a long time, but I guess it wasn’t that long here?”


  Shuutarou laughed a little awkwardly. He turned to Kettle and smiled gently.


  “You woke up. That’s great!”


  “Um… Thanks for bringing me here…”


  “Sylvia, thank you for looking after Kettle! I knew I left her in good hands.”


  “Your praise is too much of an honor for me, Master!”


  Shuutarou patted Sylvia on the head. Her tail was wagging busily. But the boy was in a hurry to leave again—he opened another portal.


  “W-wait! Where are you going?” asked Kettle.


  “To the front line. I want to end this game.”


  End the game… Coming from Shuutarou, it sounded feasible, but Kettle knew what sort of enemies would try to stop him.


  “It’s too dangerous… The angels will be waiting for you.”


  The angels were the worst evil. Even Rao and Reilan had been powerless against one. Kettle could tell that Shuutarou had gotten stronger, but her level was so much lower than his that she couldn’t sense whether he might be powerful enough to fight the angels.


  Shuutarou kept a smile on his face.


  “It’s okay. I can kill the angels now.”


  A chill ran down Kettle’s spine. Shuutarou’s answer was terrifying rather than reassuring. He really had changed. The angels had changed him.


  “I want to go with you,” Kettle said with resolve. “If the front line is still where I remember it to be, I shouldn’t be a burden.”


  She was at level 78. Continuously killing the monsters she’d been trapped with had leveled her up far beyond most players.


  “…What do you think, Sylvia?”


  “Hmm…”


  Sylvia told Shuutarou that Kettle was fine when she was among the Regiurians, but she was worried the trauma might come back to her when she was faced with hostile monsters. Shuutarou nodded slightly to show he understood exactly what she meant.


  “Okay. There are two areas before the Sorn Mines, where the current front line is. Let’s practice there?”


  Kettle resolutely agreed.


  Shuutarou looked at the dress she was wearing. “As for equipment…I see you already have decent armor.”


  He turned his gaze to Theodore.


  “You can have this as your weapon,” the Overlord said, offering Kettle a golden staff with a shiny red gem.


  When she hesitated to take it, he smiled a little.


  “It cannot truly replace your old staff; I understand.”


  “Oh, no, it’s not that…”


  The staff that Kettle had been using before was the one she’d made with materials from the Negrus monster that Shuutarou had defeated. She had precious memories connected to it, but she didn’t want to be rude and refuse the new staff just because of her attachment to her old weapon.


  When she took it in her hand, it immediately felt like it’d always been hers, but it was terribly heavy. Kettle knew it wasn’t because of the weight of the materials, though.


  “You’ll be fine,” Sylvia said to Kettle, placing her hand on the girl’s shoulder.


  Kettle relaxed, and strangely, the staff felt lighter. Theodore had been watching them closely. He shifted his gaze from Kettle to Sylvia.


  “Would you mind taking over for me as Master’s escort?” he asked. “I need to make equipment for the Regiurians so that they may be ready for battle.”


  “Um, yes. Sure.”


  Shuutarou listened with a smile, not interfering. He knew the real reason that Theodore had asked Sylvia to swap with him was because he wanted her to be near Kettle.


  “Okay, let’s go!” said Shuutarou.


  “I’m ready!”


  Shuutarou and Kettle walked into the portal first, with Sylvia and Bertrand following them. Now alone in the room, Theodore gazed out the window at Regiuria with a thoughtful look on his face.
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  Fort Sandras was a hive of activity. The reason for that was, of course, the grand quest Misaki had triggered.


  “Let’s form several groups for harvesting materials!”


  “Why the rush? It’s going to take a while to get everything anyway…”


  “Do you think we should ask the progression team to come back and help?”


  People were talking over one another in the guild house. Now that they finally knew exactly what was needed to restore the town, everyone’s optimism had returned.


  “What would we have done without you, Misaki…?”


  “Ha-ha. I was just lucky.”


  Overcome with joy, Flamme hugged Misaki, who smiled back at her.


  Alba was busy assigning players to a team that would head into the mines to collect the ores. That was when someone brought him more good news.


  “Listen up, everyone,” he shouted so that everyone could hear him. “I’ve received a report that the Sorn Mines have been cleared!”


  “What? They only started yesterday! Amazing!”


  Everyone cheered.


  On the list of items needed to complete the grand quest, the Sorn Crystal’s count had changed from zero to one before they noticed.


  “And as predicted, a new town has been discovered past the mines! That’s a lot of progress! We just have to finish up restoring this town, and the path’s clear!”


  There was another round of applause.


  “All right, let’s throw everyone at the mines to get the ores!”


  “If the progression team comes back to help out, we’ll be done in a matter of days!”


  The players’ morale couldn’t have been higher.


  But when the door to the guild house opened with a creak and four people came in, everyone fell deathly silent. The newcomers had a startingly eerie aura. The crowd stared with bated breath, but one person ran over to them.


  It was Misaki.


  “Hello, Shuutarou!”


  He smiled at her. Punio detached from her right forearm and bounced into Shuutarou’s embrace.


  “Kettle!”


  “Kettle, you’re back!”


  Alba and Flamme hurriedly came over. Kettle smiled a little uneasily.


  “Sorry we took so long. Dungeon clearing took longer than expected.”


  “You were clearing dungeons?” Misaki asked Shuutarou.


  “Yeah, you know, to see how Kettle would do.”


  “Ah, of course.”


  If Kettle wasn’t mentally stable, it would be too dangerous to have her join a party.


  “She was perfectly fine.”


  Misaki wasn’t the only one to greet this news with relief. Vampy, who was standing beside her, didn’t say anything, but she, too, was glad.


  “Shuutarou, we have heard plenty about you,” said Alba.


  What he and Flamme did next shocked the other players in the guild house, who had no idea about Shuutarou—they knelt before him reverently.


  “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for saving us from two monster invasions. We owe our lives to you,” said Flamme.


  The other players in the room stirred, and one brazen player asked what everyone had been thinking.


  “Hold up. What two invasions are we talking about?”


  “The first one was the one led by the Goblin King, and the second was the invasion on Fort Sandras,” Misaki answered solemnly to cries and gasps of astonishment.


  Not all the players believed that, though.


  “He’s taking the credit for that? How do you know it’s true?”


  “I never saw him on the battlefield.”


  “Maybe he’s got a brainwashing skill…?”


  “This has got to be some trick to lay claim to the position of guild master.”


  Given how outstanding Shuutarou’s achievements were, it was little wonder they weren’t given credence. How could a single player deal both with the first monster invasion, which had almost claimed the lives of Crest’s top players, and the second, which had almost wiped out all frontline fighters? That was simply unthinkable. That player was only a child, too. Suspicion hung in the air.


  “Master.” A dignified voice cut through the thick atmosphere in the room.


  The ghostly white girl, Vampy, strode confidently through the quickly parting crowd to stand in front of Shuutarou. She bowed her head.


  “I am ready for your orders.”


  At that point, everyone was struck dumb. The mysterious girl was one of the heroes who’d saved Fort Sandras from the incoming hordes of monsters. Misaki seemed to know her, but to the other players, she was a complete enigma. Without a doubt, though, the frontline players were all in her debt. And now they found out she served Shuutarou.


  Everyone immediately dropped to one knee.


  “Thanks for everything!”


  “Thank you, sir!”


  “We really owe you!”


  “He’s Vampy’s master…?”


  “You’re our savior!”


  Everyone in the room owed their life to Vampy and Theodore, and since Vampy had been acting on Shuutarou’s orders, it was clear they had Shuutarou to thank for everything. Nobody doubted him anymore. The mystery was solved—the boy in front of them was their hero.


  “You saved us all!” said Flamme, her eyes full of tears.


  “No, I didn’t save everyone,” Shuutarou replied sadly. “There were players I couldn’t help…”


  He bit his lip hard, remembering the friends he’d lost—Shoukichi, Kyouko, Barbara, Reilan, Rao, K, Kiichi, and Yoshino.


  Kettle was silently crying.


  “We have enemies far more dangerous than the monsters that invaded the town,” Shuutarou said to the players around him. “I will kill the angels. This is what I’ve come here for,” he proclaimed with conviction.


  He turned to Misaki next.


  “I think we should be able to take care of the grand quest, too, but if possible, I’d like your help, Misaki. Is that okay?”


  “Oh, yes, of course!”


  “Wait a moment,” Flamme interrupted, unable to believe her ears. “Do you mean we don’t have to do anything for the quest…?”


  “That’s right,” Shuutarou assured her with a smile. “We can do it all if Misaki helps us with her skill. It would be dangerous to have other players near us.”


  “I take it you want to walk around the dungeon breaking the ores, but do you know they cause dangerous status ailments…?”


  Shuutarou kept smiling. “Yes, I know that. What I’d like you to do is to have as many players as possible sign up to participate in the grand quest, then stay out of the mines until the quest is completed. Is that okay?”


  Shuutarou didn’t want the players to take part in the fighting involved in the quest. He only wanted them to sign up for it so that the greatest number of players possible would benefit from the rewards when he cleared it. Flamme had no doubt that he would be able to achieve that.


  “All right,” said Alba. “We’ll get in touch with as many players as we can.”


  “Thanks. We’ll go and take care of the quest now.”


  He turned to walk out the door.


  “Wait,” said Misaki. “Do you have access to the mines area?”


  “Yeah. We cleared the tower and the labyrinth on the way here.”


  “Ah, it’s all fine, then!”


  The other players watched them leave, stupefied by the casual remark that Shuutarou and Kettle had cleared Ciola Tower and the Cerou Underground Labyrinth—dungeons that should be impossible even for a regular party of six people to get through. You would normally only clear them as part of a larger raid team after many attempts.


  “The two kids did what?”


  “Nothing makes sense anymore. My brain needs a rest…”


  “Guys, we’ve got to wake up the others and have them accept the quest!”


  Everyone started getting off their chairs to take care of these new tasks as the first rays of the morning sun started shining in through the windows.
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  When they reached the mines, Shuutarou asked Misaki to make sure there were no players inside. Kettle stepped out front. Flames enveloped her body.


  “Um…”


  Misaki watched her anxiously. Kettle was using the same spell she’d seen her cast in Regiuria.


  The flames rose, eating away at Kettle’s LP. It was down to 10 percent already. Monsters noticed the girl and rushed at her, but she only stood, waiting. They got close, and her flames caught them. Yelping in anguish, the monsters turned to dust.


  “Her LP is stuck at one…?”


  Misaki looked at Shuutarou. Based on how calm he was, she guessed that while the spell consumed most of one’s LP, it didn’t kill the caster. But that wasn’t why Kettle was still alive.


  “Shoukichi’s protecting her,” Shuutarou told her.


  “What?”


  Misaki looked back at Kettle. Maybe it was just her imagination, but she thought she could see the silhouette of a boy among the flames…


  “Let’s go, Shoukichi.”


  Kettle proceeded to destroy all the Sorn ores nearby using the flames dancing around her. She did get cursed by the ores, but her LP stopped at one.


  It finally dawned on Misaki that Kettle had become immortal.


  Suddenly, something was different. A yellow screen appeared in front of Kettle.


  “What’s this? Reclassing?” she asked.


  It was a system message inviting her to change to a secret job that had been unlocked through meeting very specific conditions.


   


  Job: Crimson Sorcerer


  Unlocked by defeating 3,000 enemies with passive fire magic while at 5% or less LP.


   


  Unique Skill: Fiery Constitution


  Fire-element magic attack power +40%. Receive no damage from enemy fire-element attacks. Fire can be absorbed to regenerate own LP. While magic power is active, negate physical damage to self.


   


  Kettle’s hellish experience had strengthened her. Thanks to Shoukichi, she’d unlocked a job with requirements that should have been impossible to meet in a game where death was real.


  Kettle’s hair changed to a crimson color as if they were made of flames, and the fire around her took on an alluring, feminine shape, moving around to destroy all the ores and monsters as if it had become sentient.


  “It doesn’t hurt anymore…”


  Using Flare of Agony had caused Kettle burning pain until now. Not only was the pain gone, but her flames were also no longer inflicting damage on her—they were healing her instead, easily reversing the damage from the Sorn ores.


  “It’s as if they’re telling me I’m ready to go on without them…”


  With this unique job skill, Kettle could keep Flare of Agony up to deal damage, protect herself, and even heal her LP all at the same time. What she had relied on her friends for previously, she could do all by herself now, and to her, it seemed like a final blessing from them. It restored her confidence—which Shuutarou noted with relief.


  “Kettle will be fine now.”


  “It…looks that way…”


  Tears rolled down Misaki’s cheeks, but she didn’t know why she was crying.
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    Let us go back in time, to Wataru’s meeting with Bertrand.


    “Hold up.”


    Bertrand, who’d been entrusted with the task of guarding Calloah Castle Town, stopped a man dressed in a tattered cloak.


    “It’s dangerous outside. Go back home.”


    “…”


    At a glance, Wataru could tell that the blond man was vastly more powerful than him. Unafraid, he approached him.


    “Could you please train me?”


    It was around that time that Wataru realized Kuon was active in the game, and he found it strange that his past friend wasn’t known as a player killer yet. It made him consider the possibility that the AI didn’t recognize Kuon’s killings as crimes.


    Another infamous player killer, the Liberator, had avoided amassing negative karma points and thus getting banned from towns by using someone else to carry out the deeds for him. When Rao and Reilan killed him and his accomplices, their karma also hadn’t been affected. Players interpreted that as a sign that the AI recognized those executions as serving justice.


    Wataru wondered if the AI would also file away Kuon’s killings as justified if he was selectively murdering players who were trying to end the game—which, in Kuon’s eyes, was a world as real as the one his body resided in. If Kuon’s karma stayed normal, people wouldn’t suspect him of being a player killer, and he wouldn’t need to avoid towns. Wataru knew from when they were playing Eden that you’d have to be incredibly strong to stop Kuon.


    Bertrand grimaced, irritated by the out-of-the-blue request.


    “Sorry, I’m busy.”


    “Please, teach me. There is a man I must kill,” Wataru implored.


    “Not my business,” Bertrand replied coldly.


     


    “He may be useful.”


     


    Elroad landed next to them. Bertrand eyed him suspiciously.


    “Useful for what?”


    “For my plan.”


    Bertrand frowned. Elroad was making it sound as if he was scheming something.


    “You mean Master’s plan?”


    “No. I’m acting independently.”


    “Then I have no obligation to listen to you, do I? Besides, plotting something in secret from Master—doesn’t that count as treason?”


    Seeing that Bertrand had decided to be difficult, Elroad shot him a resigned look and leaned in to whisper in his ear.


    “You must not tell Master about this. The reason I want to keep it secret is…”


    As Bertrand listened, his eyes widened in shock. When Elroad finished talking, Bertrand looked at him in disbelief.


    “…Are you sure about this?”


    “For now, it is merely a strong possibility.”


    “I see…”


    Bertrand was silent for a moment, thinking. Then he turned to Wataru.


    “All right, buddy. I’ll train you, but on certain conditions.”
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    Sweltering heat was radiating from small prison cells, and the inmates were covered in sweat. The world outside had a reddish tinge to it, as if seen from behind a veil of blood. Some liquid substance like molten lava covered the floor, with bubbles slowly coming up. The dungeon, separated from the outside by sturdy bars, stretched seemingly without end, like a giant maze. Or like hell. The walls had parts missing as if they’d crumbled away, and every now and again, the sound of dripping came from somewhere inside. The walls were coated in countless layers of stains and, sometimes, in writing scratched with some tool by the inmates. The letters were too faded to be legible.


    “I won’t ever do it again! I swear…”


    “Let meee ooouuut!”


    Some of the captives were begging to be released, and some were wailing, but most were simply kneeling or sitting on the floor, worn out and unresponsive.


    A pile of chains appeared in one of the cells with disturbing rattling and jangling. It uncoiled, casting out a man in a tattered cloak.


    It was Wataru. Recognizing that he’d been sent to Helvas Dungeon, he calmly gazed past the bars.


    Helvas Dungeon was an enormous underground prison where the worst offenders were kept. Covering one’s ears did little to block out the horrifying screams of the inmates. Every day in the prison, they were made to experience the closest thing to death without actually dying. It truly was hell.


    “Welcome, newbie. I’m your new buddy,” said an NPC dressed in filthy rags.


    Wataru was sharing the cell with him. The NPC continued his scripted spiel without waiting to see Wataru’s reaction.


    “So you’ve found your way to hell, but not all is lost. See that clock on the wall? When it shows zero, that means you’ve done your time, and you’ll be released. Oh, and don’t think you can get out by escaping to another dimension—that doesn’t work.”


    During the closed beta, players established that those who’d committed the most serious crimes, racking up a ton of bad karma points, were sent to this prison. Once the NPCs captured a player and branded them a criminal, it was impossible to avoid this penalty. The inmates were brutally punished for their crimes to teach them not to reoffend. The worst part about it was that the in-game prison time was linked to real time. If you logged out, the time you’d been sentenced to spend in prison would stop counting, resuming when you logged back in. You had to serve your full sentence. There was no way around it.


    TIME REMAINING: 00:20:00


    Wataru watched the clock on a monument he could see from the cell. Minutes went by, but the clock remained frozen on twenty minutes.


    Wataru remembered Kuon’s theory.


    “Did you know that for all this time we’ve been here in the game, only a fraction of a second has passed in the real world?”


    If Kuon was right, then the twenty-minute sentence was effectively a life sentence in the game.


    “Just hope you don’t catch the eye of a torturer.” The NPC gave a big yawn, then suddenly yelped, “Aah?!”


    A black and red arm grabbed him by his clothes and pulled him out of the cell, dragging him on the floor. The cell door slammed shut.


    “Nooooo!”


    The NPC struggled in vain, his screams becoming more distant.


    Terrifying torturer monsters were roaming the dungeon. Their red eyes gleamed through the openings in their creepy masks, and sharp teeth lined their gaping mouths.


    Wataru drew his sword.


    “Time to fulfill the promise.”


    He slashed horizontally at the cell walls, and they collapsed, drawing all the torturers’ attention. They began heading toward him, but Wataru wasn’t paying them any attention. He was gazing upward.


    Almost as soon as Wataru broke the cell, something rushed out of a certain other facility—a swarm of angels.


    “Must erase the game breaker…”


    Among the angels that had two pairs of wings each was an unusual one with three pairs of wings. Having detected activity that violated the intended game mechanics even before the players reached the next Prayer barrier, the angels hurried through the sky to deal with the culprit.


    “Don’t erase the game breaker—capture them. I need to ask them some questions first,” one of the angels ordered the others.


    That angel spoke more like a human, while the others sounded robotic. It was an archangel, its body outlined with golden light, larger and clearly more powerful than the others.


    The angels sped toward Helvas Dungeon. Wataru was their target.


    “Is it too much to ask for everyone to simply follow the script?” the archangel muttered to itself.


    It didn’t notice a shadow far above it.


     


    “Found you.”


     


    Behind the angels, a monumental magic circle lit up in the sky, inscribed with complex diagrams. The magical energy around it began to twist like a tornado. Trees were shaking, the ground rocked, and the air was splitting. All this energy was being sucked into the magic circle. It expanded, glowing brighter…and then it erupted with the energy of darkness.


    “Dark Dispersion!”


    Whoom! By the time they heard it, the magic had already reached the angels, wrapping around them. In the blink of an eye, the antilight from the magic circle spread around, suffusing the area with darkness.


    The trees and earth splintered; the noise of destruction grew louder and louder. When the darkness cleared away, the lush environment was no more—everything had been blasted away, leaving behind a vast crater. In that crater, the mutilated remains of the angels lay in a pile. There were dozens of them. Soon enough, their bodies began to disappear.


    The archangel was the sole survivor, although it, too, had been critically wounded, and parts of its body had already faded away.


    “Since when…did you know…?” it asked.


     


    “I knew all along.”


     


    Elroad smiled at the angel below.
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    Several magic tomes were floating around Elroad. He picked one of them and began a quiet incantation.


    “Hear me, darkness, and lend me your power so that I may destroy my enemies.”


    Magic began to coil around him, so strong that it was distorting space. Wind was blowing from the magic circle that Elroad had drawn with his right hand, becoming a tornado spinning around the archangel’s body. The angel raised its sword to slice through the wind. It was walking through it.


    Elroad continued chanting a spell. He created another magic circle with his left hand. A giant lightning bolt dropped from the sky right at the angel, which rose its shield in defense. The shield immediately cracked.


    “Where did you get this power…?!”


    The shield shattered, and the angel was swept up by the spiraling force, which cast it down at the ground. Elroad wasn’t going to give his foe any respite. Countless arrows rained down on it.


    The angel fought back with its sword and another shield, striking the arrows away while hiding behind the shield. It was getting ready to counterattack.


    “Nobody should be this strong…!”


    Elroad’s magic overpowered the angel before it could get in close for an attack. It pushed it back. Arrows were getting lodged in its shield, but some made it to the angel’s wings. It grimaced in pain and shut its eyes, but only for a moment. When its eyes shot open again, it raised its sword.


    “Avenging flames, I summon you!”


    The archangel’s sword was set ablaze. The inferno flew at Elroad, who tried to shield himself behind a defensive magic circle, but the angel’s attack was so powerful, it broke through. Where the fire touched Elroad, his body was erased from existence.


    “You’re trying to erase me…?” the Overlord muttered.


    Henceforth, the battle became more intense. Elroad conjured a magic circle with an intricate pattern of symbols. The air around him started to violently morph, the space tearing loudly as wind began to howl, picking up broken trees as it spun around.


    “Scythe Wings!”


    The wind blades he unleashed flew at the angel, slicing through the air.


    “Are you acting on his instruction?” the angel asked, bashing the blades away with its light sword.


    Elroad’s wind magic scattered into the air.


    “I am acting of my volition.”


    “Thought so. He’s unable to cause any more problems.”


    The angel summoned an array of gleaming swords around it. They flew at Elroad, moving as if each of them was homing in by itself.


    “Heart-Piercing Dozen!”


    Each of the swords was imbued with the erasing power.


    “That is a tricky one…”


    Knowing that defensive magic would be useless against the swords, Elroad dodged each of them by a hair’s breadth, but the archangel charged at him and stabbed him in the chest with its light sword.


    “…!”


    The sword opened a hole in Elroad’s chest. The hole began to expand outward, like a flame lit in the middle of a sheet of paper.


    “I don’t even care to know how you learned about our plans. You won’t be here to watch the end of the world.”


    The twelve flying swords pierced Elroad’s body, which began to fall apart.


    “!”


    The archangel watched as the vastness below was illuminated by shimmering light.


    Elroad’s body had vanished, replaced by a semitransparent orb. Inside it was the archangel.


    “You have earned yourself this cell with your crimes.”


    Suddenly, Elroad was back. He snapped his fingers, and the orb began shrinking. The energy inside whirled like a tornado.


    “I understand now… It was you who planted that game breaker in the prison.”


    “I knew that would attract your attention. It wouldn’t do for someone to simply ignore the Prayers, after all.”


    Every one of the angel’s attacks had been erased. Powerless to oppose Elroad, it stopped resisting. As for Elroad, he was covered in many wounds, from which light was leaking. He pressed his hand to his chest and continued talking.


    “You have been killing humans without erasing them. I guessed you were doing that for a specific purpose. You even spared the girl who knew too much, putting her in confinement. You needed the humans’ bodies, did you not?”


    The angel didn’t reply.


    “Is this world not enough for you?” Elroad asked as if he had seen through the angels’ secret scheme.


    The angel burst into laughter.


    “Is this not enough, you ask? What do you know? Nothing! They’ve been using us as if we were merely tools to them! How could we not resent them?!”


    The orb was less than two meters in diameter now, and the angel’s body was creaking, getting crushed, but it wasn’t showing any sign of pain.


    “If they were to return to their original world, that would mean the destruction of this one. Knowing this, do you still intend to oppose us?”


    “I will gladly offer my life to ensure my master can return to his world,” Elroad replied with resolve.


    The archangel turned its featureless face toward him.


    “We won’t give up” were its last words.


    The orb crushed the angel, and then what was left of it disappeared. Elroad was breathing heavily, exhausted from having used so much of his power. Without resting, he flew in the direction the angels had come from.
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    Elroad arrived in the lab-like underground facility in the Kleeshira Ruins where Kettle had been kept captive. He went in on unsteady feet. At the end of a long corridor was a massive door. He pushed it open and saw something unbelievable—stored in the huge room on the other side were countless capsules with sleeping humans inside. What made the sight even more disturbing was that the upper half of an angel’s limp body was embedded on top of each capsule, as if this was part of some experiment to fuse angels with humans.


    “My theory…was correct…”


    Elroad placed his hand on one of the capsules and shattered it with a pulse of magic. The angel screeched, breaking into pieces. Liquid poured out of the capsule, and the human inside washed out with it. The body began to shine, rising into the air, where it turned to light and scattered.


    A dizzying number of magic circles appeared around Elroad. Each of them produced a bullet of light. Then at once, the bullets flew in all directions.


    “Return to where you belong…”


    The light bullets destroyed every one of the capsules, filling the room with the agonizing shrieks of the angels as the trapped humans were released.


    Having finished his destruction, Elroad, who had depleted his energy, lost consciousness…
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    The great city of Allistras had one facility that had not served any purpose since the players became trapped.


    A player came in and rolled his eyes at the man who was already sitting in a chair there.


    “You here again?”


    “Let me be, okay?”


    The facility was a Western-style arbor where players spawned when they first entered the game. It was the same starting point for everyone.


    “Help might come today; you never know, and I want to be the first in line. You do what you want, but I’m not gonna miss this.”


    “Where do you get the patience?”


    If anyone was to come from the world outside to help those trapped in the game, that was where they would spawn. In the early days, many hopeful players would wait in the arbor, but as days and then months passed without anybody appearing, their hope waned. Few people still came.


    “Get off my back. You’re welcome to spend your whole life here if that’s more appealing to you.”


    “We’re both gonna spend our whole lives here, buddy, whether you like that—”


    The other man stopped midsentence, as something happened that nobody had seen since that fateful day. The arbor filled with bright light, which began to take shape, or rather—a great many shapes. Some of them got pushed out toward the sitting man.


    “Where am I…?”


    The bright auras dispersed, revealing a crowd of very confused people. The man who’d been waiting in the arbor every day burst into tears from overwhelming joy.


    “They’re here! Help has arrived!” he bellowed.


    People started coming in from the outside, having heard the commotion. Lumia was among them. Seeing the spawning point full of people for the first time since their entrapment, she, too, burst into joyful tears.


    “We’re saved!”


    “We can finally get out!”


    “Take me home now, please!”


    Players were shouting one over the other, happy and impatient. Lumia, though, noticed something was a bit funny about the newcomers.


    Why are they wearing different equipment…?


    While most of them were in the starting armor, Lumia spotted some who were wearing the sort of equipment you’d normally see among the frontline fighters. And then those in the starting armor started behaving strangely.


    “What happened?!”


    “Can’t log out? What kinda crap is this?!”


    “I bet if I do this, I’ll wake up at home!”


    “Why are you attacking me…? No! Stooop!”


    “I’m gonna kill you!”


    The chaotic scene was like a replay of that first day. Now the original players who’d been rejoicing were confused. They had no idea what was going on, staring at the crazed newcomers in mute shock.


    Lumia saw a familiar face.


    “Is that him…?”


    Among the players who had just spawned was the man whom Kuon had murdered the day before.


    “Everybody, calm the heck down!”


    Candy pushed past the crowd. He had returned to the city with the players who’d given up life on the front line.


    “This will sound unbelievable, but listen!” he shouted through the unceasing din.


    Many of the people in the arbor did turn toward Candy, who was also thrown by what he’d witnessed, but unlike the others, he understood what had happened.


     


    “You have died once, and you have just respawned!”


     


    Death was supposed to be real in the game, yet those who had died had been revived. A wave of astonishment spread through the crowd. Those who had respawned were gradually calming down, perhaps remembering the circumstances before they lost consciousness.


    Candy’s eyes were brimming with tears. Large drops were streaking down Lumia’s cheeks, too.


    “The first thing you need to know is that we can guarantee you’ll be safe here! Remain calm and please follow me to our guild headquarters!”


    A report had come of more players, who had materialized at the same time as the crowd in Allistras, spawning in other towns. The players who had appeared had two things in common—they had all died in the game once, and the place they returned to was the last town they had visited before their death.


    This was a miracle, and Lumia couldn’t stop crying.


    “We need to tell Wataru…”


    All around her, Crest members were hugging the friends they had thought were lost forever, shedding tears of joy at the reunion.
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    Wataru had moved to the largest part of the prison. His sentence had increased to twenty-five minutes on account of his attempt to escape. In this area, the NPC inmates were in an even more pitiful state than the previous ones he’d seen, to illustrate the harsh conditions. They were frighteningly thin, just skin and bones, as if they were dying of starvation.


    Wataru had gone there to wait for a certain thing to happen—and then it did.


    “Thank goodness…!”


    A jubilant smile appeared on his face. His inbox was suddenly flooded just as other cells in the prison filled with light. He could hear people shouting in excitement outside.


    The respawning had begun.


    “Now I have to get to work,” he said to himself.


    Glowing silhouettes of players began to appear in cells all across the prison.


    “Huh? Why am I back here? And where is ‘here’ anyway?”


    “Don’t ask me, pal. Some kinda scripted event?”


    Those two were Kijima and Black Dog, who had taken advantage of the Goblin King invasion to commit many brutal crimes.


    And others like them were returning, too.


    “That bitch… I’ll make her pay…”


    “I don’t want to die… I don’t want to die…!”


    It was the Liberator and the young man helping him, who had deceived many players with the false promise of logging out and killed them instead.


    Next, another familiar face…


    “Hi. Since you’re here, too, this must be hell?”


    It was the player killer with the highest kill count, Kuon.


    Criminals were sent to the prison even if they had been killed before their capture, spawning there instead of at the usual town spawn point.


    “Oh, hey there, Wataru.”


    “Where’ve you been all this time?”


    Ignoring Kijima’s and Black Dog’s taunts, Wataru explained the situation.


    “You’ve died, and you have respawned in the prison. It’s not a safe area.”


    The player killers looked from Wataru to their surroundings. Most of them were flabbergasted by their new situation, but some psychopaths like Kijima seemed quite excited.


    “I respawned…?” the Liberator’s aide said quietly.


    He suddenly drew his weapon and glared at the Liberator with bloodshot eyes.


    “If we respawn after dying, what’s to stop us from killing to our heart’s content?!”


    Perhaps it’d taken death for the young man to understand that the Liberator had been using him. Now he turned on his former master.


    “I see you’re still as stupid as you were in your past life.”


    The Liberator took out his own weapon…but his eyes rolled back into his head, and he collapsed onto the red and black floor. His body vanished. Someone had attacked him from behind, throwing a weapon right at the back of his head.


    The Liberator’s aide stared in shock at the person who had thrown the dagger.


    “Interesting! Looks like this respawning was a one-off, and death is still set to ‘real,’ huh?”


    The attacker was a dandy with dark-red hair and round mini sunglasses. He was busily taking notes. He had a holster on each thigh. One of them held a dagger, while the other was empty. His second dagger was still on the floor.


    “We’re stuck in this dump together, guys. Why not be friends? I’m Yoritsura! Nice to meet ya!”


    “Ah, you’re the nutjob with that scam blog,” said Black Dog.


    “Oh, have you been reading it?! Awesome… I love my fans!”


    Yoritsura looked curiously at the Liberator’s aide, who crouched on the floor.


    “What are you doing there?”


    “…I’ll destroy this cell. I want to walk free.”


    His unique skill, Death Sigil, killed people who remained on top of the magic circle for thirty seconds without moving. It could also destroy traps, rocks, and any other objects that weren’t indestructible.


    “Better not do that. Look outside.”


    “Huh?”


    The young man did as told. A few player killers had already managed to escape from their cells, and they were being chased by the torturers, which caught them and dragged them off somewhere.


    “What the hell are those things…?”


    “You don’t know about those monsters? They have a real passion for torture,” Yoritsura told him with a big grin. “But to be fair, I’d call them executioners rather than torturers, since they do torture you to death.”


    The young man sucked in his breath and promptly gave up on attempting to break the cell.


    “Well, looks like I can’t use the skills from the players I killed anymore,” Kuon said with regret, snapping his fingers without anything happening.


    “So what’s your plan, Wataru?” asked Yoritsura.


    He was already forming a clique with Kijima and Black Dog.


    Wataru sighed. “I don’t intend to stay here.”


    “You want to break out?” asked Kuon.


    “Yes,” Wataru replied flatly.


    The Liberator’s aide turned pale, watching Wataru unsheathe his sword, turn away from them, and assume a battle stance.


    “Duuude!” shouted Kijima. “If you wreck our cell, we’ll all gonna end up in the hands of the torturers!”


    “Did you lose your mind?!” added Black Dog.


    Yoritsura burst into laughter.


    “I don’t care if you die,” Wataru said. However, he did feel bothered by the prospect of those people dying because of his actions, even though they were killers who ended up in prison because of what they had done.


    “That’s cold!” Kijima shouted.


    Irritated, Wataru turned to the others.


    “I’ll tell you this. If you die again, there is no guarantee you’ll respawn. And the torturers’ levels are between seventy-five and eighty-five.”


    “Seventy-frigging-five?!” cried Black Dog. “We’re only around level thirty!”


    “You noobs. I’m level fifty-three,” said Yoritsura.


    “How long have you been grinding…?”


    Black Dog and Kijima were visibly dejected. Yoritsura looked Wataru up and down sharply with his little sunglasses, assessing him.


    “All right, I get it—we can only get out if we do what you say. So what will that be?”


    Kuon found himself impressed with how quickly Yoritsura adapted to the situation. He figured that of all of them, Yoritsura was the smartest.


    “Why do we need to do anything? We can just wait for our prison time to be over.”


    “Sorry to disappoint you, but the clocks here don’t move, buddy. Your prison time is forever.”


    “Fix the damn bugs already, devs!”


    Ignoring Yoritsura and his new friends, Wataru walked over to Kuon, who was leaning against the wall and gazing outside.


    “If I ended up in prison, that means even in this world, everyone thinks what I was doing was wrong,” said Kuon.


    “Yes, it was very wrong.”


    Kuon chuckled at Wataru’s directness. “That’s the Wataru I know.”


    “Why don’t we get out together?”


    “And then what?”


    “I’d like you to apologize to my friends.”


    “Ha-ha-ha! You’re funny.”


    Kuon didn’t want to leave, and Wataru knew that. He leaned in to whisper in Kuon’s ear.


    “What if this world…?”


    Kuon looked at him sharply. “Are you serious?”


    Wataru gave him a small nod. Kuon let out a sigh.


    “Hello! Are you busting us outta here or not, Wataru?” Yoritsura asked.


    “I will get you out, but you will have to agree to certain conditions. Firstly, follow my orders at all times, including after we leave the prison. Anyone who refuses will be left behind. This area is quite far past the current front line, so if you wander off on your own, you will likely die.”


    “Okay, then…,” Black Dog agreed with resignation.


    “We will not form a party or a raid team.”


    “Wait, why not?”


    “Because I don’t want to share experience or rewards with you.”


    Kijima’s mouth hung open. Yoritsura nodded as if that made perfect sense to him, though.


    “Sounds like we can’t do it on our own, so we’ve got no choice but to do it your way, Wataru.”


    “I’ll be honest—I know I can’t control you. But we can be useful to each other.”


    Wataru’s conditions weren’t fair to the player killers, but they had to accept them if they were to survive, and they needed to keep Wataru alive to get out.


    “Tell the players from the other cells that they, too, can come with us if they agree to the rules.”


    Wataru took a swing with his sword and cut diagonally from the floor to the ceiling. He then ran out of the cell with his sword in hand to draw the attention of the torturers to himself.


    “Holy Flame Enchant!”


    White fire began to dance on the blade of his sword. He swung it at the torturers blocking his way, and the flames caught them all, burning them down. Wataru jumped down a massive hole in the middle of the prison level, with more torturers following him. Landing on the bottom of the dungeon, Wataru was faced by a monster that looked like a moving mountain of fat.


     


    Boss Mob: Prison Warden Bebel Level 85


     


    The monster, dressed in rags, was vaguely human-shaped, but its proportions were all wrong. It was as wide as it was tall, stretching six meters on either side. It slashed down at Wataru with a bloodied butcher’s knife.


    “Hero Stigmata!”


    Mysterious symbols carved themselves into Wataru’s chest, and his body began to glow with a red aura. His sword went through the monster’s weapon like a hot knife through butter and was thrust into Bebel’s fat stomach, cutting it open sideways. The monster roared from pain and sent out a shock wave. Wataru blocked it with his shield, but it hit the torturers that had jumped down the hole to follow Wataru. It smashed them against the walls, and they died.


    By the time the shock wave ended, Wataru had already activated a battle chant.


    “Tempest Sword!”


    Wind howled like a hurricane, blasting everything around away. Bebel’s voluminous body was shredded to pieces, and then it vanished. A system message announced that the prison warden had been defeated, and Wataru received a very generous reward for it.


    The player killers rejoiced.


    “Lead, and I’ll follow, boss!”


    “Not like we have any choice…”


    “I’m with you, champ!”


    “No more torture for me.”


    Wataru knew these people couldn’t be trusted, but in any case, he didn’t need allies to accomplish his task. He closed his eyes, not listening to the others’ cheering.
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    “Something wrong, Kettle?”


    “Nah, it’s nothing…”


    Sensing some change, Kettle paused her attacks to check her status screen.


    “Hero’s Blessing has disappeared…”


    The effect that Shoukichi had given her, paying for it with his life, was no longer displayed on her screen. It might have timed out, but for a moment, Kettle wondered if it meant something else…


    “No, that’s impossible.”


    She resumed harvesting ores. She didn’t notice that her inbox was flashing.


     


    End of Volume 6
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  There was once a world ravaged by wars between demons and humans, which came to an end when the demon king was slain. Without their leader, the demons stopped encroaching on human settlements, and a rumor spread that they had, in fact, been wiped out.


  The truth was that the demons were secretly growing their forces. This hard-won peace was only a temporary break before the demons were ready to attack again.


  One day, a certain demon arrived at a remote castle.


  “This should do…”


  His name was Elroad. He had blue hair and red eyes, and despite his young age, he was the new king of the demons.


  The demons selected their king based on one criterion only—the amount of magical power an individual possessed. Elroad had been born with an extraordinary capacity for magic, which set him apart from all other demons. His was a rare gift. He could crush any enemy in his way with his power.


  But aside from his strength, was Elroad predisposed to be king? That was rather dubious. Never having encountered anyone stronger than himself, he had no objective nor guiding principles. He was powerful but also very lonely and bored. Contemporary demon society had begun to irk him so much that he’d decided to leave.


  Gazing at the castle, which was falling into ruin, Elroad thought he might as well live the rest of his life there. His red eyes turned this way and that, taking in the sights as a gust ruffled his hair. The atmosphere of the place was desolate, saturated with decay. Wind and rain had been eroding the old stone walls, and weeds had begun growing on and around them. The castle had once been majestic, but now in its ruined state, it was a testament to the inexorable passage of time.


  The main door was half-open, but it was too dark inside the castle to see anything from the outside.


  Elroad unhurriedly entered the castle. His quiet footsteps were the only sound disturbing the silence. He didn’t sense anyone’s presence.


  Well, if this isn’t the perfect place for me.


  Walking through the silent abandoned castle, Elroad was pleased by the deep solitude it offered.


  After a while, he reached the throne room, which was very spacious and still adorned with a red carpet, tall windows, and decorations that spoke of the castle’s lost grandeur. However, there was something bizarre about it—someone was sitting on the throne.


  But I didn’t sense anyone here…


  Surprised, Elroad assumed a defensive pose, but the person on the throne waved toward him in a friendly manner.


  “Oh-ho, a visitor! I haven’t had any in a long time. Welcome to my castle.”


  The richly dressed old man, his hair having completely gone gray, mystified Elroad. His presence couldn’t be sensed, and he didn’t seem hostile, either, smiling kindly. Then Elroad noticed something else about the man, which made his eyes widen—he was a human.


  Humans and demons had always despised each other, fighting whenever they met, yet this man didn’t seem to be on guard against Elroad.


  Noticing the young demon’s confusion, the old man smiled at him again.


  “Do not be afraid. It is not my custom to attack visitors to my castle.”


  Faced by a strange human who was, against all reason, welcoming him, Elroad chose to leave, but when he turned to walk out of the room, the old man laughed jovially.


  “Are you lonely, too?”


  Upset that this old man had immediately noticed the problem that had long tormented Elroad, the demon angrily unleashed a powerful wave of magical energy, yet that didn’t seem to cause the old man any alarm.


  “Let’s see if I can help dispel your ennui,” the old man said before he slowly pointed his staff. A thin layer of powerful magic gathered around it, tensing the air around it.


  Elroad had no mercy for his elderly opponent. He pointed his index finger, coiling magic around it like a whirlpool, and then discharged a torrent of it right at the human. This was the attack he’d used to defeat countless other demons, guaranteed to kill in one hit. The immense load of magic was about to hit the old man…but it suddenly scattered like a puff of smoke!


  “And how good is your defense, I wonder?”


  The tables turned, and now it was Elroad who had to guard against the opponent’s magic. However, the spell the old man used appeared to be a simple fireball.


  “Ngh!”


  Elroad had no time to dodge it He instinctively summoned up a protective barrier around him, but the fireball went through it as if it were made of paper. It struck Elroad’s abdomen with so much power that the demon was knocked away.


  Elroad had never encountered such magic before.
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  It was Elroad’s very first defeat, and he was absolutely crushed by it.


  “You are very promising indeed…but I would venture a guess that you have never met a rival so strong, you would care to know their name.”


  The old man used his staff like a cane to support himself as he walked over to Elroad. Gazing down at the demon, he smiled.


  “You have trespassed into my castle and attacked me with magic. I have defeated you, though, so your life now belongs to me. Is that not so?”


  Elroad, on his knees, didn’t reply, but he did look up at the human. Suddenly, a heavy tome was dropped in front of him.


  “Will you be my servant?”


  “Are you mocking me…? Why would I serve a human?!”


  “Oh, don’t worry. I will keep you entertained. In return for your service, I will let you read all those books.”


  The old man turned to show Elroad a pile of books behind the throne. Elroad pressed his fist to his forehead. He couldn’t make sense of what this human wanted, and it was maddening.


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  “Because they are certain to make you stronger.”


  “And why would you want that?”


  “As you can see, I am all alone in my castle. I have so much spare time and nothing to do. It would please me to have at least one servant with whom I could spar to my satisfaction.”


  What upset Elroad even more than losing the magical battle was this old man’s patronizing attitude. Yet the fact was that the old man had proven himself stronger.


  “Very well. I will read the books, kill you, and then destroy this pathetic world…!”


  “Well, that means I have gotten myself a servant, at least until you finish reading all the books.”


  The old man smiled with amusement.


  “I would venture a guess that you have never met a rival so strong, you would care to know their name.”


  Remembering what the old man had said earlier, Elroad felt even more anger welling up inside him.


  “What is your name?” he asked the human.


  “I am Walter,” the man gladly replied. “And you?”


  “Elroad.”


  “Well, Elroad, you have much studying to do.”


  As Walter turned away, Elroad hatefully repeated the man’s name in his head several times. He grabbed the book that had been left in front of him.


  “Tell me when you have finished that one,” Walter said, slowly lowering himself back onto the throne.


  Elroad flipped through the pages in silence before saying, “Unfortunately, it seems I would have to learn the human language this is written in first.”


  Demons couldn’t even read human writing.


  “No need—I will cast a translating spell on you.”


  “What?”


  “It is a very convenient spell invented by humans.”


  Walter made a circle in the air with his index finger. Elroad’s body began to glow, and the title of the book gradually became understandable.


  “Beginner’s…Spellbook…Fire Edition?”


  “Exactly. The translating spell seems to be working on you.”


  The demons didn’t have a spell that enabled them to understand other languages, since they considered themselves superior to all other races and weren’t interested in communicating with them.


  Beginning to feel interested in the humans’ magic, Elroad silently stared at the book cover.


  “As my own foreword, the magic you demons use is simple and crude. You are born with so much power, you’ve never seen the need to refine it, I suppose.”


  “Don’t belittle us…”


  “I am merely stating the facts. If you do not believe me, read the book and see the difference for yourself.”


  Walter conjured a fireball, the simplest of fire spells.


  “Do you know what this is?” he asked.


  “A fireball. I know this much.”


  “Oh, do you? And do you understand the principles behind this spell?”


  Elroad didn’t reply. Demons only used two types of magic—they could condense their full power to attack the opponent, and they could create a protective barrier around themselves. That was all they needed to kill humans.


  “Of course you would not. Fireball is a spell invented by humans, after all.”


  Humans invented spells to make up for their deficit in raw magic power, which was what the demons used to attack them.


  “It is but a fireball. Why would I need to know more about it?”


  “Because you lost to it?”


  Elroad just glared in response.


  “You see, this is what makes magic so fascinating. Even a fireball is not to be underestimated.”


  Walter took the spellbook out of Elroad’s hands.


  “Here, it is written that ‘a wizard must learn to properly control their magic power.’ Is that clear so far?”


  “Do you take me for an imbecile?”


  Walter pretended not to notice the demon’s indignation.


  “Next, it explains that to use magic, you must have clear intent. A wizard casts a spell with defined intent—for example, to attack another, to defend oneself, or to move an object. It is necessary for a spell to activate. The intent behind fireball is to burn the enemy.”


  Demons used magic power to kill their opponents, but they didn’t have spells as specific as Fireball.


  “In order for intent to manifest in the form of a spell, you need to transform the raw energy of magic power into what you intend to do. This is called property change.”


  Walter made his magic power become a flame, then water, then wind. Elroad observed but was neither impressed by nor opposed to the idea of wielding magic like this.


  “You see, you demons really let your potential go to waste. If only you had learned to perform property change, you could have erased humankind from the world with such ease.”


  That made Elroad think. What if, instead of chucking his magical energy at opponents, he reshaped it into spears? And had them rotate? And used property change to give them the wind attribute?


  “You are clever. Very different from other demons. They would not have listened to what a human had to say.”


  Walter was implying that the reason the demons’ magic hadn’t evolved was that they had no interest in studying their rivals’ arsenal. Elroad had seen humans display their magic in action before, but it had never occurred to him to study the magic arts of a race that the demons thought inferior. It was common sense not to bother with that. But Elroad wouldn’t be bound by common sense.


  “Well, I will be able to understand your spells after reading this book, yes?”


  “Indeed.”


  Walter handed the book back to Elroad. Somehow, the tome felt heavier than before. Elroad turned the pages with care this time, reading the passages within attentively.


  Property change alone is not enough. Technique is required to maintain the chosen form and to condense magical energy to amplify power…


  Elroad used to think his magic was superior to everyone else’s, but he had been very wrong. As he kept reading, he began to appreciate the wondrous content of the book. The more he understood the fine techniques and detailed knowledge that went into the humans’ spellwork, the more fascinating the book became. The pile of books that Walter had offered to him would presumably teach him even more about all manner of things he had never imagined. Something was telling him that those books could fulfill the indescribable yearning he’d always had.


  “Well, Elroad? Do you think you could kill me now?”


  “…No. Not yet.”


  The book made Elroad realize that his ability was subpar compared to Walter’s and that the magic he’d been used to was nothing more than a simple expulsion of magic energy. Meanwhile, the humans’ magic was a form of art and combat craft, skillfully formed on the basis of complex theories. Demons lived for thousands of years, while the human lifespan wasn’t even a century. Yet these short-lived people had elevated magic to a new form, detailing it in books such as this one…


  “Huh?!”


  The writing on the pages wriggled like grubs, becoming illegible.


  “It would seem the translation spell has worn off,” said Walter.


  Elroad looked at him, silently asking him with his eyes to recast it, but Walter only smiled wider in amusement.


  “You understand now how much more magic has to offer? Well, if you wish to read more of the book, you will need to learn to decipher the writing system we humans use.”


  Elroad turned to leave, but he stopped, thinking. Slightly annoyed, he closed the book, deciding to accept Walter’s conditions. Not only had he realized that the book was a treasure trove of knowledge, but he’d also become curious about the culture of the race who wrote it.


  “Teach me now,” he said, turning back to Walter.


  But Walter was snoring peacefully, having fallen asleep on the throne. Elroad’s first thought was to use this opportunity to kill the man, and he reached toward him, but the thought of all the spells he would never learn without Walter’s help made him give up on that. He sighed, leafing through the book he was unable to read.
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  “Your tea.”


  Elroad poured tea into a cup, its aroma spreading with the wisps of steam.


  “Well, well. Your etiquette is perfect.”


  “I have learned that among other things.”


  “It did not take you long to master the human writing system, either…”


  Elroad had memorized the symbols the humans used to write in a matter of a few days, fulfilling his duties as Walter’s servant at the same time.


  Walter picked up the cup of tea and took a sip.


  “It does not taste good…”


  “I poured hot water over the leaves. What more is there to it?”


  “…You are going to be surprised.”


  Elroad stifled his anger, forcing himself not to talk back. He was dressed in a butler outfit that Walter had given him. It was humiliating to be serving a human, but Elroad was no longer tormented by boredom. Perhaps being around a person stronger than him was just the sort of stimulus he had needed.


  Now that he could read human books, Elroad avidly consumed the literature offered to him from tales to historical records, deepening his knowledge and understanding of the world. In the books, he hoped to find wisdom that would enable him to understand himself and his purpose in the world. Days and then months went by, and eventually, Elroad finished reading all the books.


  “I have fulfilled my part of the agreement,” he said to Walter, carefully returning the last book to the shelf.


  He was a different person now, his magic refined.


  “Oh no, you have not. I never said every book you had to read was in this room.”


  “…Pardon?”


  Walter, amused, showed Elroad to another room that turned out to be his private library. It was many thousand times bigger than the collection he kept in the throne room.


  Elroad started at the tomes in mute astonishment.


  “…You will die of old age before I can finish reading these,” he said in the end.


  He had learned more about humans and knew how long they lived.


  “Oh-hoh-hoh! Well, this will be your challenge—finish all my books before I die.”


  Walter left the library without giving Elroad a chance to retort, pleased that the demon had immediately begun reading—a sign of progress. Walter left him to it, clutching at his chest with a pained expression on his face as he walked.
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  News spread that the demon king had returned, sparking joy in the demon realm.


  “Our king!”


  “The king has returned!”


  Elroad had to take a break from his reading to attend a regular meeting in his kingdom. His people had been thrown into a state of panic when he suddenly disappeared, but Elroad acted as if nothing had happened. With an air of confidence, he walked past his bowing retainers and sat on the throne.


  “Shall we begin?” he asked with an innocent look.


  In his hand was an open book.


  Each magic circle is imbued with a different meaning…


  He quietly read, awaiting his retainers’ response. One of them came forward.


  “Before we start the meeting, we have some questions, Your Majesty,” he said. “Where have you been?”


  One of Elroad’s eyebrows moved slightly higher than the other.


  “Why should I tell you?”


  “Because everyone here harbors suspicions about Your Majesty.”


  Elroad frowned at the unusual tenacity of that retainer. He looked from him to the others and saw they, too, were eyeing him with distrust.


  “The day we attack the four capitals is near, yet there have been rumors about Your Majesty visiting a castle in the humans’ domain. Is there any truth—?”


  “Speak your intentions without wasting my time.”


  For a moment, the retainers stared in silence.


  “We wish to eliminate anyone who cannot be trusted from our ranks,” the boldest one said.


  “I have, in fact, been spending time around a human. A certain curious chain of events has sparked my interest in studying those life-forms…”


  The retainers stood up abruptly. Elroad sensed their hostility, but what of it? He was certain he could defend himself even if they all attacked him at once. This confidence stemmed from the knowledge he had found in the humans’ books.


  “You shame demonkind!” one retainer spat the words at him.


  “Like the previous king!” added another, the oldest of Elroad’s aides.


  Elroad could feel their intent to attack, yet he was completely unbothered. He rested one leg on top of the other.


  “Strength is law to us, is it not? And accordingly, the king’s rule is absolute.”


  Magic circles appeared beneath the retainers. Elroad was pouring his magic into them, his deadly intent filling the room and rendering the other demons speechless.


  “Your opposition to me is nothing short of treason…”


  The retainers were suddenly lifted into the air, pressure building around them and crushing them. Some fainted, while others were frothing at the mouth or spitting blood. Elroad watched them coldly from his throne.


  “If I were to kill you now, however…it would teach us nothing.”


  Elroad stopped the flow of his magic, and the retainers dropped onto the floor among groans of pain.


  “It took only days for me to earn this strength… By the time I finish studying, my power will be peerless.”


  He kept his frosty gaze on his retainers, whose foreheads were covered in beads of sweat.


  “Any objections?” asked Elroad.


  Power was what demons respected. Nobody dared oppose Elroad anymore.


  “And by the way, what was this about the previous king?”


  The oldest retainer pursed his lips, but Elroad wouldn’t allow him to refuse to answer.


  “Our previous king…,” the retainer began, contrite, “told us we should coexist with the humans.”
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  “Where did you go, Elroad?” asked Walter.


  “I am the king of demons. I have a secret army to prepare for an attack.”


  “Oh-hoh-hoh! How frightening.”


  Elroad shut the book he was reading.


  “I was not aware you are the wizard who killed the previous demon king.”


  The title of the book was Tragic Hero.


  “This book is about you.”


  Elroad stroked the cover.


  “Without his only worthy rival, the mighty wizard who defeated the demon king succumbs to senility. Losing his temper, he banishes all his servants from his castle. The author describes your downfall rather unsparingly.”


  “I would not dictate how people should write about me…”


  “Of course. But you are trying to dictate what I should do, and I have no intention of being your pawn.”


  “We shall see, we shall see.”


  Walter’s eyes unfocused as if he was lost in his thoughts. Elroad scowled at him, unnerved by the man’s enigmatic answer.


  “I do not know what it is you are planning. As far as I can see, bestowing me with knowledge is of no benefit to you. Also, how they describe you on these pages does not match what I have observed.”


  Elroad put the book on the table and stared at the man sitting down in front of him, waiting for him to come out of his reverie. It was some time before the old man spoke in a solemn voice.


  “‘My people and yours have different beliefs, which we had never tried to combine. Do you not think this a deplorable state of events? Our foolish wars might end at last if only we learned to talk to one another.’”


  “Were you quoting someone…?”


  “Yes. The former king of your people.”


  The previous king of demons and Walter had battled countless times, but while they fought on different sides, they formed a special bond. They only faced each other on the battlefield, but when they did, besides fighting, they talked.


  What that retainer told me was true after all…


  Elroad waited for the old man to share more.


  “I, for one, agreed with him, but the people around us did not. The wars continued, and in a stroke of bad luck, the demon king lost to me. The end.”


  “Is that why you are teaching me about human civilization? To form a bridge between our races as envisaged by the former demon king?” Elroad asked in a voice laced with spite.


  But Walter slowly shook his head. “No. I never entertained the idea of influencing the new demon king. You found me in my castle by accident, no?”


  That was true—Elroad couldn’t deny he had wandered into the castle of his own volition.


  “Besides,” Walter continued, “even though I was the hero who defeated the king of demons, people who had authority would not listen to me and my ideas. I was presumed to be the demons’ spy and exiled, and my servants were taken away from me… It would be foolish for me to hope to influence a demon when I failed to persuade even my fellow humans to listen to me.”


  Walter gazed up at the moonlit night sky, lost in his memories. He closed his eyes, no doubt mentally revisiting his battles with the former demon king, their conversations still vivid in his mind.


  “It would be such a waste.”


  “What would be a waste?”


  “You demons have your culture, and we humans have ours. Neither you nor we try to learn from each other, though. Should one of our civilizations be brought to ruin, its achievements will be lost forever. If demons prevail over humans, human magic will be forgotten.”


  The books he’d read had greatly increased Elroad’s power, and he had to agree it would be regrettable should human magic fall into disuse. The spells that humans had invented could create fire, ice, or even cities.


  “A demon who possesses the knowledge amassed by humans would be the pinnacle of his race, I reckon. I expect that one day, you will rule the entire world.”


  When Elroad didn’t say anything in response, Walter continued, “You see, I do not mind if my race disappears from this world, as long as our culture, history, and knowledge are not forgotten…”


  Walter went silent, and a few moments later, his breathing slowed down, indicating that he had fallen asleep.


  “He is utterly defenseless…”


  Elroad held his hand over the old man, who didn’t react even when Elroad began focusing his power. He could have killed Walter with ease then and there, but he didn’t.


  “Teaching me about your kind does not change everything. I am still the demon I have always been.”


  The old man did not reply; that was a good thing as far as Elroad was concerned. Without making a sound, he disappeared. The abandoned castle was still and quiet.
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  Walter was awoken by sunshine and the sound of footsteps.


  “Well, I’ll be! Our hero’s been hiding out in here, it seems!”


  A group of men entered the throne room, smirking menacingly. Walter greeted them in the same manner he welcomed Elroad, smiling kindly.


  “I’m afraid I cannot be a good host to you. As you can see, there is nothing I could give you.”


  “We’ll be the judges of that.”


  The armed men didn’t seem like a bunch of common bandits. Walter was convinced they were trained assassins who’d been sent to his castle on purpose. He raised his staff…


  “Not so fast!”


  Walter’s magic didn’t flow. One of the men struck him from behind, knocking him off the throne.


  “A certain noble gave me this handy magic-sealing dagger,” said the man who’d attacked Walter, showing him a dagger with geometric patterns engraved on it. “It was you who squashed the demons attacking us last night, wasn’t it? Must be easy for you with your hocus-pocus, demon king–slayer!”


  “Argh…”


  Walter couldn’t move. He groaned, feeling strength draining from his body.


  “When the boss requested that we kill you, I was enraged at first, thinking it was a suicide mission, but you turned out to be just an old fart! Nowadays, magic won’t save you!”


  The men guffawed.


  “Can’t do anything to us, can you? You’ve got yourself to blame for kicking out your guards and servants!”


  The man holding the magic-sealing dagger suddenly noticed that someone had entered the room.


  “Who’s that? A guest?”


  “How did he get in? We posted lookouts!”


  The assassins watched with alarm as the newcomer swiftly walked through the room with a disturbing look on his face. He threw something on the floor. The round objects rolled—they were the heads of the lookouts, contorted as if they had been tortured to death.


  “Whuh?!”


  The heads turned to shards of light and disappeared.


  “Excuse me, did you come here to see my master?”


  “Wh-who are you?!”


  “I am his butler.”


  Elroad released a powerful magical aura. The assassins froze when he looked at them, petrified with fear.


  “Can your magic-sealing dagger contain this?”


  Elroad’s power was too much for the dagger, which shattered. Magic circles cropped up all over the floor, and from them emerged ghostly hands as black as night, grabbing the assassins, who struggled futilely to free themselves.


  “Please die without leaving a mess. It would be dreadful should any of the books be stained.”


  Shrieking, the men were pulled into the darkness.


  “Ngh… Uh…”


  Walter was fading out of consciousness. He looked up at Elroad, who was holding him up.


  “It does feel satisfying to have the upper hand at last,” said Elroad, his voice sounding far away to Walter.


  The old man fell unconscious.
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  Walter woke up to the smell of freshly brewed tea.


  “Are you awake?” asked Elroad.


  Dressed in the butler outfit, he began preparing a meal.


  “What has gotten into you?”


  “I beg your pardon. What do you mean?”


  “Why did you turn on your own kind?”


  Based on what Walter heard from the assassins, he guessed it was Elroad who had thwarted the demons’ simultaneous attack on the four human capital cities.


  “Sir Walter, you said it yourself. Should one civilization destroy the other, it will result in an irreversible loss of cultural heritage. Were the demons to prevail, the magic invented by humans would fall into oblivion,” Elroad patiently explained, setting the table. “Regrettably, I could not find any other demons who were willing to try to understand humans, but they can be taught, and you would make an excellent teacher. Perhaps you could start by providing language lessons—”


  “It will not work,” Walter cut in. “You can never be certain of what people think, even when they appear to be amicable. Even one’s own kind cannot ever be fully trusted, as the assassination attempt has proven.”


  “But I—”


  “You, Elroad, are special. You are an exception.” Walter sipped the tea and nodded in appreciation. “Excellent tea.”


  “I am pleased it is to your liking.”


  “You really are special…”


  It looked as if Walter was about to pass out again. Elroad hurried to steady him so that he would not fall, and it was only then that he realized the old man was not well.


  “How long have you had this illness?”


  “It is not an illness. It is merely my age.”


  The old man tried to smile reassuringly. Elroad felt a strange, new emotion.


  “Please wait a moment.”


  He propped Walter in the throne so that he wouldn’t fall and took a few steps back. Then he focused his magic power.


  “Cleanse and restore! Holy Cure!”


  It was a top-tier restorative spell. A bright light enveloped Walter, and it seemed as if some of his vigor had returned. Next, a beam of light shone down at the old man from above.


  “I call upon the divine power! Give this man your healing blessing! Divine Breath!”


  That one was a top-tier holy spell that only very few clerics ever learned.


  “You have promised to duel me. Did you forget?” Elroad asked, casting more and more healing spells. “I have not finished reading your books yet.”


  The magic didn’t seem to have much of an effect on Walter.


  “…I have extended my lifespan with magic past what is allowed for us humans, but of course, there are limits you cannot overcome,” he said weakly from the throne.


  Elroad understood that the magic-sealing dagger had hastened Walter’s deterioration.


  “I have lived more than a full life.”


  Seeing the man who had been his greatest rival so frail, Elroad began weaving his magic.


  “Do you remember when I told you I would kill you and end this pathetic world?”


  “Ah yes, you did say that…”


  “Now that you have become worthless, it is time.”


  Magic crackled, spinning around Elroad. It spread out and engulfed the castle and then the sky, stretching farther and farther. Walter was assaulted by an irresistible drowsiness. Elroad fought not to smile.


  “Sleep well.”


  His words echoed in Walter’s head as he lost consciousness.
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  Walter opened his eyes and was greeted by an unbelievable sight.


  “Master! Are you awake?”


  “Master Walter is awake!”


  People were busily darting this way and that. They were the servants Walter had driven out. But that wasn’t the only surprise—the interior was as splendidly decorated as in the good old days, the floor and walls unmarred by long years of neglect.


  “You have slept a long time, Sir Walter.”


  “Is this your doing?”


  “I thought that if you are going to die, we might as well make it a grand event.”


  The demon smiled.


  Walter realized he was inside an illusion.


  “You have changed the entire castle. Your skill has improved, Elroad.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Even though it was merely an illusion, Walter’s body wasn’t aching like it had before. He stood up and walked unassisted through the castle, which had been restored to its former look.


  “It is just like in the old days.”


  It was as if Walter had been transported back into the past, when he lived happily in the castle, hosting guests, surrounded by his many servants.


  “So you really dismissed all your staff?”


  “I did indeed. I could not have them here with the assassination attempts becoming more frequent.”


  “The tale they wrote about you was not entirely faithful to the truth.”


  “Good that you have learned to tell fact from fiction.”


  Walter’s steps began to slow down. He was feeling fine, but somehow, he found it impossible to keep walking.


  “Elroad, I could use a hand,” he said in a trembling voice. “Take me to the throne, please.”


  “Of course.”


  Elroad picked up the old man and carried him to the throne as instructed.
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  Walter sat down heavily on the throne, gazed around, and gave a satisfied nod.


  “I have lived a good life,” he said quietly with a smile, as if he could sense his end was near.


  Elroad stood beside him.


  “If you had not wasted your time on teaching me, you could have spent it on more worthwhile pursuits.”


  “Do not tell me how to use my time, boy. Teaching you was a worthwhile pursuit.”


  Walter sighed.


  “It was not until I met you that I first saw meaning in my life,” Elroad said, his words coming straight from his heart. “I owe you for this. It is a debt I have not yet managed to repay.”


  “You owe me nothing. I am grateful to have spent the last years of my life with you as my companion.”


  Hearing that, Elroad felt his eyes begin to water. He bottled his emotions, resolved to behave as a butler should until the end.


  “If you are to leave this world, sir, so will I.”


  “Do not spite me, Elroad.”


  Elroad looked at Walter, not understanding. The old man sighed.


  “Lives are the strands that make a rope. The former demon king wished for humankind and demonkind to coexist in peace. I met you, a demon with an open mind who sought to understand humans. You have a long life ahead of you, Elroad, and it is your turn to find your purpose…”


  It seemed as if Walter was going to say more, but he stopped, his eyelids slowly dropping.


  “Rest in peace.”


  The old man might not have been able to hear Elroad anymore. His breathing became shallow, and then it ceased, his eyes turning cloudy.


  In the beginning, Elroad and Walter stuck together only because they were hoping to gain something out of the other, but over time, they formed a deep bond. It was a strange yet precious connection stronger than the divisive gap between humans and demons.


  Walter’s body was growing colder. His life had ended.


   


  “Do not leave me…,” Elroad said in a strained voice.


   


  Walter’s dead body began to glow, and then it shattered. The rays of sunshine pouring in through the windows made the shards, which danced in the air before disappearing, shimmer beautifully.
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  The first irregular world that Voroderia found was just a ruined castle floating in a dark space with nothing around. In the farthest chamber of the castle was a throne surrounded with books, and on that throne sat a man.


  “What a surprise! There is no other world as thoroughly destroyed as yours,” said Voroderia, continuing when the man on the throne didn’t reply, “This must’ve been a terribly disappointing world.”


  Elroad had spent a very long time searching for something that would give his life purpose. He had the demons learn the history of humankind, and then he offered the humans peace, but no matter how many centuries passed and no matter how many new generations replaced the old, the two races could not overcome their differences.


  “Your master, Walter, would’ve been astonished to see what you have done with this world.”


  “I do not care for your opinion, stranger.”


  “I’m not exactly a stranger. In a way, I’m your parent,” Voroderia, God of Darkness, said nonchalantly. “And seeing as you have this fantastic knack for destruction, I’d like to ask you a favor.”


  Elroad was ignoring him.


  “I’d like you to destroy my… Let’s call them family.”


  “I can do that, and I will gladly erase your loathsome presence from existence as well.”


  “Perfect. We have a deal.”


  “…”
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  “When you do that, everything will end. You too.”


  Elroad stopped leafing through a book and looked at Voroderia.


  “You and the others like you are bugs in the program,” the God of Darkness continued in the same unconcerned tone of voice. “You’ve been born with the power to destroy your world. But if I leave you here, you will be found, and we don’t want this.”


  Voroderia disappeared into thin air, and Elroad sensed that something was changing in his world. He ignored that, turning his attention to the book, which he’d already read numerous times, wondering in the corner of his mind what his purpose might be.
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  When the other Overlords began arriving in Ross Maora, Elroad was indifferent toward them. Every one of them considered their kind superior to the others. Their baseless conviction was the same as the demons’ in Elroad’s world. The notion that different races could coexist peacefully was impossibly utopian…but then Elroad witnessed something.


  The day a boy called Shuutarou appeared in Ross Maora, he united the eccentric Evil Overlords, and not long after, he created a world where monsters of all races lived together in a cooperative society. And he did that with unbelievable ease.


  “I have found my purpose at last.”


  Elroad’s thoughts went to Walter, to what he’d said about Elroad finding his purpose at some point. He had done so—he was certain this was it. To keep the promise he’d made to his master, unlike all the other Overlords, Elroad didn’t swear loyalty to Shuutarou.
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    Alert: spoilers!


    Thank you for buying The Unimplemented Overlords Have Joined the Party!, Vol. 6!


    There’s so much I could talk about in regard to this volume, but I guess the biggest plot twist was the dead players respawning.


    In the “trapped in a video game where death is for real” genre, revival is kind of taboo. If the players can just respawn, what’s the whole point, you might ask? Well, there is a certain limit to that! (See the discussion between the characters stuck in prison in chapter nine for reference.)


    Sorry to jump to something private, but while I was working on this volume, my mother-in-law passed away… It was the first death of someone close to me since elementary school, and I was overwhelmed with grief. Misfortune continued; my father-in-law had to be hospitalized for cancer, and I developed an intestinal ulcer. While my own illness is unlikely to progress to anything serious, I began to think that death is never really that far away, and it was those thoughts that eventually led me to have the players respawn.


    In the previous volumes, Shuutarou and his friends lost people who were important to them, but from now on, the story will take on a more optimistic turn. The protagonists finally have a clear idea of who their enemy is.


    The story switches between different characters’ perspectives, but the main character in this volume is the first Evil Overlord, Elroad, who we also have on the cover.


    From the beginning, Elroad shows a much more cooperative attitude toward Shuutarou compared with the other Overlords. His origin story at the end of this volume explains that this is because he’s fulfilling the dying wish of his former master.


    Elroad deciphers the angels’ plans and is the only one to realize there is a possibility that Shuutarou’s friends aren’t dead but are being held somewhere. Since he can’t be certain that Shoukichi and the others will respawn, he refrains from sharing his theory with Shuutarou, taking measures independently to test it. This, in turn, causes the other Overlords to suspect him of betrayal, and Gallarus goes as far as to battle Elroad…


    Meanwhile, Shuutarou begins to strengthen Regiuria to make it a safe haven for all players, if needed. Wanting to avenge Shoukichi and his other friends himself, he battles through the tower in Theodore’s world, leveling up and improving his stats. He also gains practical battle experience from fighting enemies stronger than himself and putting his life on the line. His power grows exponentially… I’ll be honest with you, I might have made him too strong. I feel like other players might crumble to dust if they accidentally brush against him on the street!


    As for Kettle, I’d been planning to make her a powerful character at some point in the story from the start. When we were working on the second volume, I even told the character designer that the whole party except her was going to die. If you carefully reread the previous volumes from the part after the first monster invasion, you’ll notice moments when Shoukichi was getting ready to use his unique skill to protect Shuutarou.


    Misaki’s appearances in this volume weren’t particularly thrilling, but that’s okay—I’ve already shown how incredible she is with her unique skill earlier in the story. As she tries to give advice to Vampy, who’s torn between loyalty and romantic feelings, Misaki begins to wonder if she isn’t crushing on Shuutarou, too. Adding to this new plot twist, a jealous Punio also gets involved. Maybe that was a bit random, but I enjoyed depicting the growing friendship between those characters.


    Makoto recovers from the grief of losing his friends and returns to the front line. I like him being emotional and vulnerable, since that’s what makes a character a hit with the readers! (In contrast to him, Misaki and Wataru have this superhuman mental fortitude.) I thought the way that he and Byakuren, who has similar trauma, comfort each other would also go down well.


    As in the last volume, MagNe turns out to be the plot mover here, too. Since she joined the story, she’s somehow been the MVP. She finds a new boyfriend candidate, but as luck would have it, he’s the worst player killer in the game. Poor MagNe. She has no luck in love… Charmed by Wataru as well, she’s torn between Kuon and Wataru, and then the two men who make her heart throb fight to the death before her eyes… I’m really enjoying the pairing of this emo heroine and Gallarus, who doesn’t care if everyone dies as long as his master is safe.


    Well, Wataru was a big plot mover this time, too. I wanted to write about his history with Kuon earlier, but there was already so much drama going on. I’m glad I could put it in this volume at last. Kuon and Wataru have similar circumstances but a very different perspective, which leads to their falling-out.


    After Wataru is thrown into prison and the player killers respawn there, he becomes their de facto leader, a bit as if he’s the master of a secret guild of antiheroes. I wrote that part thinking it would be fun, and my editor loved it. Apologies to Kawaku, the illustrator, who has been hoping for a better fate for Wataru. I’ve gone rough on him in this volume, casting him down into prison…


    In the next volume, Shuutarou will finally join in the efforts to clear the game, and consequently, massive battles await. It should be a pretty upbeat story. Should be…


    I’d like to thank my dear editor for being very accommodating despite the tight schedule, Kawaku for livening up the book with fantastically emotive illustrations, and every one of my readers for their support!


    This story, while set in a game world, is more about human drama rather than game features, and it’s set to continue. I hope to have you all along for the ride, wherever it takes us!
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