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  Chapter Prologue

 

“Leona, when you hit level 6, just initiate with your ultimate first.”

“Okay.”

“Push the lane together with me.”

The player with the nickname ‘Rogue Empire’s Prince’ was once again deeply immersed in a game today.

The name of the game was Championship of Legends, commonly referred to as COL.

He was originally the Crown Prince, destined to become the next emperor.

From a young age, he cultivated the skills and etiquette befitting that position.

He was truly the future and light of the empire, a far cry from the meaning of the word “Rogue.”

He chose this nickname not for any personal reason but to hide his identity.

It would be problematic if rumours spread that the empire’s future crown prince was wasting time playing games.

He had many younger brothers, one of whom—the 3rd prince—was known for being a genuine rogue.

If it were him, no one would find it strange if he were playing games, so the Crown Prince chose this name to pretend to be his reckless younger brother.

But now, he was so absorbed in the game that he was becoming a real rogue himself.

Ironically, the 3rd prince’s nickname was “Light of the Empire.”

Whoosh- Whoosh-

The champion he was playing was Caitri, a long-ranged Marksman who used a rifle.

She had great synergy with Leona, who had a guaranteed stun skill.

Ding-

The sound of levelling up rang, and he finally had access to his ultimate ability.

“Now!”

Boom-

Leona’s ultimate exploded like a brilliant sun.

The enemy support, who was hit right at the centre of the ultimate, was instantly stunned.

Though it was unfortunate that the enemy marksman was only hit by the edge of the skill, the Crown Prince immediately set a trap under the support and focused his damage on them.

–You have slain an Enemy.

“Keep chasing! I still have my ultimate!”

The Crown Prince and Leona, having melted down the enemy support in an instant, pursued the enemy marksman.

At that moment, Leona flashed, closing in on the enemy marksman, and struck them with her shield, causing them to be stunned.

However, the enemy marksman barely survived with a sliver of health.

Having used all his skills on the support, the Crown Prince’s damage was just a bit short.

“Got it!”

But the Crown Prince cheered in victory.

He still had his secret weapon—the ultimate skill.

A shot that always hit its target and dealt massive damage.

The Crown Prince took aim and was about to use his ultimate when—

Whoosh-

“…? What’s this?!”

The illusion dispersed, and the Crown Prince returned to reality.

Someone had forcibly terminated the game, which was powered by an illusion magic artifact.

“Your Highness, it’s time for the meeting.”

“Damn i— I mean…! There’s still some time lef— Isn’t there?!”

Still not fully back to his senses, the Crown Prince almost swore out loud.

Fortunately, he managed to maintain his composure.

But that didn’t mean his anger at being interrupted mid-game subsided.

“Last time you were late, so today…”

“I said I’d go right after this match…! Just go on ahead! I was about to get a double kill… ha…!”

The Crown Prince reactivated the artifact and logged back into COL.

Seeing this, the Empire’s Chief Administrative Officer, Miles, let out a sigh.

There wasn’t much he could say to the Crown Prince.

The Crown Prince had been showing up late to the Imperial Meetings recently, so this time, Miles personally come to fetch him.

But even his presence as the Chief Administrative Officer was of no use.

With no other options, Miles left the Crown Prince’s room and headed for the Emperor’s chamber.

The Emperor was in a similar situation.

Determined, Miles forcefully shut down the Emperor’s maple-leaf-shaped artifact.

“…?”

The Emperor opened his eyes with a very displeased expression.

At least he didn’t shout like the Crown Prince.

“Your Majesty, it is time for the Imperial Meeting.”

“I know. I just need to finish this important task and I’ll be there.”

“You said that last time and were late. This time, please…”

“I said I got it! But what am I supposed to do when I haven’t finished my quest yet? Just go on ahead!”

“Yes, yes… But, Your Majesty, you’ve been spending an astronomical amount of money on Maple Leaf Story recently, so today we really need to discuss…”

“I told you I understand! But what about the additional options…?”

Mumbling something incomprehensible, the Emperor reconnected to Maple Leaf Story.

Miles also played sometimes, but he wasn’t a heavy user like the Emperor.

It was a game with an adventurous charm all on its own.

However, recently, there had been a global surge in people becoming addicted to Maple Leaf Story just like the emperor.

In the end, Miles returned to the conference hall empty-handed.

“…It seems today’s meeting will start a bit late. Please wait a little longer, everyone.”

“Ah, please! Stop harassing me with Veigar!”

“Hahahaha! This is my victory!”

“What on earth, War Minister! Six assassins? Really?”

“Sigh…”

Looking at the scene in the conference hall, Miles rubbed his forehead.

As expected, everyone had taken out their artifacts and was enjoying a Game of Auto Chess.

Auto Chess was a follow-up game to COL.

Unlike other games that required directly entering illusions, this game would unfold a chessboard through the artifact, and COL’s champions would battle on the board.

The game was full of visual appeal and strategic depth, making it extremely popular with royal officials like these who were more accustomed to using their brains than their bodies.

“…Let’s play a round together next time.”

Of course, Miles was no exception.

 

Chapter 1

 

“Wahhh.”

“This baby… It’s really, how should I say it… crying in such a deliberate way.”

“Crying without a single tear—‘wahh’ indeed.”

It was right after I experienced my first reincarnation into another world.

My first reincarnation ever. It’s a bizarre sentence, but what can I do? It’s my first time being reincarnated.

I didn’t know what kind of world this was, but anyway, when I came to my senses, I had just been born from my new mother’s womb.

Since I was born, it felt polite to at least cry.

“What should we name the baby?”

“Oh, I already have a name in mind. Rai. From now on, you’ll be Raida. Hahahahahaha!”

It seems my name is Rai.

I later found out that my new family’s surname was Oat.

In this world, they adopted a Western-style culture where the surname comes last, so my full name ended up being Rai Oat.

As I passed through infancy, I started to understand more about this world.

To put it simply, it’s a typical fantasy world with mana.

I don’t know all the details yet.

The reason for that is because I was born in the middle of nowhere.

Unlike the big cities filled with magical conveniences, this is a rural village focused on agriculture.

Even so, some people in the village enjoyed the benefits of magic.

To be precise, most of the villagers knew how to use magic.

It wasn’t anything grand—just basic life magic like creating a small fire or generating water for farming.

It seemed to be a world where the standard level of magic was quite high.

Even an old man passing by could use magic.

I figured out the cause of this nonsensical worldview when I turned seven.

“Where are those older kids going?”

It was early morning on New Year’s Day.

Awake at an unusually early hour, I saw a group of boys and girls boarding a cart and heading somewhere.

“You’re up early, Rai. Those kids are going to the nearby city.”

“Why?”

“When you turn ten, you can get an Attribute Affinity Test. You’ll be able to take it too when you’re ten.”

“Attribute Affinity?”

It seems people in this world are born with a unique magical attribute.

Some are born with a fire attribute, others with a light attribute, while some might have peculiar attributes like scent or mirror.

The types of attributes are incredibly diverse and detailed.

Generally, attributes that encompass a wide range of capabilities are highly valued.

Higher-tier attributes can use lower-tier attribute magic, but lower-tier attributes cannot use higher-tier attribute magic.

For example, a wind-attribute mage can use all of the scent-attribute magic, but a scent-attribute user can only use scent-related magic.

Within that, a scent-attribute user can use magic related to all types of scents, but a Durian scent attribute user (apparently, this really existed) can only use magic related to Durian scents. It works in that manner.

Most people end up with a low-tier attribute, which has limited versatility.

The higher the tier of the attribute, the less likely it is for someone to possess it.

That’s why people with low-tier attributes end up living as ordinary individuals.

They’re just people who can use a bit of magic to create a Durian scent.

That’s why most people in the village can use one or two basic spells.

“There’s one more factor that determines talent besides Attribute Affinity. It’s called Attribute Rank.”

And there was one more concept: Attribute Rank.

It was a simple idea of grading affinity with the attribute, ranging from F to S rank.

The closer you were to S, the more talented you were considered with that attribute.

But no matter how much talent you have, if your attribute is something like Durian scent, it just means you’ll be someone who can produce a very strong Durian scent.

The conclusion is that you need both a good Attribute Affinity and a good Rank to become a great mage.

Because of this, although everyone in this world is born with some form of magical affinity, becoming a professional mage is still a rare occurrence.

“What about you, Mom? What’s your attribute?”

“Mom has an E-rank Clone Attribute. I can create clones.”

“Clones??”

What? She can use cloning techniques?

Isn’t that totally overpowered?

Even if she can’t be a mage, it would be useful for an assassin or something like that.

“Haha, it’s not that impressive. Want to see?”

Immediately, a blurry version of my mother appeared beside her.

“With my rank, this is the best I can do. It’s not really practical. Some mages with S-rank Clone Attributes do special jobs, but even they aren’t very helpful.”

“Why? If you have a clone, it can do everything for you, right?”

“Unfortunately, that’s impossible. No matter how realistic a clone is, it’s still just an ‘illusion’ in the end. Here, look.”

The clone extended its arms as if to hug me.

Whoosh-

But it couldn’t hold me, and it passed right through my body.

“Magic from the Illusion Attribute doesn’t affect reality like this. It’s the same even if the rank is higher. Maybe it could dance or something like that.”

If you created multiple clones and made them dance as a group, wouldn’t that be quite a popular performance?

Mom said such things while laughing softly.

I thought it was an amazing magic, but it seemed all Illusion Attribute spells were like this.

Of course, if someone possessed a high-tier Illusion Attribute, they could create illusions that even simulated touch.

But that’s too complicated, and there are very few mages capable of doing it. And it’s pointless.

Instead of creating an illusion of Durian scent using illusion magic,

It’s much easier to just find someone with the Durian Scent Attribute.

That’s why Illusion Attributes are distinguished from Light Attributes.

As the name suggests, Illusion Attribute magic is merely an ‘illusion.’

It’s considered the most worthless attribute across all the categories.

“Hmm. Then I won’t do Illusion Attribute magic.”

“That’s fine. I’m sure my son was born with an amazing affinity! Hoho, hohoho…”

Hohohoho…

For some reason, Mom’s laughter seemed a bit awkward this time.

Mom took my hand and led me back into the house to have breakfast.

It was three years later that I found out Mom had lied.

The year I finally turned ten.

On the day I went to get my Attribute Affinity tested at the start of the new year.

I overheard it.

“Wake up, man! How could you have the Fire Attribute when both your parents are Flour Attributes? Most attributes are inherited!”

“Yeah. The best you can hope for is the Grass Attribute. The Grass Attribute isn’t bad. Of course, getting a higher-tier attribute would be tough.”

“But I want the Fire Attribute! I want to burn everything down! I don’t want to spend my life tending to plants!”

Apparently, magical attributes are highly likely to be inherited from one’s parents.

Although the rank and tier of the attribute aren’t inherited directly.

In any case, having a good Attribute Affinity or Rank is still a matter of luck.

It’s just that the general category tends to be inherited.

But that’s only true for people with normal attributes.

Even a child of parents with the Durian Scent Attribute can have a Wind Attribute.

In fact, Wind is a good attribute to have.

But my mom has the Illusion Attribute!

I might have hoped for a different attribute if my dad’s were different.

But I overheard last night that my dad has the Illusion Attribute as well.

For some reason, when I left early this morning, my mom and dad hugged me with pitying expressions.

How could this be happening?!

“Hah… Damn it… I got… the Illusion Attribute…!”

And so, I arrived at the nearby city in a very depressed mood.

While everyone else was grinning and wondering what attributes they would get, I was the only one who couldn’t smile.

No matter how good it turns out to be, I’ll still have the useless Illusion Attribute in the end…

“Next up. Miss Lea Oiln. Please step up.”

“Yes!”

It was almost my turn.

Lea, who was right before me, stepped up to the altar and placed her hand on the crystal orb.

When you put your hand on it, the crystal orb emits a light that shows your Attribute Affinity and Rank.

“Let’s begin.”

As the mage managing the altar infused mana into the crystal, a light began to well up from its depths.

That light grew larger and larger, spreading all around.

“This light… It’s an A-rank talent…!”

The crystal shone brilliantly.

It meant Lea’s talent was at least A-rank.

Regardless of the attribute, the higher the rank, the brighter the crystal glows.

Flash-

With a tremendous light, Lea’s attribute was revealed.

[Electric (A)]

“W-wow…!”

“Electric… That’s a top-tier attribute! And it’s A-rank…!”

“W-wow, Lea, I’m so jealous…”

Her attribute was Electric (A).

There was no need to explain that the Electric Attribute is at the top of the Electric lineage.

In other words, she could learn all magic related to the Electric Attribute.

And she possessed A-rank talent on top of that.

All the altar mages were astonished, and the kids who came with me looked at her with envious eyes, including me.

“Wow, this… is truly an exceptional talent. Congratulations, Miss Lea.”

“H-hmph! Thank you!”

Lea happily stepped down from the altar.

Her steps were lighter than anyone who had taken the test so far.

Rumours would likely spread soon, and the Electric Magic Tower would come to recruit her in no time.

“Next, Mr. Riot?”

“…It’s not Riot, it’s Rai. Rai Oat.”

“Right. So, Mr. Rai…? It’s your turn.”

“…Yes.”

And so, it was my nerve-wracking turn.

I passed by the beaming Lea and stepped onto the altar.

Alright. Most of it might be hereditary, but there’s still a small chance it’s not.

Besides, I’m a reincarnator from another world. Shouldn’t I at least have that much luck?

“Place your hand on the orb and stay still.”

When it was finally my turn, I moved my hand toward the crystal, trying to think positively.

And for some reason, I felt good about it.

I had a feeling I’d get a good attribute.

“Let’s begin.”

The mage infused mana into the crystal orb.

Gradually, the light started to fill the orb.

Just like with Lea’s case, a massive light overflowed from the crystal orb and began to flood the surroundings.

The only difference was that the size of this light was incomparable to Lea’s.

Flash-

“This, this is… Could it be?!”

“S, S-rank talent…!”

I could hear the astonished voices of the altar mages.

The light was already so bright that it was blinding my eyes.

Yes, this is it! I knew I had something special…!

“W-whoa… Rai has an S-rank talent?”

“Amazing… I’m so jealous.”

I heard envious voices from my friends below the altar.

The bright light gradually faded, and my attribute started to appear on the crystal orb.

“This, this is…!”

“O-oh my…?!”

With a trembling heart, I looked at the result of my attribute test.

 

—
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Chapter 2

 

[Illusion (S)]

“S, S-rank! E-Es, Oh, Ohhh… Ohhhhhh…”

“What is it, what’s the attribute…?”

The altar mages, who were curious after seeing an S-rank talent appear right after an A-rank, quickly lost interest as soon as they saw the actual attribute.

“W-wow. Congratulations, Mr. Rai. I’ve never seen an S-rank talent while on duty.”

“…Thank you.”

I had hoped when the light of an S-rank talent appeared.

But as expected, it turned out to be from the Illusion lineage.

Should I be grateful that I possess the fundamental attribute of the Illusion lineage: Illusion itself?

I stepped down from the altar, receiving awkward congratulations from my friends.

“W-wow! Hahaha! That’s truly amazing, Rai!”

“So, so jealous. I’m really jealous! Hahahahaha!”

“Congratulations! Hey, hey everyone! Why aren’t you congratulating Rai on his S-rank? And it’s even a fundamental attribute!”

“I bet the Illusion Magic Tower will come to recruit Rai. Hahahahaha!”

Hahahahahahaha!

These insincere laughs were neither congratulatory nor comforting.

Even I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry in this situation.

Everyone already knew the reality of being a mage with an Illusion attribute, even as kids.

If I had received a low-tier attribute, I would have thought, ‘Oh, I’m just an ordinary person.’

But having the highest talent of the Illusion lineage left me unsure whether to laugh or cry.

Why do I feel so deprived when I have the highest-tier attribute and the highest rank?

I would’ve preferred a C-rank talent, even if it was the Electric Attribute.

“Pfft.”

Lea, who saw me in a daze, covered her mouth and giggled.

She was definitely laughing at me. Even with an S-rank talent, I ended up with the Illusion Attribute.

…Forget it. I didn’t have the energy to get mad. What’s the point of arguing with a child?

Besides, Lea has a strong sense of pride, so I didn’t want to get involved with her.

“Rai? How did it go?”

When I returned home, my mom cautiously asked.

I threw my coat onto a chair and replied.

“Illusion S-rank.”

“Oh, oh my? Really? Honey! Honey, come out here!”

“What?! My son has an Illusion S-rank!!”

My parents forced themselves to raise their voices in an attempt to celebrate.

But I just sat slumped in the chair, staring at the floor with lifeless eyes.

“Hahaha! My son, my son is S-rank! And it’s even a fundamental attribute! Hahaha! Ha… Haha…”

My father, who had been laughing heartily, gradually became dejected.

“…I’m sorry, son.”

“I’m sorry, Rai. But even if it’s the Illusion Attribute, an S-rank talent is still the best in this field…”

“It’s okay. Neither Mom nor Dad chose to be born with the Illusion Attribute.”

“Rai…!”

“Son!!”

My parents wiped away their tears and pulled me into a tight embrace.

In truth, I wasn’t okay at all.

If both of you have the Illusion Attribute, shouldn’t you have married someone with a different attribute for the sake of your child?

How could you marry each other and force me to be born with Illusion Attribute, making it inescapable?! I’m seriously losing my mind here.

“Still, Rai, you could become a mage. If you work hard, you might even become a Tower Master someday.”

“A Tower Master?”

“Yes. Usually, people with a fundamental attribute like yours become Tower Masters. The Fire Tower Master has the Fire Attribute, and so on.”

“That’s right! All the Tower Masters who have the fundamental attribute and the highest rank became Tower Masters. S-rank fundamental attributes are rare, even in history, so you should be proud, son!”

In this context, a fundamental attribute refers to a single attribute that encompasses all attributes within a lineage, like Fire, Water, Illusion, or Wind.

People with fundamental attributes are often recruited by the magic towers.

And among them, those with high rank and talent become Tower Masters.

It’s only natural since a Tower Master should be capable of wielding all the magic of their lineage.

With an S-rank fundamental attribute like mine, which is extremely rare, all have become Tower Masters.

Even among the current Towers, there are a few where A-rank fundamental attribute holders serve as Tower Masters, which shows how scarce S-rank fundamental attributes are.

“So don’t be too down! Remember, it’s better to be the head of a snake than the tail of a dragon, right?”

Isn’t it usually the opposite? And is that supposed to be comforting?

Anyway, I felt a little bit better after hearing that.

If I became a Tower Master, I’d be able to live a somewhat luxurious life.

I mean, I’d be the Master of a Tower, after all.

That’s what I thought at the time.

“Alright then, I’m off!”

A few days later…

A group of mages in splendid robes visited our village.

Of course, they weren’t here to see me.

Their robes were adorned with a lightning-shaped embroidery that looked quite impressive.

They were mages from the Electric Magic Tower.

They took Lea, the A-rank Electric Attribute holder, to the tower.

Lea would likely have a prosperous future as an electric mage.

But I’ll get to go to a magic tower too! Just wait a bit longer, Lea!

Since I’m S-rank, I’ll grow even faster and become a Tower Master!

Even if my attribute is just the useless Illusion Attribute!

Days passed as I dreamed of a future that could either be bright or hopeless.

No, weeks passed, and still, no one came to take me to a tower.

Could it be that the Illusion Magic Tower doesn’t even exist?

Was the attribute Illusion itself just an illusion? What is reality, and what is fiction?

Luckily, just as I started to worry, the mages from the Illusion Magic Tower finally came after a month.

It’s true that even meeting an enemy after a long time can be a welcome sight.

After such a long wait, I ran out of the house barefoot with excitement when they arrived.

Of course, my excitement quickly vanished as soon as I saw them.

“Are you Mr. Riot? Nice to meet you, I’m Rain Jere from the Illusion Magic Tower.”

There were two mages who came to pick me up.

Unlike the splendid mages from the Electric Tower, these two looked almost like beggars.

The only impressive thing was that their robes shimmered in multiple colours like an aurora.

Of course, even those robes were quite worn out.

“You must have waited a long time, right? I’m sorry. It took us a while to get here since we had to walk. But don’t worry! We’ll take a carriage on the way back. We tried to save as much money as possible so we could give you the best treatment, Mr. Riot!”

Rain’s smile was bright despite his beggarly appearance. Is even this smile an illusion?

Anyway, it hadn’t even been a minute since we met, but my illusions about the Illusion Mages were immediately shattered.

Not that I had any illusions to begin with.

Suddenly, I didn’t want to go to the tower anymore.

“Y-yes… It’s fine. And it’s not Riot. It’s Rai, Oat. My first name is Rai, and my last name is Oat.”

“Yes, that’s right. Rai. Oat. Right?”

“…Just call me Rai.”

I lowered my head, feeling my enthusiasm drain away.

Yet, he continued to smile cheerfully, showing he had an incredibly resilient mindset.

“Well, before we head to the Illusion Magic Tower… I’m sorry, but can I use your restroom?”

“Oh, sure. Go ahead.”

The two mages entered our house and not only used the restroom but also took a shower and had a meal.

Even if I wanted to say something, I couldn’t, seeing how pitiful they looked.

“Alright then, I’m really off now, Mom. Dad.”

“Y-yes. Take care, Rai. If anything happens, get in touch.”

“Sure. Don’t worry.”

Seeing the condition of the mages, my parents also seemed reluctant to send me away.

But now that it’s come to this, I have to go. It can’t be worse than life in the countryside, right?

So I set off on a journey with the two Illusion Mages.

It’s supposed to take several days to reach the Magic City from here.

I sat on the wagon, watching the village slowly fade away into the distance.

Lea got to ride in a fancy, luxurious carriage.

Can’t they use illusion magic to make this wagon look like a luxury carriage?

But I swallowed my words immediately.

If I said that, I would just feel more miserable.

“…By the way, who is the person next to you?”

I asked about the other mage.

Unlike the tall and beautiful Rain, she was small and had a cute appearance, with a shy demeanour.

She kept her head down and hadn’t said a word since we met.

“Oh, this is our Tower Master! Isn’t she cute?”

“T-Tower Master…?”

“Yes! Please introduce yourself, Tower Master!”

“H-hello. Hi, I’m… Hina…”

The Tower Master greeted me in a tiny voice.

“Haha. Our Tower Master is a bit shy. But don’t worry; she’ll warm up to you eventually. This is our Tower Master Hina Sirius.”

This person… is a Tower Master?

Seeing that she wasn’t able to speak for herself, Rain introduced her instead.

I wondered if she could be around my age, but that wasn’t the case.

She’s actually of a relatively normal age. So why is she like this?

As we travelled for a few more days, I managed to get a bit closer to the Tower Master.

She still stammered and blushed when speaking, though.

According to Rain, this was incredibly quick progress, considering how long it usually takes her to open up.

It felt like I was trying to befriend a cat or something.

“We’ve arrived!”

After several weeks of travel, we finally reached the grand Magic City, Trinity.

The city’s grandeur made all the hardships of the journey worthwhile.

“Wow…”

The towers soared high into the sky, dotting the landscape everywhere I looked.

There were so many towers that I couldn’t even count them, and the city’s vastness prevented it from feeling crowded despite the number of structures.

The magical civilization here was so advanced compared to my rural hometown that it felt more sophisticated and mystical than even the cities from my previous life.

All the regrets I had about coming disappeared in an instant.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it? Everyone reacts this way at first. Haha.”

“It’s really… incredible. Wow…”

Trinity is a city established by mages and functions as an independent city-state.

Long ago, scattered mages gathered here to form the city of Trinity.

Each lineage erected a tower, and they continued to build them higher to commemorate their achievements.

Today, the city is filled with high-ranking mages who can wield tremendous power on their own.

Trinity is so powerful that even the Empire cannot afford to engage in a full-scale war against it.

This led to a long-standing agreement between the surrounding nations and Trinity.

To ensure their safety from the mages’ overwhelming power, the surrounding countries agreed to provide research funding and recognize Trinity as an independent city-state.

In return, the mages of Trinity agreed to focus solely on magical research.

The mages were never interested in war anyway; they only wanted to delve into their magic, so it was a mutually beneficial agreement.

However, even though Trinity promised not to attack other nations, they have no qualms about retaliating if anyone dares to target their mages.

This applies to Illusion Mages as well.

Even if the magic is considered insignificant, Illusion Mages are still part of the city’s mage community.

“Trinity is not just a city; many non-mages live here as well. The city is equipped with everything needed for daily life, so you won’t feel inconvenienced at all.”

“I see…”

We continued our journey to the Illusion Magic Tower.

With each massive tower we passed, my expectations for the Illusion Tower grew naturally.

If it’s like these, the top floor must reach the sky, right? I couldn’t wait to climb the tower myself.

“There it is. Our Illusion Tower.”

“Wha—?!”

And finally, the Illusion Tower came into view.

Although it was situated on the outskirts, the tower’s beauty and grandeur did not fall short of the others.

Unlike the other towers, its walls shimmered with a radiant aurora-like glow.

It looked as if a mysterious veil was wrapping around the entire tower.

The tower extended far beyond the sky.

While other towers looked like you could see their tops from a distance, the Illusion Tower reached up beyond the heavens, as if it pierced through to space.

It was so tall that I couldn’t see the top at all.

“It’s really beautiful…! It’s incomparable to the other towers!”

“Haha. Right?”

“Home…!”

As we got closer, the exhausted Hina started bouncing up and down in excitement.

It seemed that this outing had taken a toll on her, given that she’s a homebody.

“Well then, shall we go inside? Welcome to the Illusion Magic Tower, Rai!”

Whoosh—

The moment the entrance opened, a cascade of radiant, multi-coloured lights flooded out.

Filled with anticipation for my life as a mage, I finally took my first step into this new world.
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Chapter 3

 

“Ta-da!”

“W-whoa…?”

Upon stepping inside the Illusion Magic Tower beyond the curtain of lights, a completely different scene unfolded before me than what I had imagined.

“Huh?”

There were no giant floating magical stones, no mages flying in the air reading magical tomes, no ceilings so high they seemed to touch the heavens, no spiral staircases winding along the walls, and no bookshelves filled with magical books or numerous private research rooms.

None of that existed here.

Instead, there were tattered magical books, ordinary stairs, and bookshelves and doors made of fragile-looking wood that seemed ready to collapse at any moment.

The floorboards creaked ominously, as if they could cave in at any second.

I kept going in and out of the entrance repeatedly, unable to reconcile the tower’s exterior with the dismal interior.

“Were you surprised? We prepared an event just for you, Rai. I hope you liked it!”

“What…?”

“This is actually our real tower. What you saw before was just an ‘illusion’!”

With that, the appearance of the grand, towering structure that seemed to touch the sky started to fade away.

“We created an illusion to make our tower look like the others. Haha.”

“…Ah.”

Haha. Hahaha. Hahaha…

Realizing what was going on, I laughed hollowly and sat down on the floor in defeat.

Of course. It was too good to be true for a mere Illusion Magic Tower to be that spectacular.

As the illusion completely faded away, what remained was a rickety tower, about 7 or 8 stories tall, that looked like it could crumble at any moment.

It was pitifully short compared to the other towers that reached up to the sky.

“It’s unfortunate, but our tower doesn’t receive much support, so we couldn’t expand it any further. But don’t worry, Rai! It’s still a fun place to be.”

“…Then why not use illusion magic to make the inside look grand too?”

“Using illusion magic in actual living spaces is dangerous. After all, it’s just an illusion. You can’t really use it, and if the illusion’s size or shape doesn’t match reality, you might get hurt using it.”

“Right… I suppose so.”

I mindlessly listened to the tower’s introduction and was shown to my room.

“But where are the other people?”

What struck me as odd was the severe lack of people in the tower.

Could it be that everyone got fed up with this insane tower and ran away? As I pondered this…

“Oh, they’ll be back soon. Most of them are out working right now.”

“…Working?”

I thought for mages, researching magic was their work.

Mages study magic, sell scrolls, take on large-scale commissions, or receive investments to make money. Or they work as professors or something…

“Ah, they’re here now. Shall we go downstairs?”

As Rain said, the Illusion Mages were entering the first floor.

“Man… Today was exhausting. There were so many customers.”

“Yeah, I’m beat…”

“Hey, at least I made good money with all the spectators today.”

“Alright, everyone! Let me introduce our newest member, Rai. Oat!”

Following Rain’s introduction, a round of applause ensued.

Although I may be cursed with the useless Illusion Attribute, at least the people here have kind hearts.

“Oh, is this the Illusion S-rank?”

“Welcome. Let’s get along, Rai Oat.”

“Cute~ I remember when I was just like you.”

“H-hello… But where have you all been?”

“We were out doing part-time jobs! We need to work hard to make a living.”

Hearing the word ‘part-time jobs,’ I tilted my head in confusion.

One of the female mages began to explain.

“I just got back from working as a ghost at a nearby amusement park. My attribute is Ghost Maiden Illusion (C), you see. Being all blurry actually makes me look like a real ghost, so I get a great reaction.”

“Ghost… maiden?”

“And over here is someone with Clone (A). She can create multiple clones that look real. She works at a local theatre.”

“I can act as six backup dancers at once, so the pay is good!”

“Ah…?”

I wasn’t the only one who thought like my mother.

It seems that with an A-rank attribute, she’s able to control multiple clones that look real.

Wow… That’s amazing…

“And over here…”

One by one, the mages took turns introducing themselves.

They were all supporting themselves by using their worthless illusion magic to work various part-time jobs.

It made sense why the tower was in such a shabby state.

“So that’s how we live here. Welcome aboard, newbie! Hahaha!”

Hahaha!

The Illusion Mages laughed heartily, as if there was something to be happy about.

For some reason, seeing them laugh like that made anger well up inside me.

“But… doesn’t that mean you’re not really mages? Aren’t you just day labourers…!”

I couldn’t hold back anymore and blurted it out.

Maybe it was my dissatisfaction with the reality in front of me.

After all the hardships I went through, this rundown tower is where I ended up. And the work we’re doing is just part-time jobs.

“Um…”

“Hm.”

But I soon realized that I had made a mistake.

The atmosphere, which had been lively until a moment ago, suddenly sank as if a bucket of cold water had been poured on it.

Everyone, who had been smiling just a moment ago, now wore sombre expressions.

It was only then that I realized everyone here thought the same as me.

Yet, they had forced themselves to smile to welcome me, the newcomer.

Feeling guilty, I tried to take back my words.

“Oh, um, what I meant was…”

“No, it’s okay. You’re right. We’re no different from part-timers… all of us.”

“But the Tower Master is amazing. And you too, you can become a great Illusion Mage.”

Even though they must have felt bad, they comforted the young me.

They worried about me more than their own situation.

Perhaps it was because they had gone through the same struggles as I did.

They were good people.

Regardless of their inherent talent.

Realizing that I had made a big mistake, I bowed my head to apologize.

“Alright, alright! How about we have a meal now? Since the new member is here, let’s have a party!”

Rain lifted me up as I was about to bow and shouted those words.

At that, the mages began to laugh again.

“Yes, yes! I’m hungry! Let’s eat!”

“I heard we had a newcomer, so I went all out and bought a ton of meat! Let’s grill it up!”

“I brought some drinks.”

“Hey, the newcomer is still a kid, so no drinks for him. I’ll take them all instead, so hand them over.”

The atmosphere became boisterous again.

I watched them in a daze while still in Rain’s embrace.

“Come on, eat up, Rai.”

“Uh, well, I, um…”

“Since you’re the youngest here, it’s fine to just eat quietly. That’s what I did when I was the youngest too.”

It’s really okay.

Rain emphasized those words once more.

It was easy to tell that ‘okay’ had a different meaning here.

They were good people, and their foolish laughter was heartwarming.

It made me feel ashamed of myself for having been upset over such trivial matters just a moment ago.

“Rai! Come sit over here!”

“Hey, newbie! If you don’t come soon, we’ll eat it all!”

“…Yes!”

I, too, wore a foolish smile and joined them to eat.

Alright, if it’s come to this, I might as well try to get along.

Even if our lifestyle here is lacking compared to the other towers, it might still be okay.

Thus, my life at the Illusion Magic Tower began.

***

“…Okay, it’s not fine.”

Seven years after becoming an Illusion Mage.

By now, I had long realized that a warm heart couldn’t buy happiness.

All happiness stems from money. And the Illusion Magic Tower has none.

Today, too, I wore a ragged robe as I continued learning my useless illusion magic.

“…Tower Master. These spells are useless. Why are you even researching them?”

“They, they’re not useless…!”

“But there’s no one who’d invest in these kinds of spells. They don’t make any money!”

“W-well, but we were born like this…”

Hina shrank down, whimpering in defeat.

Because of my S-rank attribute, I quickly learned and mastered illusion magic.

I even felt like I had a natural talent for it.

And using magic was fun.

But the problem was that it didn’t make any money.

In a world filled with all sorts of powerful magic, no one sought out illusions.

I’m also at an age where I’m nearing adulthood, and I have to start considering what kind of part-time job I’ll have to do with my illusion magic like my seniors.

Since I can use most of the illusion spells, I could probably take on any of the jobs my seniors have.

But I don’t want to be a backup dancer creating a bunch of clones.

“Haaa…”

I went out to buy food for the day to clear my head.

Since the Illusion Magic Tower is located in a corner of Trinity, it takes quite a while to walk to the market.

This city is unnecessarily large.

But there is one good thing about it.

I can take my time and admire the beauty of this city as I walk leisurely.

Up until about six years ago, I considered that a positive, but now I’m just sick of it.

“This world… is unfair too.”

A world where your rank is decided at birth. It’s no different from my past life.

At least in my previous life, there were places to escape to.

I could spend all day playing games.

Games don’t cost much unless you’re buying things in-game, unlike other hobbies.

But there’s nothing like that here.

This is a world with a severe lack of dopamine. If I had a different, more powerful attribute, I’d be able to recharge my dopamine every day by learning powerful spells…

…My life was just as unfortunate in my past life as it is now.

“Please, great Mage. If you do this, how are we supposed to make a living…? Please, just this once, help us.”

“That’s what I told you to have ready by today. Didn’t I? Didn’t I clearly say that when I was here before? Do you not remember? Are you getting senile because you’re old?”

“But I told you back then that it would be difficult to get it done by this date…”

“Hah, so you’re saying this is my fault? This won’t do. Should I make it so you can’t do business here anymore?”

“Oh, oh no, oh no, please, great Mage…”

There he goes again. Haster from the Fire Tower.

He’s quite notorious among the common folk of Trinity for his thuggish behaviour.

It’s not just the commoners—our seniors hate him too.

Whenever our seniors are out working part-time, he mocks them for doing such menial jobs and tries to pick fights.

And if anyone dares to fight back, he threatens them with fire magic.

Since we don’t have any combat spells, all we can do is swallow our anger.

All because he got lucky and was born with a good attribute.

He looks down on people who aren’t as fortunate as him, ignoring and bullying them as he pleases.

And the shopkeeper has to endure that just because he wasn’t born with a good attribute.

If only we could all start on an equal footing.

If only there was a space where everyone could heal, like the games I used to play in my past life, even if it’s just virtual…

“…Huh?”

It was like a flashbang went off in my head.

“Why didn’t I think of this? I played so many games in my past life…!”

What if I made a game with illusion magic?

A world where everyone starts at level 1, like in the online games I used to play.

A world where everyone competes on equal grounds, not based on the attribute they were born with…!

“This is it!”

I immediately turned around and started running back to the tower.

After reincarnating into this world, the gamer inside me, which had been dormant, began ticking again.

 

—
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Chapter 4

 

“I… I don’t think that’s possible…”

That was Hina’s response after listening to my grand plan.

“Why not! If we overlap the illusion spells, it’s entirely possible! And if we use the Illusion Sharing Spell, we can maintain and share the world with others!”

“Th-That’s true. But… what you want to make is… a, an enormous illusion world…”

“That’s right.”

“You… you want to store information in that world and make it accessible whenever you want to enter…?”

“Yes, that’s exactly it!”

“And… you want to use the Illusion Sharing Spell to let multiple people enter the same illusion world…!”

“Exactly! That’s all doable, right?”

“Y-Yes, but…”

Hina hesitated, rubbing her index fingers together nervously.

“If we run it through my mana, it could work for a short time, but… maintaining such a world would require creating artifacts to imbue the spells in…”

…Ah.

When she said that, I realized the flaw in my plan.

The plan itself was feasible, but we didn’t have the money to execute it.

“Th-Those many mana stones… we couldn’t afford them even if we worked for the rest of our lives. Sniff.”

Creating an online server would require an artifact that could serve as a supercomputer.

My plan was to create a massive artifact to house the entire illusion world and then have people use other artifacts with the Illusion Sharing Spell, allowing them to access the world—our game server—from anywhere.

But such an artifact would need an immense amount of mana stones.

And we don’t have the money to buy them.

“Haa… It’s always about money…”

“Ugh… sniff…”

Hina shrank down with a dejected sound.

Feeling sorry, I placed my hand on her head.

As I patted her head, she seemed to perk up a little, feeling better again.

“If only we could create it, it would definitely be a hit…”

I know all too well how addictive games can be for humans.

People in this world would feel the same. Maybe even more so.

Initially, I wanted to create a 5 vs. 5 AOS (Action Online Strategy) genre game.

The famous Championship of Legends. Also known as COL.

It was a global phenomenon in my past life. Creating that game would definitely make it a success.

Moreover, with illusion magic, you would become the actual game character instead of playing through a computer.

You would be fighting as the character itself.

Even I want to try it out myself.

 

“But… this would require an enormous amount of money…”

Just thinking about the mana stones needed to build the server made my head spin.

Not to mention that a game like COL, where multiple rooms are created and each game proceeds separately, would make the server even more complicated.

 

“Ughh, ughhh… I’m feeling dizzy, Rai…”

 

But I can’t give up now.

If COL is too much right now, what about creating a game that costs less?

Like an MMORPG, for example.

Of course, that’s not exactly a small-scale game either, but since the number of users would be low initially, a smaller server would do for the time being.

Starting small and expanding from there wouldn’t be a bad idea.

 

“…Yes!”

“Eek!”

When I slapped my hand down, Hina let out a strange sound.

Oh, I forgot my hand was still on her head.

“Let’s create just one world for now. At first, only one person will need to access it, so we only need one artifact.”

“B-But we don’t even have the money for that…”

“Exactly! Of course, we don’t even have money for that!”

Damn it, this broke-ass tower!

I, of all people, know that we don’t have the money, given that I’ve been handling the finances since I got here.

Before I arrived, Hina didn’t even know how to manage money, so the already meager funds were being wasted left and right.

“But we do have some mana stones, right?”

“Wh-What?”

We don’t have enough money to create such a large artifact.

But since we are a magic tower, we do have a few mana stones used to maintain magic.

And the most prominent one is…

“W-Wait, Rai…! Th-That one is…”

“It’s not like we need this fake illusion!”

“B-But if we don’t have it, we’ll be looked down on even more… sniff…”

The magic that maintains this giant tower illusion.

As soon as I dispelled it, the true form of the shabby Illusion Magic Tower was revealed.

“Everyone already knows we’re a ragtag group of illusion mages, with or without this illusion.”

“T-That’s true, but…”

“Don’t worry. I’ll make it back in no time. No, by then, we’ll have enough to build a real tower this tall.”

“Let’s Just win it back, just win it back with a big score.”

Ignoring Hina’s whimpering sounds, I gathered up all the mana stones used to maintain the pointless illusion spells.

Because of this, the illusion surrounding the Illusion Magic Tower vanished entirely.

Its true form was revealed for the entire world to see.

“Wh-What is happening! Our, our tower!”

“My tower! The Illusion Magic Tower that soared up to the heavens!!”

The returning senior mages wailed at the sight of the tower stripped of its illusion.

“It was just an illusion anyway. Calm down and eat your dinner.”

“Hahaha, that’s true, I guess?”

“Yeah, but it’s still kind of sad.”

But it wasn’t a huge blow. Reality was already more of a mess anyway.

Even though Hina, our Tower Master, was deeply saddened, it didn’t matter.

At any rate, this was the basic preparation we needed.

After much consideration, I decided that the genre of my first game would be an MMORPG.

Specifically, a game that any Korean would recognize, a game that once sparked a sense of adventure in countless people.

A game I used to play occasionally even as an adult to recapture that sense of wonder.

“Sure, it became a niche game with a few controversies as time went on, but no one can deny its place in MMORPG history.”

The first game I would create was none other than Maple Leaf Story.

It would be difficult to recreate everything, so I decided to start with the adventurer’s starting point and the essence of the game: Victory Island.

And so, the development of a genuine otherworldly online game began.

***

Galliard, a hero long forgotten, sat dazed, staring at the drifting clouds.

In the distant past, he was a warrior who dominated the world, but now he was no more than an old man.

He had already retired from his role as a professor at the academy after reaching retirement age.

It wasn’t as if he had lost his strength.

He could still wield a powerful sword.

But there was no reason to do so anymore.

The world had found its own peace, and he was tired of being used for human greed.

Now he just wanted to spend his remaining days tending to a small farm and looking up at the sky leisurely.

“Those were the days…”

He often found himself lost in memories of the past.

Those tough times of growing stronger, starting from when he was weak, were now fond memories.

After all, he had his comrades back then. And there was the joy of growth.

He wanted to go back to that time when he was running forward, knowing nothing but his goals.

He had plenty now, but it was all meaningless.

He realized that the process of gradually gaining things was more fulfilling than actually having them.

“Ugh… I’ll come again. See you all later.”

Galliard stood up from his seat.

Next to where he had been sitting, his former comrades, with whom he once fought, lay at rest.

After a long time had passed, all but one of his comrades had fallen into eternal sleep.

Leaving those memories behind, Galliard headed for the marketplace.

Since he had built a house near Trinity, he would drop by whenever he needed supplies.

“Haaaaaa……”

Once inside Trinity, Galliard stopped in his tracks at the sound of a deep sigh.

‘A young person sighing like the world is falling apart. Back in my day, people their age could chew through rocks…’

His eyes caught sight of a mage.

Judging by his attire, he seemed to be a mage of the Illusion School.

His robe was dirty and torn, as if he’d rolled around on the ground, and he was holding an artifact Galliard had never seen before, letting out deep sighs.

‘…Looking for investors?’

That’s what was written on the sign beside him as he sat on the street.

It seemed he was looking for someone to invest in that artifact.

There was more detailed information on the sign, but Galliard couldn’t see it clearly from a distance.

‘These eyes aren’t what they used to be…’

Galliard moved closer to read the description.

[Are you tired of reality? Don’t you want to live a completely new life? A new adventure awaits you in ‘Maple Leaf Story’…]

It seemed to be about experiencing a completely new adventure.

A journey starting from level 1, unaffected by attribute affinities or social status.

Naturally, no one showed any interest.

There was no way anyone would invest in the Illusion School, to begin with.

But Galliard, intrigued by the explanation, approached the mage.

“…Is this for real?”

“Uh, huh? Yes?”

“Your statement about a completely new adventure waiting. Is it true?”

“Yes, yes! In this new world, you can grow stronger based on the path you choose. There are various classes you can select. Though there aren’t many available right now, soon…”

The young mage, who seemed to have just come of age, explained with a trembling voice.

Even if it was just illusion magic, he was clearly attached to and passionate about his magic.

‘There was a time I was like that too. When was it? I can’t even remember. It’s been so long since I’ve pursued something with such passion…’

Seeing him, Galliard was reminded of his younger self.

A time when he would throw himself into anything with unbridled enthusiasm.

“Can I try it out?”

“R-Really? Then, allow me to escort you to our tower. It could be dangerous if we did it here on the street…”

“Alright.”

Galliard obediently followed him to the Illusion Magic Tower.

As he had heard, it was a shabby place.

“If you infuse mana into this artifact, the spell will activate automatically. You’ll gain a new body within the illusion, so don’t be alarmed and just enjoy the game.”

“That’s all there is to it?”

“Yes. The rest will become clear once you log in.”

“Hmmm…”

Galliard did as the young mage instructed.

Even if there were dangers, it wouldn’t pose a problem for a Former Hero like him.

“Then, I hope you have a good time.”

The artifact looked like a maple leaf-shaped stone.

It was covered in layers of illusion spells.

Staring at it, Galliard felt a refreshing breeze brush against his chest.

For some reason, the artifact evoked a sense of excitement.

Galliard infused his mana into the artifact and fell into the illusion.

A few hours later, when he opened his eyes again,

“Ah, you’re awake?”

“What do you think you’re doing right now!”

“Y-Yes?”

“I just reached my first-class advancement, and you cut me off here? I haven’t even tried out the sword skills yet! How could you do this to me!”

He was completely hooked on the game.
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Chapter 5

 

I spent nearly two months working on creating Maple Leaf Story.

The goal was to recreate Victory Island from the core days before the Big Bang Patch.

Balancing the monsters’ stats, structuring the map, and creating other elements wasn’t much of an issue.

Even though I couldn’t remember every detail, it was still manageable for someone like me, who had dedicated almost half of my life to the game.

The problem lay elsewhere.

For instance, in areas like the storyline and NPCs.

I had to set every tiny detail of the main storyline, NPC designs, and dialogues.

It was quite challenging for someone like me, who lacked an artistic sense.

“I didn’t expect to get stuck in an unexpected place… Sigh…”

“What’s wrong, kiddo? Need help from your big sister?”

“No… I’m busy… Wait. Medeia, how long did you say you’ve worked in the theatre?”

“About… five years now?”

She was Medeia, who worked part-time at a theatre.

She could take on various roles using clones, and she even knew how to do her own makeup.

“In that case, could you help me with this…”

That’s how I started receiving help from Medeia and some senior mages who worked part-time at the theatre.

I asked them to handle the NPC dialogues and designs.

To think their experience would be helpful in a time like this. Indeed, no experience is ever truly useless.

“It’s done!”

And so, after two months and an additional week, the Illusion Magic Artifact containing Maple Leaf Story was finally completed.

To celebrate the occasion, I even shaped the artifact like a maple leaf.

Just looking at it made my heart race.

When I tested it myself, I found that it perfectly captured the essence of the original.

The feeling of living and breathing inside the game was incomparable to playing it through a monitor screen.

This will definitely work.

“Now I just need to find an investor…”

My plan was to show this prototype and secure investment.

Due to the amount of mana stones consumed being far greater than expected, I was only able to create up to the first job advancement.

Players could start as a beginner and complete the first job advancement quests for the four basic classes—Warrior, Magician, Archer, and Rogue—on Victory Island.

To implement anything beyond that would require a lot more mana stones.

“Sigh… Why isn’t anyone responding to my letters?”

“Umm… Rai, is it not going well?”

“I’ve completed the project. I carefully selected potential investors and sent them letters, but no one’s responded.”

“Well… It’s not like anyone would want to invest in us…”

“Is that really a given…? I suppose it is, after all…”

Hina, who had been sulking since I used up all the mana stones in the tower without permission, approached me.

Maybe enough time had passed—two months, to be exact—that her anger had subsided.

Or perhaps she saw how discouraged I was and decided to reach out.

“…Would you like to try it out, Tower Master? It only goes up to the first job advancement, but it’s perfect up to that point.”

“First job advancement?”

“Yes. Think of it as evaluating your disciple’s magic. Here, take this.”

I handed the maple leaf-shaped artifact to her.

After all, I had used the mana stones without her permission, so it was only right that she be the first to try it out.

Better late than never—she might even forgive me if she enjoys it.

And an hour later…

“R-R-Rai…!”

“Oh. You’re already done?”

“I… I became a Rogue, and it just… ended…!”

“You’ve already completed the first job advancement? That was quick. I only made it up to that point because we lacked mana stones.”

“Uuu… No way…!”

She completed it in just an hour.

While it wasn’t impossible, that speed was quite impressive for a first-time player.

Considering you actually had to move around inside the game, it took double the time compared to playing on a computer.

“H-Hurry, hurry up and find an investor…! Quickly!”

“Isn’t that usually the job of the Tower Master?”

Hina’s speech had become faster than usual in her excitement.

It seemed like she really enjoyed the game.

If even she was this excited, then the game could definitely appeal to others in this world.

Maybe people just needed to experience it firsthand to understand.

“If they tried it once, I’m sure someone would invest… The problem is that no one will meet with me in person.”

I had already visited the nearby trading companies around Trinity.

I asked if they would be willing to invest in our magic, but as soon as they heard that we were from the Illusion Magic School, they immediately kicked us out.

There were other potential investors aside from the trading companies, but it was impossible to even approach guilds or national-level investors.

They had strict procedures and conditions that we could never meet without proper credentials or previous investments.

“Damn it, forget it. I’m going out!”

“B-But make sure you find an investor!”

Forget it. I’m a street rat anyway.

“Guess I’ll just have to wander the streets and beg for investment.”

All the famous people started at the bottom.

There was no lower point to fall to anyway.

There were plenty of wealthy individuals living in Trinity, so maybe I could find a private investor willing to support me.

“Just get lost, will you!”

“Ugh!”

Thud.

But perhaps reality had a different plan for me.

No one even listened to what I had to say because I was an Illusion Mage.

Desperation led me to cling to a random passerby, but all I got in return was a kick.

“Ow… It hurts.”

I wish I had some magic I could use at times like this.

Maybe I could use illusions to numb the pain so I wouldn’t feel it.

Of course, it would be pointless.

“Hey, what’s this? Isn’t that the future Tower Master of the Illusion Tower? Heh.”

“…?”

Just as I sat there in a daze, Haster from the Fire Magic School appeared.

“Looking for investors? Haha! Hahaha…”

He read the sign I had prepared and started laughing hysterically.

Even though I felt irritated, I knew arguing would only make things worse.

So, I picked up the sign and began to move away.

“Hey, where do you think you’re going?”

Suddenly, Haster’s tone shifted, and he grabbed my shoulder.

“When someone’s talking to you… What if I said I might invest?”

“It’s not something you can cover with pocket change.”

I shrugged off his hand and started walking again.

But Haster ran in front of me, blocking my path this time.

“Ha… You Illusion Tower brats. Show me what’s so great about it~ How do you know our tower won’t throw you a bone?”

He reached out to take the Maple Leaf Story artifact I was holding.

I immediately hugged the artifact tightly against my chest to prevent him from grabbing it.

“This is not something for people like you to use.”

“…You little… What did you just say?”

Haster’s eyes narrowed, and flames began to gather in his hands.

“You know what happens if you use unauthorized magic inside Trinity, don’t you?”

“Yeah, sure. No magic then. How about a good old beating?”

Whack— Thud— Smack—

Haster began hitting me repeatedly.

I tried to resist, but having never fought in my past life, there was no way I could win.

All I could do was curl up, holding the artifact close to my chest.

“Ha… You pathetic worm.”

After hitting me for a while, Haster finally walked away.

I remained curled up on the ground, clutching the artifact, as people around watched.

Their gazes ranged from ridicule, contempt, mockery, and disdain, to the occasional pity.

That’s how people viewed Illusion Mages in this world.

“Ow… That guy is definitely getting banned once we launch.”

I still needed to find an investor somehow.

I took my spot again and sat there for a few more hours.

As expected, no one showed any interest.

I was about to call it a day when suddenly—

“Is it true what you said about a completely new adventure waiting?”

A muscular old man approached, showing interest.

He didn’t look like a wealthy investor with deep pockets.

But since he was the first person to show any interest, I explained everything to him in detail and took him back to the tower to try out the game.

And now that he had finished playing—

“I just completed the first job advancement, and you cut me off right there! I haven’t even gotten to test out the warrior skills yet!”

The old man, like Hina, was completely hooked on the game.

He was furious because the demo had ended mid-game.

“Uwoooooooooh!!”

Boom—

“P-Please calm down! Our tower will collapse!”

As he pounded his chest like a gorilla and roared, the ground began to shake.

Was it magic? I knew his muscular build was no joke, but this…

“Huuuu… Apologies. I got carried away.”

“It’s alright. To be honest, getting an investment is also for developing more content beyond the first job advancement. It’s an artifact that requires a lot of resources, as you can see—”

I glanced around at the dilapidated state of our tower.

The old man seemed to understand and nodded.

“…I never expected the Illusion Magic School to be capable of such things. Truly impressive. Are you the Tower Master here?”

“No, I’m not the Tower Master. I’m just the youngest member. However, I do have an S-Rank Affinity in the Illusion Attribute.”

“Hmm.”

The old man looked at me with deep, piercing eyes.

An overwhelming sense of pressure washed over me.

He quietly nodded his head, a pensive look on his face.

“…A commendable mindset. Very good. I shall invest in you.”

“W-What? But this isn’t something that can be done with just a few coins. To create the game to the extent I envision, I would need at least—”

“How far is ‘the extent you envision’?”

“Umm, just to gather the mana stones alone, I would need around…”

“No. I’m not talking about money. I’m asking how far you can take this Maple Leaf Story.”

“Ah, you mean that? It will be continuously updated, but initially… the maximum level would be set at 200, and there will be six additional regions on top of Victory Island. And as new jobs are released, new regions will be added as well…”

“Did you say the maximum level would be 200?!”

“Yes, for now… that’s the plan.”

For now, I’m only thinking about Adventurer classes and creating areas such as the Elras Mountains, the Mirar Forest, and the Osiris Continent, which includes the city of Ludibrium.

After that, updates will include characters from the Legnus Knight Order.

“I will invest! Create it right away! Will one week be enough?”

“N-No? Absolutely not. It took me two months just to make this much. Besides, if I want to complete it, I’ll need a significant amount of…”

“What? You want me to wait that long?!”

Rumble—

The ground began to shake once more.

He had only raised his voice, but the entire land and air seemed to tremble.

Just who is this old man?

“W-Wait, calm down. That’s not the point here. What I’m saying is… I need a considerable amount of money. Just to develop it up to that stage…”

I quickly tried to calm him down and showed him the necessary calculations on a calculator.

It was an astronomical sum. Even I found it ridiculous, despite having initiated the project myself.

If I show him this number, he’ll probably give up and leave.

It’s disappointing that he isn’t a suitable investor, but at least I’m glad such an old man got to play my game.

“Anyway, it’s impossible for now. Even an ordinary investor wouldn’t be enough. It will take quite a bit of time.”

“…If I were to invest right now, how long would it take?”

“Well, if I start again from tomorrow… it would take about a year. I’ve gotten used to it now, so I think I can manage.”

The old man, who had been lowering his head, stood up with a creak from his knees.

I guess seeing the amount made him lose interest.

“…Six months. I can’t wait any longer than that.”

“Huh?”

With those words, the old man left the tower.

The search for an investor was back to square one.

And the next morning.

Just as I was about to leave the tower again to look for investors—

Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door of the Illusion Tower.

This was the first time someone had knocked on the tower door since I came here.

“…Huh?”

It was that same old man from yesterday.

He held a piece of paper in his hand.

He handed me the paper and spoke.

“It’s the amount you mentioned yesterday. Complete Maple Leaf Story within six months. Show this to the central bank of Trinity, and they’ll release the funds to you. I’ll come to check on it six months from now.”

After saying that, the old man left the tower.

“A certified check… Guarantor: Galliard? What the heck is this?”

It seemed that the old man’s name was Galliard.

No matter how you look at it, where would an old man like him get such a huge amount of money?

He must have lost his mind in his old age.

Still, it felt good for a moment, so I tossed the piece of paper into the trash and prepared to leave the tower.

…If that had been the end of it, the events that followed might never have happened.

“What is this, Rai? One, ten, hundred, thousand… Hiiiiek!”

“An old man gave it to me as investment money. Remember the guy from yesterday? He said his name was Galliard. He’s probably lost his mind. Suddenly giving me a certified check like this. Where would a person like that get such a large amount of money… It’s probably just a joke.”

“Wh-What?! G-Galliard? You mean Sir Galliard?!”

Rain, who had snatched up the check I was about to throw away, began trembling as he held it.

When he heard the name “Galliard,” his hands shook violently.

“G-Galliard… Sir Galliard is the Hero! The one who saved the world in the past! Of course, he would have this much money!”

“Whaaat?!”

This was the moment that changed the future of the Illusion Tower.

 

—
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Chapter 6

 

“Slash!”

Boom…

The golems collapsed under Galliard’s attack.

Galliard, who had recently advanced to a Swordsman through his first job change, was currently hunting for level-ups while progressing through the main story.

Every moment of adventure in this completely new world made his heart race.

When he first used a proper skill instead of throwing snail shells after his first job change, he was so overwhelmed that he even shed tears.

And now, as he progressed through the story, he had reached level 29.

The Warrior Instructor had clearly said that he could undergo his second job change at level 30.

Coincidentally, his skill points also lined up perfectly.

“Just one more level…!”

It was an exhilarating moment.

Defeating golems, completing quests, and gaining experience points.

Flash—

Finally, the moment he reached level 30.

Ding—

A light bulb-shaped illusion appeared above Galliard’s head.

When he touched it, the image of the Warrior Instructor named “Sit Down and Fist” appeared and began speaking.

“It’s been a while. You’ve become much stronger in such a short period… (snip)… What do you think? Would you like to walk the path of a stronger warrior?”

No matter how many times he saw it, it was an unrealistic sight.

He knew everything was illusion magic, but he couldn’t fathom how it was made.

The map and the teleportation system. The two-dimensional world. The characters almost like chibi figures.

He got used to it quickly, but the magician who created this illusion world was truly something.

Galliard thought of him as quite a peculiar individual.

“Accept.”

But none of that mattered.

He was only grateful to the person who created this fun world for him.

From level 1, adventuring and growing in this mysterious world became a new purpose in his life.

[Job Change] The Three Paths of the Warrior

That was the name of the quest Galliard accepted.

The long-awaited second job change quest.

For the main quest, Galliard headed to the Warrior’s City through the Six-Branch Road.

The desolate Warrior’s City, Parion, where not a single blade of grass grew.

Galliard liked this dusty place quite a lot.

“Well met. You’ve become much more dignified than the last time I saw you.”

When Galliard found “Sit Down and Fist,” he greeted him as if he’d been waiting.

Although they seemed alive, they were merely game background characters.

They always repeated the same lines when spoken to and gave quests depending on the conditions. NPCs.

There were times he felt lonely, but he heard that once development was complete, players could do party play with others.

Even now, it was fun, but Galliard looked forward to that even more.

It would bring back the nostalgia of when he first began his adventure.

“Hmm… I have to choose one of the three paths, huh.”

Anyway, the important thing now was the second job change.

“Sit Down and Fist” explained the three choices available for the warrior.

Depending on this choice, it would determine what kind of warrior he would become in the future.

“Alright, then make your choice. What kind of warrior do you want to be?”

“Hmmm…”

Three quest choices appeared before his eyes.

 

[Job Change] Path of the Fighter

[Job Change] Path of the Page

[Job Change] Path of the Spearman

 

It was a serious decision.

It would determine his future.

“Are you having trouble deciding? In that case, I’ll show you what kind of warrior you can become if you choose each path. Then, you can decide again.”

“Sounds good.”

When Galliard accepted “Sit Down and Fist’s” proposal, the background changed, and illusions began to appear.

They were images of what each job looked like at the fourth job advancement.

“Have you made your decision?”

Each job had its own unique charm.

Now, it was time to make a real decision.

***

“Rai, Rai! Raiii…!”

“Ugh… I’m dying here.”

The one waking me from my sleep at the desk was the small hand of Hina.

“What’s wrong, Tower Master…”

“One hour has passed.”

“Ah, thank you.”

Right now, I’m diligently developing Maple Leaf Story.

About ten months have passed since we received investment. The development was almost at its final stage.

The speed of development picked up once Hina started helping midway.

Despite her unreliable nature, she was still the Tower Master, and her illusion magic skills were impressive.

“And, and that old man… he’s here.”

“What? Where?”

“Ou-outside.”

“Ah? You should’ve let him in.”

“I-I was too scared…”

When I stepped out of the lab, I saw the large, trembling doors of the Magic Tower.

Hina had already hidden in her room.

When I went outside, Galliard was there.

“What brings you here again? You haven’t reached max level already, have you?”

Just as Galliard said, reaching max level within six months was impossible.

But since he kept pressing me to finish the game quickly, I let him play up to the part that was recently completed.

It was easier to think of him as a beta tester.

He hadn’t visited since then. Was there a problem with the game?

“The game will be completed soon, and we’ll be able to officially launch. Please wait just a little longer…”

“That’s not why I’m here. The game’s plenty fun as it is. Of course, it’ll be even better when it officially starts.”

“Then, what is it…”

“I reached level 30 yesterday,”

“Oh, then you can do your second job change.”

“That’s right! But I can’t decide which job to choose!!! They all look so fun, and I’m torn!!!”

“Ah…”

So, it was for something trivial again.

He should just go with the one that appeals to him the most.

Was this really the hero who saved the world?

Well, I guess I can understand his dilemma.

Right now, players can only create one character.

Later, when new jobs and regions are released, I plan to allow multiple character creations.

However, doing so now would require more mana stones.

Even with Galliard’s investment, the budget is tight.

“Sigh… This is really troubling. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime dilemma…!”

I ignored him and focused back on development.

The game itself was already finished. All that remained was to complete the artifact, a kind of supercomputer that would act as the main server.

And then, mass-produce the artifacts for sale.

The artifacts would allow individuals to connect to the main server through illusion-sharing magic.

The design was decided to be a maple leaf shape, just like the initial concept.

“Anyway, what I handed over is just a demo version, so once it’s officially released, you’ll have to start from the beginning. Try it out, and when the time comes, you can make an official decision. Well, I’m busy, so I’ll take my leave. Playing games for too long isn’t good for your health.”

Leaving Galliard, who was tapping his foot anxiously, in the lobby, I headed to Hina’s room.

The final stages of development were complex, and I needed her help.

After about a month of wrapping up, the official release date approached.

“Come on… Even if it’s a request from Lord Galliard, I can’t agree to it. We’re not running a charity here. Where would we even sell artifacts from a place like the Illusion Magic Tower?”

“But considering that Lord Galliard himself is vouching for it… It seems like a solid product.”

“That’s been bothering me too… But I heard every other merchant guild turned it down as well, right? No, no. This deal is already risky as it is.”

Rippert, the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, one of the top guilds on the continent, shook his head.

It was due to a new trade deal that had come up recently.

It was a product recommended by none other than the former hero Galliard, but it was made at the Illusion Magic Tower.

They couldn’t afford to bring in a product no one would buy and try to sell it.

The merchant guild’s job was to buy well-selling products at low prices and sell them at high prices.

“Anyway, send a polite rejection letter. Just don’t be too firm, in case some other guild picks it up and we can gauge the market reaction.”

“Yes, understood.”

Rippert’s beginnings were as a small-time peddler.

Back then, he feared nothing, adventuring through every city and selling goods.

He built up his reputation and eventually established the Blue Head Merchant Guild as it is today.

But now, after accumulating countless achievements, he focused more on maintaining what he had.

He minimized new ventures and aimed for as much stability in business as possible.

He no longer enjoyed adventuring.

Though recalling the past still made his heart race, his behind had already grown far too heavy.

“An attack!”

Rippert and his guild were passing through the forest, carrying a load of goods for trade.

Bandits attacking merchant guilds loaded with goods was a common occurrence.

That’s why merchant guilds always hired guards. However—

“…What? But this is the Elves’ Forest!”

For this trip, Rippert had hired fewer guards than usual.

And for good reason—he just needed to pass through this forest.

This forest, called Elium, was the territory of the elves.

The elves always guarded the forest, so no bandit or rogue would dare set foot in it.

By agreement between humans and elves, a single path was allowed to be used, making it a favored route for merchants without the threat of attacks.

But now—

“You need to take cover, Guild Master!”

“Damn… This is a major trade deal…”

Rippert decided to abandon his entourage and flee.

Judging by the size of the attacking force, the guards he’d hired would undoubtedly be defeated.

If he were taken hostage, it would result in even greater losses, so it was a necessary decision.

With tears in his eyes, Rippert ran into the depths of the forest.

The losses he would incur from losing so much merchandise flashed before his eyes.

It was the first time something like this had happened since he established the Blue Head Merchant Guild, making it all the more painful.

“What are the elves doing…? Damn it… My money…!”

“Indeed, it’s strange. Now that you mention it, I haven’t sensed the presence of a single elf since we entered the forest. Normally, they’d be leaping from tree to tree to guard it.”

“Exactly. Could something have happened to the World Tree?”

The World Tree was just a large tree to humans.

But to the elves, it was something entirely different.

If there was a reason for the elves to neglect the forest, it could only be related to the World Tree.

“Hah… It doesn’t seem like they’re chasing us anymore.”

“For now, let’s hide here for a while, and then we’ll head back to the main road and rejoin the merchant guild. Ugh, what a mess…”

Rippert hid himself among the trees for the time being.

When the commotion subsided, they planned to leave the forest.

“…Hmm?”

Rippert, who was leaning against a nearby tree, noticed something on the ground.

It was a red maple leaf that didn’t quite match the green landscape of Elium.

Rippert picked it up.

Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t a real leaf but something hard shaped like a maple leaf.

It seemed to be an artifact.

“What is that?”

“I’m not sure. It looks like an artifact, but it was just lying on the ground.”

“Could it be a trap? Just to be safe, you shouldn’t use it…”

“Hah, do you even know who I am?”

Rippert activated his magic.

His Attribute Affinity was Observation (B).

He could use a spell to identify the details of objects.

It was a low-tier attribute, so that was the only spell he could use, but it was more than enough for a merchant like him.

“There’s illusion magic all over this thing… My magic can’t fully analyze its structure. What kind of item is this to just be lying on the ground…?”

“Wouldn’t that make it more dangerous? If it’s something that can’t be analyzed even with a B-rank Observation spell…”

“But one thing’s for sure—it’s entirely composed of illusion magic. It shouldn’t be dangerous.”

After contemplating for a moment, Rippert decided to try using the artifact.

Something he normally would never do.

But strangely, the maple leaf shape piqued his sense of adventure.

“Keep watch. If something happens, deactivate the artifact immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rippert channelled his mana and activated the artifact.

What he encountered was an immense and mysterious new world.

In that world, he could leap into the air and soar like a bird, cast powerful attack spells like a hero, and summon mystical and beautiful creatures.

‘What in the world is this…?’

Since it was an illusion magic artifact, everything must be an illusion.

Yet it was so vivid, so extraordinary that he found himself not wanting to leave it.

At that moment—

Bam—!

“Ugh—!”

Suddenly, the artifact deactivated, pulling him back into the real world.

He found himself on the ground, rolling, and standing before him was an elven woman.

“Ugh… What is this…”

“What are you doing? Using someone else’s belongings without permission.”

“But that’s because… Ah, wait…! Lady Riana?”

“So you know me, human.”

“Of course, I know you! A long time ago, didn’t we travel together briefly? With Lord Galliard and the other members of the Hero Party.”

When Rippert first started his merchant career, he had travelled briefly with the Hero Party.

It was towards the end of the war against the Demon World.

That’s when he formed his connection with Galliard.

Now, most of the members of the Hero Party were dead due to the passage of time.

The youngest member back then, Galliard, was now an old man, and Rippert had also aged significantly.

But as an elf, Riana looked exactly the same as she did back then.

“…Hmm. I vaguely remember. Back then, you were just a young peddler.”

“Haha, time sure has passed. You still look exactly the same as you did back then. But what is this? I found it lying on the ground and tried using it.”

“This is an artifact called Maple Leaf Story, a gift from Galliard. It’s so much fun that the elves of Elium have started buying one each.”

“Maple Leaf Story, you say…”

That was the name of the artifact that Galliard had once recommended to Rippert, made by the Illusion Magic Tower.

“Now, I must hurry and level up, so I’ll take my leave.”

Leaving Rippert behind, Riana vanished into the forest.

It was a hurried and careless run, unbecoming of an elf.

“…Don’t tell me they’ve been neglecting the forest’s security because of that game?!”

“Pardon? Guild Master, are you alright?”

“…Hey. We need to head back.”

“Pardon? Where to?”

“To the Illusion Magic Tower! We need to secure exclusive rights to this before any other merchant guild does!”

“Whaaat?”

The natural merchant instincts within Rippert caught a whiff of tremendous profit from that small maple leaf artifact.

 

—





Chapter 7

 

“Ho, hoee…!”

“This, this is… the first time I’ve seen such a grand feast! Our youngest is amazing!”

“To think there’d be a day like this in the Illusion Magic Tower… Thank you so much, Rai!”

“We all did this together. Let’s eat now.”

The seniors, who were tearing up, started devouring the food as if they hadn’t been on the verge of crying just moments ago.

It was the first time since coming to the Illusion Magic Tower that they had such a lavish meal.

It was all thanks to the success of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“But is it really that interesting? A new world realized through Illusion Magic… I can’t imagine it.”

Rain, who hadn’t played ‘Maple Leaf Story’ yet, asked curiously.

Several others who hadn’t played it either looked at him with intrigued expressions.

Except for those who helped with development and Hina, even the seniors hadn’t had a chance to try it yet.

“It’s seriously amazing! If I had known it would sell out like this, I would’ve bought one for myself too!”

“Once the next batch is completed, I’ll make sure everyone gets one. I promise it’ll be fun. Even the Tower Master has already played for 300 hours.”

“…That much? Did she even take breaks to eat?”

The initial number of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifacts produced was about 500 units.

Due to budget constraints, they couldn’t make more, and at first, even that amount didn’t sell.

Galliard introduced it to his old elf acquaintances, and they bought a few.

However, there were so few elves that it wasn’t nearly enough.

Then one day, out of nowhere, Rippert, the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, appeared and made a contract.

He even offered extra money, requesting exclusive rights to trade through his guild.

Within a week of signing the contract with the Blue Head Merchant Guild, the first production batch was sold out.

“That means it’s just that fun. Ah, I want to play it already. It was so enjoyable.”

“I think it’d be great if everyone could help with production.”

“Right, let’s quit these dreadful part-time jobs! Let’s live like true mages again!”

Hahahahaha!

For the first time in a long while, the Illusion Magic Tower was filled with laughter.

Above all, it was nice that the seniors no longer had to suffer through part-time jobs.

Bang, bang, bang—

Their laughter was interrupted by a loud, rough knock at the door.

“I’ll get it. Please continue eating.”

I stood up, thinking that it might be Galliard visiting again.

He would probably ask something trivial like how to build his skill tree.

I was a bit annoyed that he was knocking so loudly at such a late hour.

“…A skill tree is an important matter.”

…Back in the day, when I had to study the skill tree myself because there were no guides, it was quite difficult.

Remembering those times calmed me down a bit.

“…Who is it?”

However, it wasn’t Galliard standing in front of the door as I had expected.

Instead, there was a man with a displeased expression, arms crossed.

Judging by his attire, he appeared to be a knight from some noble family.

Since he wasn’t wearing his armour, it didn’t seem like he was here for an official purpose.

“Is it true that the Illusion Magic Tower produced an artifact called ‘Maple Leaf Story’?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Bring me one. I’ll buy it.”

His tone was blatantly disrespectful, as if he was looking down on me, or rather, the entire Illusion Magic Tower.

Showing up late at night and giving orders in such a condescending manner irritated me, but I held back and spoke.

“I’m sorry, but the initial production has completely sold out, so we don’t have any left. Also, we only sell through the Blue Head Merchant Guild, so please inquire there for future purchases.”

“I came all the way here because they said they didn’t have any left! The Illusion Mages really… tsk.”

“……”

Although I had been polite, the man was annoyed at me instead.

I almost swore at him, but barely managed to hold it in.

They say that patience saves lives.

Yes, I’m a civilized person, so I can endure this much. I’ve been looked down on much worse for being an Illusion Mage.

I can bear it. I can bear it…

“Where are you from? I’ll make sure to inform the merchant guild first when the next batch is complete.”

“You’re telling me to wait again after I came all this way at this hour?!”

Crack.

If I had a rose blade in my hand, I might have stabbed him right then and there.

But they say patience saves lives after the third time.

If I endure just once more, a decent person should give up by then.

However, it seemed the proverbs of Earth didn’t apply to people of this world.

“There’s no finished product right now, so there’s nothing I can do…”

“Tch! This is why Illusion Mages are so useless. Treating something like that as a mage… ptuh!”

The knight spat on the ground and grumbled as he turned away.

If I had ever received the treatment he mentioned, I wouldn’t feel so unjust.

Bastards like him should just…

“You piece of sh—”

“Who are you?”

Just as I was about to smack the back of his head,

A giant figure appeared and blocked the knight’s path.

“Who do you think you—huh, huhh?!”

“And who are you to be spitting in front of the Illusion Magic Tower?”

“Sir, Sir Galliard?! Th-that’s…”

“Hmm? You… I’m sure you’re…”

“I-I’ll take my leave now!”

Scurrying noises.

The moment Galliard appeared, the knight immediately changed his attitude and fled in a heartbeat.

“Do you know him?”

“He used to be a Royal Knight. He caused some trouble back then and was expelled from the order. I believe he’s with the Count of Logos now. Was there an issue?”

“It seemed he came to get a ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact. When I told him there weren’t any left, he started acting out.”

“Hah… He still hasn’t fixed his behaviour. I should…”

“It’s fine. There’s no need for you to intervene over someone like him.”

If a former hero like Galliard stepped in, the man probably wouldn’t have left with his bones intact.

But I didn’t want to trouble him. I had no desire to concern myself with people like that.

Did he say it was the Count of Logos? I should inform the guild to ban anyone affiliated with that house.

“So, what brings you here, Sir Galliard?”

“Ah, well, you see, this skill of mine…”

As expected, his business was nothing significant.

I had to spend quite a while recommending skill trees and hunting grounds for him.

***

The House of Count Logos had recently been dealing with a major issue.

Waaaaaaaah! Waaah!

“Buy it for me, buy me Maple Leaf Story tooooo!”

The youngest of the Logos family, Denny Logos.

His tantrums had been getting worse every day to the point that even the Count couldn’t calm him down.

The reason for his loud cries was none other than ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

The artifact released by the Illusion Magic Tower, which was currently a hot topic everywhere.

It allowed users to experience a mysterious new world and go on new adventures.

It was said to be like entering a novel and becoming its protagonist.

“But Denny, I visited the Illusion Magic Tower myself, and they said they don’t have any more left. Can’t you wait a little longer?”

Waaaaaaaah!

Denny was eight years old. Typically, this wasn’t the age to be throwing such fits.

But after borrowing one from a peer of similar status and trying it for a short while, he’d fallen into this state.

The Count threatened him with all sorts of punishments, but even then, Denny wouldn’t back down.

“Hah… I should’ve just bought it when the Merchant Guild recommended it.”

“Hmph… But there’s no way I’m buying something made by mere Illusion Mages!”

“But if the Head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, Rippert, recommended it so highly, there must’ve been a reason! I thought it was worth buying, but you wouldn’t even listen and just chased them away…”

“What did you just say, wife?!”

Because of this, they had recently been arguing a lot more.

It was already known that the Count of Logos didn’t have a good temper.

But now, even the Countess had grown tired of it and could no longer hold back her frustration.

Waaaaaaaah!

“…Haaa…”

A while ago, Rippert, the Head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, had travelled to various countries and noble houses to promote a certain product.

Naturally, at first, no one bought it.

After all, it was something made by the Illusion Magic Tower, and on top of that, it was quite expensive.

However, it was rare for a prominent merchant like Rippert to recommend a new product so passionately.

Some decided to buy it, even if just to see if they’d been fooled.

As soon as the true nature of the artifact was revealed, word spread quickly.

It was said to be an incredibly immersive form of entertainment from which you couldn’t escape.

The Illusion Magic Tower called it a ‘Game.’

The artifact allowed people to play the game called ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“What could possibly make it so captivating?”

“I’ve heard that it lets people experience a wondrous new world. I haven’t tried it myself, but… those who have say they can’t break free from the illusion for an entire day.”

“But it’s still just an illusion. I can’t understand why people are so obsessed!”

Noble circles were already buzzing with talk about ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Those who had played it couldn’t talk about anything else at social gatherings.

Those who couldn’t buy it could only stand outside the conversation, enviously listening in.

Interest in the game had surged to a level where demand was exploding.

Even Count Logos had sent a knight to the Tower himself in an attempt to obtain it.

But the only answer they received was that production hadn’t been completed yet.

All the nobles were eagerly waiting to buy ‘Maple Leaf Story’ the moment the next batch was ready.

“When it’s released this time, let’s buy several copies.”

“…Are you planning to play it as well?”

“Ahem, ahem. I overheard people talking about it at today’s party. It’s no wonder the rumours are spreading like wildfire. Just listening to them made my heart race.”

“F-Father, I’d like one too…”

Even the Countess and their eldest son, who had come of age, began to look forward to ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

At this point, even Count Logos was getting curious.

“Fine! Once it’s released again, let’s have the whole family play together. Hmph… to think something created by mere Illusion Mages…”

What kind of artifact could those Illusion Mages have made to drive the nobles into such a frenzy?

He made up his mind to buy it the moment it became available.

And finally, the release day arrived.

“Hah… to think I’d have to travel all the way to Trinity just to buy something like this.”

“But they said only one per person can be sold. If they didn’t enforce this rule, someone could just buy them all up. It’s a smart move.”

“That’s true, but I still can’t wrap my head around this whole situation.”

“Maple Leaf Story~ Maple Leaf Story~!”

Prior to the second release, the Illusion Magic Tower made an announcement.

This time, each person would be limited to purchasing one ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact.

Additionally, only those who would be playing it themselves could buy it.

On top of that, there was no delivery option, and buyers had to visit the guild in person to make the purchase.

“That artifact is engraved with an enormous amount of magic, Father. That’s why they can’t produce a large quantity at once. The production cost must be astronomical. But with the current demand being so high and supply not meeting it, this was a natural decision. If they didn’t do this, nobles would just send their servants to buy them all in bulk. It ensures only the real players can buy it. I think the Illusion Magic Tower made the right choice.”

“Yes, yes.”

The usually taciturn eldest son spoke rapidly, seemingly excited.

Count Logos felt strange seeing the son he had painstakingly educated use his brain in such a way.

“Furthermore, this ‘Maple Leaf Story’ is a@#$#@$%!@#%#@…”

The eldest son began reciting facts and details about ‘Maple Leaf Story’ without being asked.

The Count’s ears were starting to hurt.

“Alright, alright! Where did you hear all of this information?!”

“I read it in the ‘Maple Leaf Story Guidebook.’”

“A guidebook? Hah, unbelievable…”

After listening to his son’s explanation for hours, the family finally arrived at Trinity.

“Wha…! Is this really all part of the line?”

The Countess couldn’t close her mouth in astonishment upon seeing the scene before her.

The line stretched all the way from the front of the guild to the city’s entrance.

“Hurry, Father! Mother! Denny, come here!”

Thanks to the eldest son’s quick thinking, they managed to get in line.

Even after they lined up, the nobles continued to join the queue.

“Hah… to think there’d be this many people… Huh, Duke?”

“Count Logos! Did you also come to buy ‘Maple Leaf Story’?”

“Yes, yes! I didn’t expect to see you here, Your Grace…”

“My children were making such a fuss. After hearing about it, even I wanted to try it myself! Hahahaha! Seems like I’m not the only one. Over there, you can see Viscount Nilson and even members of the Franz Royal Family. I’ve even heard that the Prince himself is here!”

“Whaaat?”

Standing right in front of the Count was Duke Iss, one of the Empire’s Dukes.

And not just him—after looking around, Count Logos saw that many distinguished nobles were present.

Since one had to purchase it themselves, all the nobles came in person.

“Haha, have you decided on your profession?”

“I’m planning to go with the mage class. I’ve always regretted not becoming a mage in my youth.”

“I’m thinking of choosing the archer class. Hahahaha!”

“I couldn’t hold myself back after seeing the baron play.”

“I already have one, but my wife insisted on getting her own, so I came along. I’ve already completed my second job advancement.”

“Ohhh! Which profession did you choose?”

The nobles continued their conversation as if this were a social gathering.

They all talked about nothing but ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“What in the world… Darling?”

Even the Countess was already chatting away with other noblewomen nearby.

Count Logos couldn’t help but feel that if he hadn’t come here, they would’ve been ostracized in high society.

“Those who didn’t come today are probably being left out, Father.”

“Y-Yes, that’s true… I can’t believe it’s this popular… But how long do we have to wait?”

“They said the sales would start at 1 PM, so I think the line will start moving soon.”

Count Logos spent time greeting the nobles while they waited.

Finally, when the clock struck the hour, the line started to move.

Their turn was slowly approaching.

“S-Surely, they won’t run out before we get ours, right?”

“I don’t think so. There still seems to be plenty left.”

Then, their turn came.

Feeling strangely nervous, Count Logos entered the guild building with his family.

“Welcome. Please state your family name and personal name in order.”

“The House of Count Logos. Charles Logos.”

“Very well… Uh.”

The guild employee, who had been processing customers smoothly until then, suddenly froze.

The Countess and eldest son looked at the employee with puzzled expressions.

“Ah… I’m sorry, but we cannot sell to the House of Count Logos.”

“…What?”

“The House of Count Logos is on the ‘Blacklist.’ This is a designation made by the Illusion Magic Tower, and we have no choice but to comply.”

“Blacklist?”

“Waaah… Waaahhhh!”

The youngest son, who had been excited moments ago, began crying again.

 

—





Chapter 8

 

“What? Blacklisted?”

“Yes… that’s right. You caused a disturbance at the Illusion Magic Tower…”

“What…?”

Count Logos suddenly recalled something.

Not too long ago, he had sent one of his knights to the Illusion Magic Tower.

There was nothing else that came to mind other than that incident.

“…So you’re saying I can’t buy this now? Do you have any idea how long it took me to get here?”

“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do. Unless the Illusion Magic Tower lifts the ban, we can’t sell it.”

“How dare mere merchants…”

-“If you can’t buy it, then hurry up and get out of the way!”

-“Count! There are a lot of people waiting behind you!”

-“Do you think you’re the only one waiting…? All of us came from far away to get here!”

The complaints from other nobles behind him.

If it were only a matter of dealing with merchants, he would have pressed them with his status.

However, there were too many nobles expressing their discontent for him to handle.

“Bwaaaaanh— My, my maple leaf! Bwaaaaanh—!”

“Sigh…”

“What’s going on? What do you mean, blacklist?”

“Father! If you don’t hurry, everything will be sold out!”

In the end, the Count had to leave the guild with his youngest child, who was throwing a tantrum on the floor.

His wife and eldest son were also standing there, looking completely at a loss.

Of course, the Count felt the same way.

“Count! Count Logos!”

When they exited the guild, people were waiting for him.

It was his own relatives.

“Isn’t it true that we’re blacklisted because of the Logos family now?”

“How are you going to take responsibility for this? I’ve been waiting here since last night!”

“I’ve been waiting months just for this! What are you going to do about it?!”

His relatives were also on the blacklist.

“Kn-knight, call Sir Fenil right this instant!!”

***

“W-wow…”

“I didn’t expect so many nobles to be willing to invest like this.”

Hina’s eyes widened at the sight of the piles of money.

Unbeknownst to us, the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ had become immensely popular among the nobles.

Ever since that unpleasant knight first showed up, many noble families had personally visited the Illusion Magic Tower.

Some were polite nobles, but others, like the first knight, were annoying individuals.

We put all such people on the blacklist so they couldn’t buy ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“But is this really okay, Rai-kun? The nobles might retaliate.”

Rain asked, sounding worried.

But it should be fine.

After all, we have Galliard.

If we decided to shut down the service for ‘Maple Leaf Story’ because of them, the other nobles already enjoying the game would turn on them instead.

In the end, it would be the nobles on the blacklist who’d have to bow their heads.

Knock knock—

And just as I expected, the nobles on the blacklist came to visit the tower.

“I’m here to personally apologize. It seems one of our knights made a mistake. Please, lift the blacklist.”

“I-I’m sorry! At the time, I had just travelled a long distance late at night, and I wasn’t in my right mind!”

The first to visit was Count Logos and his knight.

The very knight who had picked a fight with us from the beginning.

It seemed that putting the relatives of the Logos family on the blacklist had worked well.

The knight, who had been so arrogant back then, was now grovelling on the ground, prostrating himself.

“I’m begging you like this. My child is causing a lot of trouble every day.”

What should I do?

I could lift the ban if they paid, but that wouldn’t make me feel any better.

“I’ll think about it. In any case, you can’t buy it right now, so just go back for now.”

Even if I lifted the ban now, they wouldn’t be able to buy it.

The second batch sold out in a single day.

Due to a shortage of manpower at the tower, it takes a long time to create new artifacts.

I thought I’d send him back and decide later, but the Count desperately grabbed the closing door.

“P-please, I’m begging you! Just this once…”

“If you keep doing this, a rumour might spread that Count Logos is causing delays in the next production.”

“A-ah…”

The Count let go of the door with a despairing expression.

He looked so pitiful collapsing weakly on the floor.

But his pitiful act didn’t soften my heart.

He might be begging like this now, but he had been disregarding the Illusion Magic Tower for a long time.

Not only him, but many nobles had ignored and ridiculed the Illusion Magic Tower.

For as long as I can remember, those who belittled Illusion Magic would badmouth it whenever the topic of magic came up in social gatherings.

As a result, the reputation of Illusion Magic had plummeted, leading to the destitution we face now.

Why do people mock and look down on those who have nothing?

I could never understand, but such people exist everywhere.

Even so, it did feel satisfying to see those who had once disdained us now bowing their heads.

At the same time, disgust welled up at seeing people flip their attitudes like turning over a palm.

“Has it been resolved?”

“Yes. You don’t need to worry about it anymore. They won’t bother us again. By the way, where is the Tower Master?”

“She went to play games. She hasn’t slept lately and has been doing only that. Well, it’s fun, so I understand.”

“Hmm… game addiction isn’t a good thing. We need to hurry up and finish the next production…”

With so few people in our tower, it takes quite a long time to create new artifacts.

After we built the main server, all we have to do is imbue it with the Illusion Sharing Spell, but that’s quite difficult.

The Illusion Sharing Spell is an advanced spell, so only high-level Illusion Magic users like Hina and I can use it.

Attributes like Clone aren’t very useful for mass-producing artifacts.

“At this rate, it’ll take a long time before we release the update or the next game…”

We need to figure something out.

Specifically, we need a high-tier Illusion Mage.

“Why don’t we have any new recruits in our tower? Even if no one comes to us, don’t we usually go recruit high-tier attribute holders?”

“Of course, we do. But when we ask them to join the Illusion Magic Tower, they all refuse. You were the first one in eight years, Rai-kun. No one has joined in the eight years since you came.”

“Ah…”

So, there was an option to refuse. If I had known, I would’ve turned them down back then.

Maybe I should run away with all this money now.

“That’s why we were so happy when you joined us, Rai-kun. Fufu.”

Recalling the first day, he brushed off his negative thoughts.

“So, there are quite a few people with talent?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Then let’s go again. We’ve made a lot of money, so let’s take a carriage this time.”

“Sounds good!”

Thus, the quest to find new staff began.

***

[The world of Maple Leaf Story. Victory Island.]

The character with the nickname <Light of the Empire> was hunting for level-ups, just like any other player.

His class was Cleric.

Among all the classes, it was currently the least popular choice for the second job advancement.

This was because, when selecting the second job advancement as a mage, the description for Cleric stated that it was a support character that assisted party members and provided healing.

But <Light of the Empire>, without much thought, skipped through the dialogues and absentmindedly chose Cleric.

Since character resets weren’t possible, he had no choice but to continue levelling up the Cleric reluctantly.

His second-tier attack skill, Holy Arrow, was complete garbage.

Its damage output was so low that he had to keep using his first-tier skill, Magic Claw, just to hunt.

It was nice that healing and buffs were strong, but that was all it had going for it.

Other classes would use flashy new attack skills when they advanced to the second job, flying around maps.

Meanwhile, the Cleric was still trudging along, using that miserable Magic Claw.

He was getting sick of the sound that skill made as it went chak chak.

But then, <Light of the Empire> had a change of heart when he discovered something in the skill descriptions.

He rarely read the skill descriptions.

One day, he happened to read Holy Arrow’s description and found a particular line.

[Deals significant damage to undead and demon-type monsters.]

That one line.

It even stated that the Heal skill inflicted damage to undead monsters.

<Light of the Empire> immediately headed to a hunting ground filled with undead monsters.

And there, he experienced a whole new world.

“Whoa?! This, this is it—!!”

How envious he had been of other classes using their flashy second-tier skills all this time.

But now, with Heal and Holy Arrow, he too could hunt just as efficiently as others.

While levelling up rapidly—

“This area is taken.”

“Oh, sorry…”

“Huh? Wait. Are you a Cleric?”

“Yes, so?”

“Wanna join my party?”

“Party?”

It was a party invitation from another player he met one day.

At this time, parties weren’t formed often.

<Light of the Empire> had purchased Maple Leaf Story when it was not yet well-known.

He was lucky to buy a first-batch copy thanks to Rippert’s recommendation.

Back then, there were only about 500 users, so encountering other players in hunting grounds was rare.

Even under those circumstances, the Cleric class was enough to receive party invitations.

“Yeah, yeah. Sure.”

After that first party experience, <Light of the Empire> started joining parties more frequently.

Surprisingly, playing his role as a Cleric—healing—was quite fun.

Then, after a little more time had passed, the second batch of the game was released.

As the number of users surged, they began to actively attempt party play and boss raids.

Naturally, in such a situation, many sought out <Light of the Empire>, who had been playing a Cleric from the start.

“Hey, JeBbit-nim, want to come hunt Balrog with us?”

“JeBbit-nim is partying with me today.”

“JeBbit-nim, please party with me too!”

“No, I said I’m partying with JeBbit!”

In Maple Leaf Story, he became a well-known user under the alias “JeBbit.”

“Hawawa~? Don’t fight, everyone! I’ll party with everyone, so no fighting! JeBbit can’t stand seeing users fight amongst each other!”

…His personality had changed quite a bit.

By the way, Maple Leaf Story allowed players to choose the gender of their characters, and “JeBbit” was a female character.

Of course, voices could also be set during character creation.

Since it was all just an illusion anyway, it didn’t matter if the character’s gender was different from the actual person’s.

Naturally, those new to gaming wouldn’t normally do such things.

“Huuyuyuyu… I’m tired after killing the boss three times today… I’ll do some solo hunting and log out after that…”

As a well-known user, <Light of the Empire> was hunting alone one day.

Levelling up through party play and boss raids was effective.

However, the core gameplay of Maple Leaf Story—hunting—had to be done periodically.

But then,

“Pupupupupupupupt—”

“Ahhh! This is my spot—my money! Stop stealing my experience points—!”

A user suddenly appeared and swiftly hunted all the monsters in the area that JeBbit had claimed.

The user’s nickname was <PowerArcherx>.

That user, a Hunter, which is the second job advancement for the Archer class, used their main skill, Wind Song, to rapidly hunt the monsters.

JeBbit, who was just a Cleric, couldn’t keep up with the Hunter’s hunting speed.

In this situation, all the monsters and experience points were being stolen.

No matter how much JeBbit shouted, that user didn’t leave.

“Hah! This is dirty and cheap, so I’m just going to move! It’s like stepping in dog poop!”

In the end, JeBbit decided to relocate.

It was frustrating, but there was no other choice for a Cleric.

“Eeeeyaaaaaaa!!! Stop following me already!!!”

However, the same user followed JeBbit to the new hunting ground and continued stealing experience points.

At this point, it was clear that it was intentional.

“What the hell…?! What are the admins doing if they’re not catching players like this—?! What are they even here for!”

In the end, JeBbit returned to town.

As soon as JeBbit appeared, users gathered around as usual.

JeBbit began recounting the absurd incident in an agitated voice to the other users.

“Did that happen to you too, JeBbit-nim? I’ve experienced something similar recently.”

“Me too, me too! Seriously, those guys are a menace!”

“I’ve been through that as well.”

Talking about it, it turned out that many users had experienced similar incidents.

And most of them were users whose classes had slow hunting speeds during the second job advancement, like the Cleric.

“Ugh… Isn’t there a way to punish players like that?”

In Maple Leaf Story, it was impossible to damage other players or find out their real identities.

This was to ensure everyone could fully enjoy the adventure, but it also made it difficult to penalize malicious players like that.

“That’s definitely crossing the line…”

“They should be banned from accessing the game altogether.”

“Shouldn’t we report this to the Illusion Magic Tower?”

“Yes! This is clearly a problem that the Illusion Magic Tower needs to handle!”

“But what if we get banned instead for getting on the Illusion Magic Tower’s bad side? I heard that all the nobles who argued with the Illusion Magic Tower were put on the blacklist…”

The conversation quickly shifted to the topic of the blacklist, including Count Logos.

It seemed that the users hanging around town were more interested in gossip than adventure.

Moreover, this was a problem that only affected a few classes like Cleric.

It wasn’t a significant issue that would rally the entire userbase.

In other words, there was no one willing to step up and report it to the Illusion Magic Tower.

“Then, JeBbit will log out for now. See you all tomorrow!”

But JeBbit was different.

There was no way JeBbit could stand having such an unpleasant experience and just leave it be.

As the logout music played, the illusion that had changed JeBbit’s world slowly faded away.

“Those bastards… I’ll get them banned somehow.”

A man stood up, placing the maple leaf-shaped artifact on the table.

As soon as he logged out, he called someone in an angry voice.

“Ah, Your Highness! What is it?”

“Prepare to leave for Trinity tomorrow. I’m going to visit the Illusion Magic Tower.”

“Huh? Why the Illusion Magic Tower all of a sudden… If something happens again, His Majesty will…”

Bam—!

He slammed the desk, cutting off the attendant’s words.

“I said I’m going, so why are you saying so much? Do you need to end up like the other attendants before you learn?”

“S-s-s-sorry! I’ll prepare everything right away!”

Startled by his roar, the attendant hurriedly replied.

“Leave.”

“Y-yes!”

The attendant clung to his trembling legs and quickly exited the room.

“Those guys… they absolutely have to be put on the blacklist. Damn bastards…”

The well-known user <Light of the Empire> in Maple Leaf Story.

The player with the highest reputation in Maple Leaf Story was none other than the Empire’s Prince.

The very same 3rd Prince, Rikal Leonious, notorious throughout society as the “Rogue Prince.”
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Chapter 9

 

“It’s a highly recommended item. Soon, you won’t be able to get it even if you want to.”

It was a recommendation from Rippert, the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild.

Several nobles were purchasing Maple Leaf Story based on his recommendation, and the 3rd Prince, Rikal, was one of them.

“Is an artifact made by something like the Illusion Magic Tower this expensive? I like it.”

Spending Imperial money recklessly was his hobby.

As usual, the members of the royal family pointed fingers at the Prince’s behaviour.

It was nothing new for him to be criticized as the “Rogue Prince.”

“An artifact made by the Illusion Magic Tower? You paid that much for something like that?”

“Leave him alone. It’s not the first time. And to think he is a prince. Just look at the 1st Prince and how…”

The whispers directed at Rikal and the comparison to the Crown Prince.

The price of Maple Leaf Story wasn’t particularly expensive for a prince to spend.

But since it was an item from a mere Illusion Magic Tower, it was natural for people to gossip.

“…What is this? It’s fun.”

Unexpectedly, the game was incredibly entertaining.

He got so immersed in it that he didn’t drink for several days.

And so, he advanced to the second job as a Cleric and began receiving party invitations.

“Wow! Thank you so much. You’re so kind, Light of the Empire!”

One day, he healed a player who was running out of health because they didn’t have any potions left at a hunting ground.

He had used Heal to kill undead monsters, and the player had just happened to be within its range.

‘…Kind? Me?’

He received several thank-yous like that.

He was always praised whenever he played in parties.

‘These idiots… In reality, they gossip behind my back, but here, without knowing I’m the 3rd Prince, they bow their heads to me.’

The 3rd Prince found this strangely satisfying.

In reality, he was the Rogue Prince who was criticized wherever he went.

Yet here, those who would insult him in reality were thanking him.

How would they feel if they found out they had bowed their heads to that “Rogue”?

The 3rd Prince found it amusing and enjoyable to deceive these foolish users by pretending to be kind.

On top of that, his character was female.

When he created his character, he had no particular reason but ended up choosing a female character.

In Maple Leaf Story, many users thought he was a real woman and often flirted with him.

And since he was playing a devoted healer class like Cleric, it was only natural that men would be attracted.

‘They don’t even know who I am, hah. It’s truly amusing.’

The 3rd Prince sneered internally at the users’ behaviour.

In reality, everyone hated him.

But in this game, people complimented <Light of the Empire>, laughed, and tried to get close to him, not knowing that he was the same rogue.

Rikal pretended to smile kindly at them and enjoyed watching the foolish users who were completely fooled by him.

And so, he became the famous named user, “JeBbit.”

“This… is the Tower?”

The day after the incident with the malicious user.

Rikal immediately visited the Illusion Magic Tower.

It was a short tower that looked like it could collapse at any moment.

[The sale of Maple Leaf Story artifacts is handled exclusively by the Blue Head Merchant Guild. Any inquiries or complaints regarding the purchase of Maple Leaf Story should be directed to them. Excessive inquiries or complaints directed at the tower will result in immediate placement on the blacklist without warning.]

That was what was written at the entrance of the tower.

It seemed that, as the rumours suggested, people were showing up at the Illusion Magic Tower to get Maple Leaf Story.

Even after the second batch was released, the number of such people only increased.

But Rikal wasn’t there to buy it.

And even if he were, he wouldn’t back off just because of such a warning.

Rikal knocked on the tower’s door.

[For any purchases of Maple Leaf Story, please contact the Blue Head Merchant Guild~]

The door didn’t open, but a voice could be heard.

“Hah.”

Rikal frowned and cursed under his breath.

The attendant and knight who had followed him began to nervously glance at his reaction.

It was common for Rikal to throw a tantrum when things didn’t go his way.

And now that they were treating him like any other problematic buyer, it was almost certain that trouble was coming.

“Th-the 3rd Prince of the Empire himself is here! The Illusion Magic Tower should open its doors immediately!”

Hanon, the royal attendant currently serving under Rikal, shouted quickly before Rikal could cause any trouble.

It was a quick-witted move that allowed him to survive the longest as Rikal’s aide.

‘Please… please open the door…!’

Of course, his survival wasn’t due to quick thinking alone.

Many skilled attendants had lost their lives like flies in front of Rikal.

Hanon’s continued existence was thanks to luck and desperate prayers.

Creak—

‘I’m saved!’

Fortunately, this time, too, his prayers were answered.

Hanon let out a sigh of relief.

“H-H-His Highness?! Why have you come all the way here?! P-please, come in!”

The one who opened the door was a female Illusion Mage.

She was trembling as she greeted the 3rd Prince.

Her nervousness made her seem pitiful.

However, Hanon thought it was fortunate, as Rikal enjoyed seeing people tremble before him.

“P-please sit here!”

On the other hand, Medeia, who was welcoming the 3rd Prince, was on the verge of fainting.

Of all times, why did this have to happen when Rain and Rai, who usually handled external affairs, were away?

On top of that, the 3rd Prince was notorious in Trinity for being a rogue who even killed people.

“I-I’ll go call the Tower Master right away, so please wait here!”

Medeia hastily ran to the Tower Master’s room.

As a commoner, she had no idea how to deal with royalty.

She longed for the days when she performed dances with her Clone Attribute at the theatre.

“Ma-Master Hina, the 3rd Prince is here!”

In Tower Master Hina’s room, there was no response.

Hina was lying on the bed, unconscious.

She was in the middle of a game.

“Ugh, seriously…!”

Medeia hurriedly shut off the Maple Leaf Story artifact clutched in Hina’s hand.

“W-wha…?!”

“Master! This is not the time to be gaming! The 3rd Prince is outside!”

“Wha-whaa… huh?!”

“Come on! Get! Ahold! Of yourself!!!”

Hina, who had been pulled back to reality while fighting a boss, was utterly confused.

The mention of the “3rd Prince” brought her back to her senses.

“Wha-wha-what?! The Prince?! Wh-where’s Rai?”

“Rai went with Rain to recruit a new member! Do something, please!”

“N-n-no, I c-can’t-!”

Hina, also panicking, pulled the blanket over her head.

“Ugh… Please! Master, do your job!!!”

Medeia tried pulling the blanket, but Hina stubbornly stayed hidden like a snail in its shell.

No, she came out.

“Yes. I understand, Medeia.”

“Whew… Hurry up!”

Hina stepped out from under the blanket and confidently walked forward.

Relieved, Medeia followed her downstairs.

“H-here. I think you can speak to the Tower Master now. Then I’ll just… hohoho…”

“…Where is the Tower Master?”

“…Pardon? Here… oh, what?!”

Hina had vanished without a trace.

It was an illusion.

Medeia hurried back, but Hina’s door was already locked.

‘Why does this wretched Illusion Magic even have to be useful like this…?!’

She cursed the useless Tower Master, but now there was no other choice.

However, taking inspiration from Hina’s actions, Medeia sent her own clone down instead.

At the very least, she wouldn’t die this way.

Medeia’s clones were flawless, and unless someone touched them, it was impossible to tell they weren’t real.

“Haha, it seems the Tower Master is quite busy. So, what brings Your Highness to this humble place?”

Medeia’s clone spoke.

“I heard there’s a young S-rank Illusion Mage named Riot who created Maple Leaf Story. I have something to say to him, so bring him here.”

“Ah… That mage is currently out on a mission… May I ask what business you have?”

“I have a suggestion to make regarding Maple Leaf Story.”

“Ah… a suggestion… But I’m not sure exactly when he’ll be back… If he returns, I can let you know separately…”

“Hah…”

Rikal sighed and pressed his forehead.

Seeing this, Hanon hurriedly spoke up.

“H-haha! It seems Your Highness has urgent business. Is there no way to contact him or find out where he is?”

“…Yes. This issue needs to be resolved quickly. Those bastards are preventing me from playing the game, you know?”

The 3rd Prince simmered like he was about to explode at any moment.

Medeia knew that saying “no” would mean big trouble.

But there was no way for Medeia to contact Rai.

The Illusion Magic Tower couldn’t even afford the common communication crystal orbs.

They were so impoverished, and most of the money Rai made was reinvested into creating the third batch, leaving little to be used for the tower.

“W-w-w-w-well…”

“Hah… Damn it… Speak clearly…”

“Eek, eeeeeeek-!”

“P-prince!!”

Rikal drew his sword.

Without any hesitation, he swung it and cut off Medeia’s head.

“Ah, ah… If you kill a mage…”

Killing a mage was a big issue.

Even if it was a worthless Illusion Mage, they were still a recognized part of Trinity by agreement.

Hanon’s head spun, thinking of the complications he would have to deal with.

“Calm down. It was just a clone.”

“…Pardon?”

“I don’t just kill people at random, you know.”

Just as he said, the woman whose head had been severed turned into smoke and disappeared.

It was really a clone.

Hanon took deep breaths to calm his startled heart.

In any case, it was fortunate.

‘But you’ve killed people just fine until now… Crazy Prince…’

Hanon thought that to himself but didn’t dare to say it aloud.

“…What do you think you’re doing?”

At that moment, a voice came from behind.

Turning around, they saw that the door to the Illusion Magic Tower was open, and there stood an Illusion Mage who looked barely an adult.

It was Rai, who had just returned from his errand.

He hadn’t seen Medeia’s clone disappear into smoke due to the angle.

“I asked what you were doing just now.”

“Ah, haha… It seems there’s been a misunderstanding…”

“I cut her down. Because she annoyed me.”

“P-Prince!!”

Rikal interrupted Hanon’s words.

Hearing that, Rai’s expression twisted, and Hanon screamed in his mind.

“Are you Riot?”

“My name is Rai Oat. More importantly, do you know what you’ve just done?”

“I want to discuss something about Maple Leaf Story, so deal with it quickly. Those bastards are stopping me from playing the game.”

“H-haha… Please wait, Mage. Let’s calm down and talk this through… Ah!”

Hanon hastily stepped between the two of them.

But then, he screamed and stepped back.

A massive beast had suddenly appeared, threatening him.

Of course, it was an illusion.

“Prepare to die… How dare you touch Medeia…!”

Rai’s mana flared up.

At the same time, Rikal drew his sword.

Rikal’s blade and Rai’s mana clashed violently.

 

 

—




Chapter 10

 

Normally, culture flows from the upper class down to the lower class.

This was true in both this world and the modern world.

Naturally, Maple Leaf Story had become a hot topic even among the commoners.

“Maple Leaf Story seems to be famous even among the commoners.”

“I suppose that’s to be expected.”

Even so, the speed was incredibly fast.

Maple Leaf Story was currently too expensive for commoners to afford, and it’s likely that very few have actually played it.

But considering the world of my past life, this was a natural phenomenon.

Originally, games were something that ordinary people enjoyed and were passionate about.

It’s only natural. The ones who dream of ideals and immerse themselves in a new world are people like them.

It would be impossible for commoners not to be excited by the idea of a new world unfolding before them.

I felt the same way, and knowing that feeling, I planned to lower the price as much as possible once mass production became feasible.

For those who had already purchased it at a high price, I could give them special rewards or titles.

“I plan to lower the price soon so that commoners can enjoy it too. Of course, this will depend on the success of our current task.”

Rain and I were currently traveling across the continent to recruit a new Illusion Mage.

We were looking for people with Illusion Attributes that had been identified in the past, especially those whose attributes could be useful for game development.

“This is the place. This person has an A-rank Illusion Attribute but once refused to join the Illusion Magic Tower.”

I was worried since we were trying to recruit someone who had already declined once.

But such concerns were quickly resolved.

“Alright, I accept.”

People were agreeing without much persuasion.

“If I become an Illusion Mage, I’ll be able to play Maple Leaf Story, right?”

Thanks to the widespread fame of Maple Leaf Story, everyone accepted the offer.

Even those who initially refused accepted once they were offered a chance to play Maple Leaf Story.

I hadn’t even discussed the salary yet, but they agreed… I didn’t expect it to become this famous.

“That’s good news, Rai.”

“Yes. I didn’t expect things to go so smoothly, thanks to this, we can start production even sooner.”

And so, we returned to Trinity with our new recruits.

“…Huh?”

“That looks like a royal carriage…”

Upon arriving at the tower, there was a magnificent carriage parked in front.

Could it be that the royal family came here to buy Maple Leaf Story?

I told them not to open the door no matter who came.

I hurriedly opened the door and simultaneously witnessed a horrific scene.

“Kyaaaaaah!”

Medeia’s scream.

And a man swinging his sword towards her.

Medeia’s head was severed, and she collapsed to the ground.

By the time I processed what I saw, I had already lost control of my senses.

“…What do you think you’re doing?”

He replied calmly, saying he cut her down because she annoyed him.

It was an unacceptable response.

I shoved aside the Imperial Court official blocking my path and approached him, my mana surging.

In Trinity, mages weren’t supposed to use magic recklessly, but it was an exception when someone attacked a mage.

Of course, I couldn’t kill him with illusion magic.

But I couldn’t bear seeing what happened to Medeia.

I was sick and tired of being looked down upon and attacked just because I was an Illusion Mage.

-Grooooooooan-!

Giant golems began to rise from the ground, stretching their limbs.

It wasn’t just one or two.

Several golems, as massive as our shabby tower, began to rise, causing the ceiling to start collapsing.

Soon, the golems began to attack the man.

“R-Rai? What the…”

Rain rushed in, shocked by the sight.

But he didn’t stop me.

After all, this was all a well-crafted illusion.

Even knowing this, the illusion was vivid enough to instil fear.

Boom!

A golem slammed its fist down on the ground.

At the same time, I cast an illusion of the ground collapsing.

The man swiftly dodged the golem’s attacks and started running toward me.

I ran out of the tower and created a giant sinkhole on the path he was taking.

A sinkhole so deep that its end couldn’t be seen.

“This is fun.”

But the man didn’t hesitate and continued running over the sinkhole.

As if running through the air.

He knew everything was an illusion, so he wasn’t fazed.

Despite that, jumping up there without hesitation required considerable courage.

He was certainly no ordinary human.

While I was lost in these thoughts, his sword was already at my face.

The man swung his sword at my shoulder, cutting deep into my chest, and blood gushed out.

“Rai!”

Rain shouted, but there was no pain.

Because this was also an illusion.

The moment the man slashed through the clone, I, who was hiding within the illusion, dashed forward and grabbed his neck with a dagger.

All the illusions disappeared, and the man froze in place.

“…I didn’t realize it was a clone.”

And just as I was about to stab his neck with the dagger—

“W-wait, Rai! Stop-!”

Medeia’s voice echoed.

“…Huh?”

She was alive.

***

“…So you’re saying you knew it was a clone and deliberately cut it down. Is that correct?”

“Y-yes, of course. Our Prince possesses a related attribute, you see.”

Somehow, the misunderstanding was cleared up.

Medeia also testified that she heard him say he knew it was an illusion, so it seems he didn’t really intend to kill anyone.

This man was none other than the 3rd Prince, Rikal.

Even in Trinity, he was famous as the Rogue Prince.

There were dozens of people who had died at his hands, and he would throw a fit whenever things didn’t go his way, according to the rumours.

Even if he knew it was an illusion, it’s hard to view someone kindly if they draw their sword just because things don’t go their way.

“…I understand. However, as it was your mistake to recklessly draw your sword in Trinity, I won’t apologize. Instead, it’s us who deserve an apology.”

“T-that… well, that’s… I mean, that’s also…”

Hanon, the Prince’s aide, was sweating profusely at my stubborn attitude.

He seemed worried that the Prince might explode at any moment.

Of course, if I said it like this, the Prince wouldn’t just sit still.

But I had no intention of bowing my head to him.

This was Trinity, and even the Prince couldn’t get away unscathed if he killed a mage here.

“I have a suggestion to make regarding the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ issue. Those bastards are preventing me from playing the game, so handle it quickly, Riot.”

“…It’s Rai. Oat, not Riot.”

Rikal didn’t even bother to apologize and just said what he wanted to say.

Not that I expected an apology anyway, so it didn’t matter.

I was just surprised that he was a player of Maple Leaf Story.

And to think he came here not to argue but to make a ‘suggestion’ elegantly.

“…A suggestion?”

If it was a purchase issue, I would’ve blacklisted him, but if it was a player’s suggestion, it was worth listening to.

There were still many areas in the game that needed maintenance.

I didn’t like the Prince, but I decided to hear him out first.

“There are players who shamelessly steal other people’s hunting spots. It’s not just once or twice; they deliberately target users with slower hunting speeds and habitually act like scum.”

Spot-stealing, huh.

It was a common issue in my original world too.

It wasn’t illegal but more of a bad-mannered play.

You couldn’t suspend accounts for it, but it was definitely a big issue among players.

I expected it to happen eventually, but not this quickly.

“It’s certainly a problem. But it’s not something that warrants suspension or a blacklist.”

“Those bastards are making the game unplayable. Are you kidding me?”

“Hunting grounds are supposed to be for everyone. It’s a shared map. The concept of ‘spots’ is more like a courtesy. An unspoken agreement, or something like that.”

“So, deal with the ones who broke that courtesy.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. It’s not illegal.”

“Tch, you…”

Rikal brushed his hand over his forehead as I continued to refuse.

He seemed to be getting angry.

I could empathize that it was quite a troublesome issue.

And since it was something I had anticipated, I already had a countermeasure in mind.

However, it wasn’t something like account suspension.

“But we can release a new update. This update should reduce that issue to some extent.”

“…An update?”

“Yes.”

I had originally planned to include it in the next major update.

But now that spot-stealing had become an issue, I needed to prioritize this update first.

“We’ll add a Popularity system and a Megaphone item.”

“…Popularity and a Megaphone?”

I briefly explained the new features to him.

Of course, this alone wouldn’t completely prevent spot-stealing, but considering the characteristics of this world, it should help to some extent.

The impact of popularity here would probably be much greater than it was in my previous life.

“You really think something like that would work?”

“It will. Next time you get spot-stolen, try using a Megaphone to broadcast that user’s name to the entire server.”

“…Hmph.”

The Prince seemed skeptical, but he understood the concept.

Since the Megaphone would be a cash item, this was a good opportunity to update the cash shop as well.

I would soon be lowering the prices, so I needed another way to generate revenue.

If nothing else, the Megaphone was like the flower of Maple Leaf Story.

At first, they might use it for this purpose, but later, users would find countless other reasons to use it.

“If it doesn’t work, feel free to come back then. For now, this is the best solution we can offer.”

“…When will it be updated?”

This guy only says what he wants to say.

The fact that he kept pushing his own agenda was irritating, but I held back.

Because I had another objective in mind.

The Prince must have a lot of money, right?

“…Honestly, creating it won’t take long, but we need a large quantity of mana stones to add new features. And as you can see, our Magic Tower is short on funds.”

In truth, ever since the second batch of sales, we’ve gained a lot of investors and sponsors.

Most of the sponsors were people who ended up on the blacklist.

They were making free donations in exchange for having their blacklist status lifted.

“We haven’t even been able to make a third production batch yet. To implement such a large update… it would definitely require a lot of investment.”

We already had enough funds for game development.

But I couldn’t pass up such a golden opportunity in front of me.

“If Your Highness were to invest, well, it could be done sooner.”

“…Tch. I’ll give you as much money as you need, so just get it done quickly.”

“Oh, thank you~ Of course, we will!”

Just a moment ago, I wanted to punch him in the jaw, but now the Prince looked quite handsome.

Is this the power of money?

He was still an annoying rogue, but the fact that he was giving me money slightly improved my opinion of him.

Seizing the opportunity, I drew up a one-sided investment contract and handed it to him.

The terms were practically all in our Favour, leaving almost no benefit for the investor.

“Then, please stamp here. Since it’s a sensitive matter like an investment contract, we need to keep a record, don’t we?”

“…Annoying.”

“W-wait a moment, Your Highness!”

Thud—

His aide, Hanon, rushed over to stop him.

But Rikal’s finger was faster.

By the time Hanon snatched the contract, the Prince’s seal was already on it.

“Oh, thank you so much! I’ll make a copy and give it to you.”

“You handle it, Hanon.”

Hanon, who had read through the contract, dropped to his knees and began to wail.

Rikal, on the other hand, paid no attention to him and continued wiping his fingers.

“Very well, haha… A notification will pop up when the update is implemented, so please check it then.”

A moment ago, he had been an annoying pest, but now I couldn’t help but laugh.

I still couldn’t forgive him for swinging his sword around recklessly, but with this much money, I could let it slide.

I had received the funds. Just as I was about to send this bothersome guy away, I suddenly grew curious.

“…By the way, what class are you raising, Your Highness? Warrior? Rogue?”

Judging by Rikal’s personality, I assumed he’d pick a Warrior or some other class with flashy offensive skills.

He seemed like the type to do spot-stealing rather than be the victim.

“…Who cares about that! Just focus on getting the update done quickly, Riot.”

Rikal didn’t answer my question.

It looked like his eyes wavered for a moment—was I imagining it? He seemed to be trembling a little.

Well, maybe he just wanted to try something different.

Since Maple Leaf Story is basically an anonymous world, I didn’t bother prying into his in-game details.

“C-can the Illusion Magic Tower really figure out who a user is in real life?”

Rikal asked, his voice sweating.

His pupils seemed to be wandering aimlessly in the air.

Technically, as the operator, I could identify users if I wanted to.

In this world, mana is like a fingerprint. Any artifact activated using a certain type of mana leaves a traceable record.

Of course, most users wouldn’t know this.

Someone like Hina, an illusion mage, might have noticed, but there was no need for me to reveal it. I had no intention of using personal information.

As I mentioned before, Maple Leaf Story is a world where people can escape from reality and experience a whole new adventure.

If their real-life details were exposed there, they wouldn’t be able to enjoy the game freely.

“No, even we can’t see personal information.”

“…Is that so?”

For some reason, Rikal seemed relieved.

Having returned to his usual self, he stood up from his seat.

“Anyway, hurry up with that update or whatever. I’m so pissed off because of those bastards that I can’t even play the game.”

“Yes, I’ll do that. I’ll make good use of the money.”

Creeeak—

Rikal left the Magic Tower, dragging the weeping Hanon along with him.

It was only after they left that the people who had been hiding came out.

“H-how did it go?”

“It’s settled. He’s a pain, but we managed to squeeze a lot of money out of him.”

Hearing my words, everyone seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and began to smile.

In the end, it worked out well.

“Rain, guide the new recruits and have the Tower Master teach them some illusion spells. I have something I need to check.”

“Yes, got it, Rai.”

Rain hugged me tightly and rubbed her cheek against mine.

It’s been her habit since childhood, and she still does it. She’s so tall that our heads are almost at the same height.

I left them behind and headed to the room where the artifact that housed Maple Leaf Story’s main server was located.

I needed to find out what Rikal’s character was.

Just now, during the fight, he had used his own magic, so traces of his mana should still be there.

“…Huh? Is this user really…?”

When I found out which character belonged to Rikal, I was shocked.

It was someone I never would have imagined.

But soon, my shock turned into laughter.

“Heh, heh, to think this user was the 3rd Prince. You’re done for now.”

I had discovered something very interesting.

 

—




Chapter 11

 

After the first update announcement for Maple Leaf Story, the response was not very positive.

Players couldn’t access the game for about three hours due to the update, despite the fact that it had been running smoothly.

As soon as the update was complete, users logged in eagerly.

“What’s going on? What’s changed?”

“Cash Shop?”

The first thing that caught their attention was the Cash Shop.

It now contained items that could be purchased not with the in-game currency, Mesos, but with real money.

To buy cash items, players had to go to the Central Bank of the Continent in person and link their artifacts to their bank accounts.

When a player used cash in the game, the money would be deducted from the linked bank account.

“What the… It doesn’t have any effects?”

“It’s just items to change your appearance. Who would buy this?”

“They say you have to register your artifact at the Central Bank? No way, I’m not doing that.”

Most users turned away from the Cash Shop.

It couldn’t be used without first registering a bank account in real life, and the items didn’t make the player stronger when equipped.

Although there were some useful items like the “Teleportation Stone,” cash items weren’t necessary for playing the game.

Few players were willing to go through the hassle of visiting the Central Bank just for this.

Still, there were a few users who showed interest in the Cash Shop.

The next update was in the character information window.

Players could now see general information about characters they encountered, with a new section for Popularity.

Once a day, and only once a month for the same person, players could raise or lower someone’s Popularity.

There seemed to be titles available for reaching high Popularity levels, but it didn’t seem particularly meaningful.

“Popularity? Why did they even add something like this?”

“Who knows…”

It didn’t take long for players to figure out how to use it.

“Ah, that guy again…!”

A player who was hunting.

Having just gone through their second job advancement to become a Cleric, this player often had their hunting grounds stolen.

A malicious player kept following him, interrupting his hunting.

Then, he remembered the newly added Popularity system from the update.

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

A message popped up in front of the malicious player, PowerArcherx.

The player who lowered his Popularity had already returned to town.

Opening his information window, he saw that his Popularity was now at -1.

It didn’t affect any of his stats, but it was annoying.

“Ugh… This is no fun. I guess I’ll go back to town.”

With no one left to bully, PowerArcherx returned to town.

There, a group of players had gathered.

“Ah, it’s him! PowerArcherx!”

“I’ve been harassed by him too! That scumbag!”

“Me too! Me too!”

“…?”

Players began to approach PowerArcherx.

PowerArcherx took a step back, bewildered.

But if you’re within a certain range, you can still open someone’s information window.

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your Popularity has decreased by 1.]

.

.

.

.

.

“What, what the hell?”

In an instant, his Popularity dropped to -11.

Panicking, he ran away from the town.

There were still no negative effects on his stats.

But now, the -11 on his profile felt like a stigma.

And -11 was just the beginning.

“Minus 11? He must be a real piece of work.”

Even without committing any malicious acts, players who encountered him started lowering his Popularity just by seeing how low it already was.

No matter where he went, his Popularity kept dropping, and soon it was approaching -50.

Frustrated, he tried lowering other players’ Popularity in retaliation.

But since you could only decrease it once a day, it was a huge disadvantage compared to multiple players lowering his.

There was even a time when he lowered someone’s Popularity, only for that player to call others and cause him to lose even more Popularity.

“…Minus 58? Sorry, but you can’t join our party.”

No one would invite him to a party with such low Popularity.

He couldn’t participate in party play or boss raids, which were impossible to clear alone.

“Damn it…! What kind of bullshit is this! Why did the Illusion Magic Tower implement such a stupid update!”

PowerArcherx eventually exploded in anger.

“It’s all over anyway, I’m not holding back anymore!”

His Popularity had fallen so low that it couldn’t be recovered.

In the end, he decided to go back to his malicious activities.

It was even more frustrating to see his Popularity drop just by staying idle.

“Heh… Isn’t that idiot from before?”

And then, he saw <Light of the Empire>.

A female Cleric player who spoke in a silly manner.

Her appearance had become quite fancy, but it was definitely the same user as before.

“Ah, ah! It’s that bastard from last time!”

As expected, when <Light of the Empire> got her spot stolen, she just stood there screaming helplessly.

PowerArcherx laughed as he continued hunting.

Seeing her act like an idiot again made him laugh out loud.

“Heheh. This is it. Popularity? It’s already as low as it can get!”

“You, you! This time I won’t let it slide!”

Screaming in frustration, <Light of the Empire> took out a strange item and brought it to her mouth.

It looked like a trumpet of some sort.

Then, she began speaking into it.

(Megaphone) Light of the Empire: “xPowerArcherx is being a scumbag in the Wraith’s Den hunting ground! He’s stealing all my prey!”

Her message was broadcasted to all the users in the server.

‘…What’s she doing?’

Acting like a child and shouting seemed to suit JeBbit’s personality.

PowerArcherx glanced at JeBbit with a look of disdain, like one would look at a fool, while continuing to hunt his prey.

However, that only lasted for a moment.

In less than a minute, users hunting nearby started to gather around.

“JeBbit-nim! Are you okay?”

“Th-that guy! He’s the one who got us last time!”

“…?”

And then, they all started to lower PowerArcherx’s popularity.

“W-what’s wrong with you guys? Stop it!”

“You stop it, you scumbag!”

“Take this!”

“Ugh!”

In an instant, his popularity dropped to -100.

He hurriedly used a scroll to teleport back to town.

But that was just the beginning.

“Oh? It’s PowerArcherx.”

“?”

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

“Isn’t that the user who was mentioned on the megaphone earlier?”

“??”

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

.

.

.

Now, everyone he encountered started to lower his popularity.

Some even chased after him as he tried to flee, just to lower it.

“Stop, just stop it already!!”

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

[Your popularity has decreased by 1.]

.

.

.

“Uwaaahhh!”

In the end, his popularity plummeted to -291.

Considering the current number of active users was 1,500, it was a staggering number.

And at this rate, it would continue to drop.

Whenever he met a new user, they would lower his popularity, and users who knew him whispered about him whenever he passed by.

Although it didn’t affect his stats at all, the mental stress was wearing him down.

The -1 he initially thought was no big deal had now snowballed, crushing him under its weight.

“S-stop it, stop iiiittttt!”

In the end, he had no choice but to log out of ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

***

The Grand Banquet Hall of the Imperial City.

Today, the birthday celebration of the Emperor was in full swing.

It was the birthday of the Emperor, who ruled the Empire, one of the pillars of power on the continent.

It was a day when all the major figures of the continent gathered.

As such, important political discussions were exchanged there.

“Your Highness, have you also purchased ‘Maple Leaf Story’?”

“Yes, I arrived the day before and stood in line to buy it. The time spent waiting was worth every second for such a great game.”

“Could you perhaps share your username? If given the chance, how about a boss raid together?”

“Hahaha! That would be wonderful, Duke. I can’t believe I didn’t know someone like you played. Let’s use this opportunity to build stronger ties while playing ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

“Hahahahaha! That sounds excellent! I knew you would be playing ‘Maple Leaf Story’ too, Your Highness!”

That’s how it normally would have been.

But this year’s birthday banquet was different somehow.

No, it wasn’t just the Emperor’s birthday, but most social gatherings were like that.

“You’re really amazing. To have a popularity of over 50.”

“Hohoho. It’s nothing. It’s nothing compared to the famous JeBbit-nim.”

“Then how about we exchange popularity points tonight?”

All anyone could talk about was Maple Leaf Story.

Both those who had played and those who hadn’t yet played talked only about that.

The few who had played made plans to meet in Maple Leaf Story, strengthening their networks even further.

Those who hadn’t managed to purchase it yet envied them and eagerly awaited the next production schedule.

“Did you hear? Along with the next production schedule, a new update will be released.”

“Ah, is that so? Where on earth did you get such high-level information…?”

“One of my acquaintances has connections with the Head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild.”

“Oh…! If it’s information from the Blue Head Merchant Guild, there’s no reason to doubt it! What’s the update about?”

“Well… this is something I don’t just tell anyone, but it seems a Guild System is going to be introduced.”

“Hooh… So you’ll be able to create a guild within the game. This is something to look forward to!”

“What’s even more surprising is… After the next update, a new class with its own unique story will be released.”

“W-what?!”

“Something called a Knights Order… Ha… Just hearing about its marvellous skills and storyline is making me thrilled. I hope that day comes soon. So, how would you like to proceed with this transaction?”

If someone knew the update schedule, they would instantly become the centre of attention in any party.

Moreover, many nobles were now lining up to forge connections with the Illusion Magic Tower.

However, most of the illusion mages were commoners, so they still had no close ties to the nobility.

“Hmph… What in the world is this ‘Maple Leaf Story’ that’s causing such a commotion?”

“It’s an artifact released by the Illusion Magic Tower. They say you can experience a new world.”

“…The Illusion Magic Tower? People are so excited over an artifact made by a mere place like that?”

The Emperor clicked his tongue at the scene of the party.

“What a mess, what a mess…”

He furrowed his brows at the young nobles who were obsessed with this strange trend.

The 2nd Emperor of the current Empire, Lidon Leonious.

He was a figure who fought on the battlefield since the reign of the previous Emperor, struggling to establish the current Empire.

Thinking of his own youth, filled with blood and battles, today’s young nobles seemed nothing but indolent.

Instead of training or studying, they were caught up in this strange thing called a game.

“…Could it really be that fun?”

That’s what he thought, but he was still human.

He had heard so many rumours about ‘Maple Leaf Story’, and just listening to them made his heart race as if it would be incredibly fun.

The Emperor actually wanted to try it as well, but he couldn’t because of his dignity.

They even said you had to visit the merchant guild in person to buy it.

No matter how much he wanted it, it would be humiliating for an Emperor to stand in line.

After that noisy banquet came to an end.

During the National Affairs Meeting, a report was brought before the Emperor.

Once again, it was about the 3rd Prince.

“…What trouble has that brat caused this time!”

Bang—

The 3rd Prince had made an absurdly favourable investment in the Illusion Magic Tower.

He even put his handprint on the contract, making it impossible to back out.

If they didn’t honour the contract with the Illusion Magic Tower, whose stock was rapidly rising, the reputation of the Imperial Family would certainly plummet.

“But we can’t squander such a huge amount of money. We gain nothing from this.”

“Summon the 3rd Prince at once…! Haa… No, never mind.”

The Emperor, who was about to summon the 3rd Prince in a fit of rage, withdrew his words.

He wouldn’t listen anyway, no matter what he said. It would only build up stress.

“What to do…”

As the Emperor pondered a solution, a thought flashed through his mind.

“…Summon the illusion mages.”

“Pardon?”

“The mages are, at least, intellectuals. They should be more reasonable than that brat.”

“…Yes. I will get in touch with them.”

Perhaps, he could get his hands on ‘Maple Leaf Story’ without standing in line.

 

—




Chapter 12

 

With the passing of time after the second release and the acquisition of new illusion mages, things had finally calmed down.

Taking advantage of this lull, we were once again pushing forward with the production of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“Ugh, ugh… I don’t want to do this anymore… I want to play games…”

“No, Tower Master! We need to produce at least ten thousand units this time!”

“Huee…”

My goal was to create a world where everyone could enjoy games.

Not just for the nobles who could afford to indulge in culture, but also for the commoners who were not blessed with luck.

To show a world where anyone could enjoy it, regardless of the fate they were born with.

“R-Rai-nim… Please save me…”

“They said I could play a game… but this is…”

“Come on. Once we finish this work, you can play as much as you want. Let’s make ten thousand units by next week.”

Sacrifice is sometimes necessary to achieve this goal.

Hina, along with the newly joined illusion mages, were being used up in artifact production.

Currently, there were 1,500 users. There was still a long way to go.

Leaving the production to the other mages, I headed up to the top floor for the update.

In the centre of the top floor floated a giant maple leaf-shaped artifact emitting light.

It was the main server of ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

Users accessed this illusory world through Illusion Sharing Magic.

The update would be applied by adding illusion magic to this artifact.

“Rain. What are you doing here?”

It was rare for anyone other than me to come here, but there was an unexpected visitor.

“Ah, Rai-kun. Is there something to update?”

“Yes, it’s almost time for the third release. What brings you here, Rain?”

“Nothing much. It’s just that looking at the light from this huge artifact somehow makes me feel good.”

It was indeed a mysterious sight.

It resembled the giant crystal orb at the centre of the room where the mages of Ellinia advanced in ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

“Did you know, Rai? At the top of the other towers, there are massive floating stones symbolizing each tower.”

“Of course. Because of those, Trinity doesn’t even need to turn on lights at night.”

At the very top of each tower, towering high in the sky,

there were massive floating stones radiating the attribute of their respective tower.

The Fire Tower had a giant red stone blazing like fire, and the Ice Tower had a massive blue ice stone emitting light. The other towers were the same.

But at the top of our Illusion Magic Tower, there was nothing.

Instead, until recently, we had raised the height of our tower using an illusion to make it appear taller.

“But we have nothing. Because all of our magic is just ‘illusion.’ In the past and even now, it’s the same.”

As Rain said, our magic was just illusions.

Since they didn’t actually exist, we couldn’t have floating stones imbued with our attribute.

Everything was nothing more than a formless illusion.

“Because of that… sometimes… I imagine this artifact shining at the top of our tower. Just like the other towers, we could raise our tower high up in the sky, and from the top, let ‘Maple Leaf Story’ light up Trinity. I imagine that sometimes.”

“…That sounds nice. Let’s make it happen someday. It will take time, but we’ll get there.”

The height of each tower represented the history and achievements it had built.

But our Illusion Tower had achieved nothing so far.

Naturally, we had no money, no accomplishments, and thus, we hadn’t been able to raise the height of our tower.

Come to think of it, we should consider expanding the tower soon.

When the time comes, we should move this artifact to the top.

“Rai, Rai! There’s trouble!”

Medeia’s clone hurriedly climbed up the stairs.

“The Imperial Family…! The Imperial Family has sent someone!”

“Huh? Is it the 3rd Prince again?”

“No! This time it’s an imperial decree sent by the Emperor himself!”

“What?”

Rain and I hurried downstairs.

There, standing by a splendid carriage, was an imperial official dressed in a golden robe, holding a scroll.

“Illusion Mage Riot is hereby summoned to receive an imperial command.”

“…Huh?”

Am I supposed to kneel like in historical dramas? It certainly feels like that kind of atmosphere.

As I was thinking that, Rain was already kneeling.

I didn’t really want to do that, so I showed an illusion of myself kneeling.

“Illusion Mage Riot has dared to deceive the Imperial Family with a serpentine tongue…”

The gist of it was—do you want to get punished for scamming the 3rd Prince into a fraudulent contract? That kind of vibe.

However, since the contract with a mage from Trinity carried significant weight even for the Imperial Family, the decree concluded with a request to come to the Imperial Palace for a direct discussion.

I had expected something like this. And it wasn’t like I was desperate for the Imperial Family’s money.

“I understand.”

I had no intention of avoiding it.

The Imperial Family couldn’t easily interfere with a mage from Trinity.

A few days later, I headed to the capital with Rain.

***

“Your Majesty. The Illusion Mage Riot has arrived.”

“Very well.”

The Emperor walked in with a commanding presence.

In the audience chamber, the 1st Prince and the instigator of this incident, the 3rd Prince, were already present.

“I greet the Sun of the Empire.”

The female illusion mage first bowed her head towards the Emperor.

The male illusion mage next to her also bowed deeply.

The conversation, led by the Chief Mage, naturally progressed to threatening them.

You dared to deceive the Imperial Family to make a dishonest profit with a malicious contract. We won’t let this slide. It was something like that.

However, a contract with a mage from Trinity carried a certain authority even for the Imperial Family.

Thus, there was a need to reach an agreement on the contract terms to some extent.

Then the Emperor stepped forward and said,

‘I will graciously consider the investment matter. But in order to do so, I need to assess the value of this ‘Maple Leaf Story’ myself. I shall personally use it and decide on the investment amount. The Illusion Tower should be grateful that I’m using their artifact.’

His plan was to get his hands on ‘Maple Leaf Story’ with this pretense.

The foolish illusion mages would then bow their heads saying, ‘We are greatly honoured by your favour, Your Majesty!’

With this, the Emperor could maintain his dignity while still getting to experience ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Suppressing the twitching corners of his mouth, the Emperor barely managed to contain his excitement at the thought of playing ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“…Thus, the Illusion Magic Tower has presented a fraudulent artifact to lead the 3rd Prince into an unfair contract, and with that cunning object, sought to disrupt the Imperial Family. Therefore, the Imperial Family cannot accept this contract.”

The Chief Mage’s speech concluded right on time.

The illusion mages were still bowing their heads.

“Ahem. But surely, there was some fault on the part of the 3rd Prince as well, was there not, Chief Mage?”

“That is true, Your Majesty.”

Now, it was time to deliver the prepared lines.

As the Emperor was about to speak in a solemn voice,

“I understand.”

An unexpectedly young voice interrupted.

It was a male illusion mage.

“You understand?”

“Yes. I am Illusion Mage Rai Oat. I created ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

“Is… that so?”

“I am also the one who made the contract with the 3rd Prince. If the Imperial Family sees it that way, I will annul the contract.”

“W-What?!”

The Emperor stood up abruptly.

The illusion mage’s reaction was completely different from what he had expected.

“It’s true that there were unfair parts in the contract, so I will do that. Also, if the artifact I made is disrupting the order of the Imperial Family, I will take measures to prevent access to the capital city. I created it with good intentions, but if it is causing trouble for the Imperial Family, I should naturally do that.”

“…Hey! What do you mean by that?”

The 3rd Prince, Rikal, shouted.

To be honest, he cared more about the game than the Imperial Family’s money.

“I also apologize to the Prince. I will apologize and undo everything, so please forgive me just this once.”

“W-Wait…!”

The Emperor stammered in surprise.

He couldn’t go back on his words now that the Imperial Family had already declared the illusion mage and the artifact as impudent.

‘W-Wait… This isn’t the outcome I wanted! If things keep going like this…!’

The Emperor could already feel the piercing gazes of his ministers.

Even the Emperor knew that ‘Maple Leaf Story’ was popular within the Imperial Family.

If things continued this way, it was obvious that there would be gossip about the Imperial Family.

And it would mean he could never play ‘Maple Leaf Story’ for the rest of his life.

Not just him, but everyone in the Imperial Family.

But now, if he said, ‘A-All right, let me play Maple Leaf Story,’ it would be an utter disgrace to the dignity of the Imperial Family.

“Then, I will take my leave. I apologize once again for causing a disturbance to the Imperial Family.”

In the end, Rai bowed and began to leave the audience chamber.

‘No…! Damn it…!’

The Emperor’s butt twitched at the unexpected turn of events.

He wanted to stop him immediately, but he, as the Emperor, couldn’t do so.

An immense dilemma.

In that turmoil, Rai eventually grasped the door handle of the audience chamber, and—

The Emperor’s butt finally lifted off the throne.

“W-Wait a moment-hoooooold on-!”

At that moment, a desperate voice stopped Rai.

“?”

The voice didn’t belong to the Emperor.

It was the Chief Mage.

“P-Please wait a moment! Illusion Mage Riot!”

He, too, was a player of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

***

“Thank you, Rai-kun.”

“No need to thank me. I did it all for the sake of the tower.”

As a result, the Imperial Family agreed to our terms.

From the initial unfair contract to new terms.

Like the other towers, we received research support funds (until now, only the Illusion Tower hadn’t been receiving research support from the Imperial Family) and even part of the development costs needed for ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Instead, it would be treated as an investment, and we would give a portion of the profits to the Imperial Family.

In the end, it became an ordinary investment contract.

The Chief Mage had come up with various excuses to make it happen,

and seeing how the Emperor accepted it without much resistance, it seemed he really wanted to play ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

In exchange, the next sale would be held in more diverse regions.

I wondered if the Emperor would end up waiting in line for it.

“Still… When did you become so reliable? When you first arrived, you were a child smaller than the Tower Master.”

“Uh, urgh… I can’t breathe, Rain.”

Rain hugged me tightly and threw herself onto the bed.

It was late, so we decided to stay in the guest room provided by the Imperial Family.

“In fact… That man is my father.”

“…What?”

Rain spoke while holding me in her arms.

I couldn’t see her face since I was buried in her chest.

“Could it be… You’re part of the Imperial Family?”

“No~ I’m not a member of the Imperial Family. That man speaking beside His Majesty earlier—the Chief Mage. He’s my father.”

“What? Really? The Chief Mage? He’s extremely famous…”

“Yes. Our family is a prestigious family of mages.”

The Chief Mage was one of the top mages in the world.

Their family had led the Imperial Family’s mages for generations.

Though their reputation had somewhat diminished now.

Even so, none of them possessed the Illusion Attribute.

They never had children with anyone possessing the Illusion Attribute.

If a child were to inherit the Illusion Attribute, it would tarnish the family’s prestige.

But Rain was an Illusion Mage.

“My father was an S-rank Wind Attribute mage, and my mother was an A-rank Metal Attribute mage. But I turned out to have a B-rank Illusion Attribute. Against all odds, a different attribute emerged. An Illusion Attribute, of all things.”

“Ah…”

It should have been me who ended up that way. I should have gotten a different attribute against the odds.

From Rain’s perspective, it must have been a disaster.

“I was kicked out of the family. And the only place left for me was the Illusion Tower. Since I was young, I had never thought of becoming anything other than a mage.”

Currently, all the Illusion Mages were of commoner origin.

No wonder she always seemed to carry herself with such refined manners.

Rain continued talking as she held me.

I listened quietly to her story.

“…So, I’m really grateful, Rai-kun. Thanks to you, we’ve been acknowledged as mages, too.”

“It’s nothing. I was just trying to make some money too. And Illusion Magic is still magic.”

Rain paused for a moment before speaking.

“Rai-kun. Do you want to sleep here with me tonight?”

“…What?”

“For some reason, I don’t want to sleep alone tonight…”

W-Wait a minute, what’s happening here? Is this where the story suddenly goes in that direction?

If this keeps up, the genre will completely change—

Knock, knock—

Just then, someone knocked on the door.

“H-Hahaha! We have a guest. I’ll go see who it is!”

I hurriedly got up from the bed.

I didn’t look back, so I couldn’t see what kind of expression she had at that moment.

“…Huh?”

I couldn’t help but be surprised when I opened the door.

It was the person I’d just been talking about—Rain’s father, the Imperial Chief Mage, standing right in front of me.

“Chief Mage?”

“Can I have a word with you, Illusion Mage Riot?”

I looked at Rain, but she seemed fine with it.

“Yes. Please come in.”

“Excuse me.”

After entering the room, he hesitated for a while before getting to the main point.

A very long story.

He kept going around in circles and drawing things out, but in the end, it all boiled down to this:

“…So, you’re telling me that you’re PowerArcherx?”

 

T/n: LMAOOOOO, That was some twist!

 

—




Chapter 13

 

Imperial mages are different from the mages of Trinity.

Trinity’s magic towers specialize in researching each elemental attribute.

In contrast, the Imperial mages possess mixed attributes.

In terms of magical achievements alone, they were significantly behind Trinity.

The skills of individual Imperial mages were similarly lacking.

Typically, Imperial magic was developed with a focus on life magic or military magic.

Of course, it wasn’t like that in the beginning.

In the past, there was Lihenz Jere, a grand mage and a member of the Hero Party.

While he served as the head of the Magic Department, the Imperial Magic Department’s prestige soared.

However, that was due to Lihenz’s strength, not because of the Imperial mages.

The Magic Department, which had briefly risen to power, soon found its status declining.

Thus, the current power of the Imperial Magic Department and its head, Lenz Jere, is quite ambiguous.

Their magic lags behind Trinity, leaving only the title of being the descendants of a grand mage.

They were often pushed around even within the Imperial Court.

Naturally, the mages of Trinity also tended to look down on Imperial mages.

As a mage and as an Imperial official, he was never respected, and the dissatisfaction kept building up inside him.

Then, he discovered “Maple Leaf Story.”

He first learned about it when he saw one of the Imperial mages buying the initial release.

“Illusion Magic Tower? This…!”

“P-Please wait, Sir Lenz! This isn’t just an ordinary artifact. Once you start, you’ll never be able to stop!”

“This absolutely needs to be researched. This is… a revolution!”

“Research? What research.”

There were no illusion mages in the Imperial Court.

Therefore, it was impossible for the Imperial Court to identify the nature of this artifact.

Nonetheless, Lenz realized that it was something extraordinary, so he personally purchased the second release.

In truth, it was also because he needed an excuse to take some time off.

His daily life of being disregarded in the Imperial Court was too stressful.

“After all the trouble I went through just to buy this… I must be crazy. Oh, ohhh…!”

And soon, he was completely absorbed in “Maple Leaf Story.”

From his stress-filled life in the Imperial Court, it brought an entirely new experience to him.

He chose the Hunter class, a path where he could swiftly wipe out monsters, and reached the second job advancement.

It was after the second job advancement that his malicious behaviour began.

“Kuhaha…! After being looked down on like that, let’s see how they handle this!”

A mage who was ignored wherever he went.

His anger exploded in this new world called “Maple Leaf Story.”

It was as if he was venting his frustration from being disregarded in the Imperial Court by continuing his malicious acts in the game.

“Light of the Empire?”

He discovered <Light of the Empire> during one of those moments.

Light of the Empire was a sort of title referring to the 1st Prince.

And the 1st Prince was someone who constantly argued that the Magic Department should be abolished and that the relationship with Trinity should be strengthened.

From a rational standpoint, it was a valid argument.

But to Lenz, as the head of the Magic Department, the 1st Prince was always an eyesore.

That’s why he targeted <Light of the Empire> even more relentlessly with his malicious behaviour.

Then the popularity system was updated, and now he’s too afraid to log in.

But he couldn’t quit “Maple Leaf Story.”

Because it was just too fun…

“…So, you’re asking me to restore your popularity points?”

“That’s right. Could you please help me?”

Just when the illusion mages came to the Imperial Court.

For Lenz, this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Lowering his head to an illusion mage was something his pride as the head of the Magic Department couldn’t tolerate.

But the addictive nature of “Maple Leaf Story” overcame that pride.

After much contemplation, Lenz found himself in Rai’s room.

“That’s difficult. After all, it was Sir Lenz who engaged in the malicious behaviour.”

Even though he had cast aside his pride to come here, Rai’s response was cold.

“…What did you say?”

“Don’t be too disheartened. It’s natural for hidden desires to surface in an anonymous world. But you should also understand that it ends up eating away at you.”

Rai spoke firmly.

There was no change in his expression.

As if this was a matter of course. As if saying, ‘Isn’t this your fault?’

Perhaps his gaze even held a hint of disregard for Lenz.

It felt similar to the gazes he’d received countless times in the Imperial Court.

The looks from Trinity mages who disregarded Imperial mages.

It somehow felt like the same gaze.

“Still…”

“-Are you trying to lecture me right now? You, an illusion mage, of all people?”

Lenz cut off Rai’s words, his eyes blazing.

How dare a mere illusion mage scorn him, the Imperial Chief Mage, who had swallowed his pride to ask for help.

The shame he’d been holding back and the anger that had accumulated everywhere finally burst out.

“…That’s not what I meant. But I can’t stand hearing such remarks either.”

“Then what will you do? Just an illusion mage. Have you gotten cocky just because your little artifact gained some attention? I saw you spouting arrogant words in front of His Majesty earlier. Do you not know your place as an illusion mage?”

The anger he always kept suppressed.

Having already unleashed it in the world of “Maple Leaf Story,” his rage now erupted more easily.

“There’s a reason why there are no illusion mages in the Imperial Court! We don’t need the likes of you here! Your ‘illusion magic’ is utterly worthless!”

“They say excessive gaming can lead to violent behaviour… Perhaps taking a break from the game might be a good idea.”

“What?”

Rai furrowed his brow and got up, opening the window.

The cold night air cooled down the rage that had risen up to his forehead.

“Ah, I’m not saying I’ll suspend your account. I’m not that petty. But I can’t tolerate anyone looking down on the Illusion Magic Tower anymore.”

“Hah! To begin with, illusion magic is trash…”

“-A fact that everyone in the world agrees on. But that’s merely because the world thinks that way. Just because it can’t do what other magic can doesn’t mean illusion magic is worthless. Everything has its own value.”

Just like games. Everything has its own worth.

Of course, playing games excessively can also cause uncontrollable aggression, like this.

It’s a double-edged sword.

“I think our illusion magic is much greater than your Imperial magic.”

“What…! How dare you—”

Lenz, unable to hold it in any longer, kicked his chair and stood up.

At the same time, massive mana began to gather in his hand.

“Calm down. You wouldn’t use such a powerful spell inside the Imperial Palace. Instead, how about this?”

“…?”

“Tomorrow, let’s have a magic duel. One of the Imperial mages against one of our illusion mages here.”

“W-Wait, Rai? Me?”

“Yes. No matter what, I’m still the youngest in the tower, so it wouldn’t be fair to fight against the head of the Imperial mages, right? This is an Illusion B-rank mage. Just bring a suitable opponent.”

“Why should I agree to that?”

“If the Imperial side wins, I’ll restore your popularity points. Change your nickname as you please. But if we win, you must officially apologize to us and formally recognize illusion magic as a legitimate form of Imperial magic. Moreover, you must take responsibility and publicly announce it in the Imperial Court, so that the world acknowledges the value of illusion magic.”

Up until now, the Imperial Court had never acknowledged illusion magic as a form of true magic.

However, if the Imperial Court were to recognize it, the global perception of illusion magic would certainly change.

“…Very well. What nonsense. Just make sure you keep your word.”

After taking a moment to catch his breath and think, Lenz replied.

Of course, he thought there was no way he could lose to something as insignificant as illusion magic.

Since he couldn’t retrieve his popularity points anyway, he decided to suppress his anger and accept the proposal.

“Yes, don’t worry.”

Bang—

Lenz didn’t reply and slammed the door shut as if it would break.

Rai smirked as he watched Lenz’s retreating back.

On the other hand, Rain was in a state of panic.

“R-R-Rai! What kind of promise did you just make? A magic duel? How could you!”

“What’s the big deal? You can win, right?”

“How can I win! It’s illusion magic we’re talking about!”

“You can win. I’m not telling you to kill someone, it’s just a magic duel.”

“Haa… I don’t know…! How could you make such a decision on your own!”

Rain held her head and threw herself onto the bed.

Rai looked at her with a bitter smile.

“…Still, it’s time to show everyone how incredible a mage you are, Rain.”

“…!”

“You… didn’t think I remembered?”

Lenz is the Chief Mage and also Rain’s father.

Rain had been cast out by him shortly after she took her Attribute Affinity Test at the age of ten—an event from so long ago.

Now, after so much time had passed, he didn’t recognize his own daughter even when she stood right in front of him.

“…Did you do this on purpose, Rai?”

“Maybe it’s just that Rain became too beautiful for him to recognize? From what I saw, the Chief Mage is quite short, so maybe he couldn’t imagine his daughter would grow up to be so tall.”

“…Pft. What’s that supposed to—My mother was tall! No, that’s not the point! What are we going to do now!”

Rai answered with a laugh.

“You just have to win. I know how amazing your magic is.”

Having witnessed her magic firsthand, Rai knew.

Rain’s magic was far from lacking. Despite being ranked as a B-rank, it was so extraordinary that he even thought it was superior to his own S-rank abilities.

And he also knew just how hard Rain had worked to hone that “insignificant” illusion magic.

Rain was, without a doubt, an outstanding mage.

“We’re mages too, after all.”

And so, the next day arrived.

***

“A magic duel with an illusion mage all of a sudden? And that’s the one who created that ‘Maple Leaf Story’?”

“They say it’s a different illusion mage? From what I’ve heard, they were the ones who challenged us.”

“Not from any other tower, but the Illusion Tower… Do we have to be looked down upon even by those guys?”

“Hey, be careful or you’ll end up on the blacklist. Good luck.”

The Imperial mages were in an uproar since morning.

After all, today there was an unexpected magic duel with an illusion mage.

‘Sigh… I need to play my game quickly.’

And the one chosen to participate in the magic duel was Domur, an Imperial mage with a B-rank Steel Attribute and the Chief Mage’s nephew.

Recently, he’d been deeply immersed in “Maple Leaf Story,” and he was annoyed by the sudden schedule.

“Domur. You must win.”

“I know, Uncle. Like I’d lose to an illusion mage?”

Domur gave a half-hearted response and headed to the training grounds.

He wanted to finish this quickly and get back to playing his game.

“This is my first time seeing a magic duel with an illusion mage.”

“Right? Do we even get any points for this?”

“They must have gotten cocky because their artifact sold well. But still, challenging us to a magic duel is a bit…”

“That must be her? Heh. How pitiful.”

There had never been a case where illusion mages participated in magic duels.

Illusion mages didn’t even show up at such places to begin with.

There simply weren’t any illusion mages who engaged in magic duels.

For Domur, too, it was his first time witnessing illusion magic, let alone participating in a duel with an illusion mage.

‘I just have to finish this quickly and get back to my game.’

Domur’s thoughts were solely focused on his game.

After all, he thought he could crush someone like an illusion mage without much effort.

That was the same for the other Imperial mages who were watching.

But,

“…What?”

“Hey, what’s wrong with him?”

“H-He’s going to lose at this rate…!”

The reactions instantly shifted when the magic duel began.

 

—




Chapter 14

 

A magic duel is, as the name suggests, a competition where mages pit their magic against each other.

The rules are simple.

First, each mage equips an artifact that creates a barrier based on the level of their mana.

If the opponent’s magic reaches and damages the barrier, it scores 1 point.

Magic that is below the level of the opponent’s barrier does not earn any points.

Additionally, breaking through the opponent’s magic also scores 1 point.

Illusion magic, of course, cannot inflict damage on the enemy.

Therefore, the only way to score points is through the second method.

Naturally, no mage employs such a strategy.

“R-Rai, are you sure this is okay?”

“It’s fine. Just do what we discussed last night.”

Rain, nervous, stepped into the training arena.

She and her opponent, Domur, each created their own barriers.

The match would be decided by who scored the most points within the five minutes that the barriers lasted.

The magic duel began.

“Win, Domur!”

“Crush that illusion mage!”

Amid the fervent cheers of the Imperial mages, Domur began casting his magic first.

“Heh… I didn’t expect that Illusion Mage Riot would actually step up to the challenge.”

At that moment, Lenz approached the spot where Rai was standing and spoke.

He was already smiling as if he was certain of victory.

“Just in case, let me say this. Don’t try to unfairly reveal my identity if you lose…”

“–Don’t worry. Win or lose, I intend to protect the anonymity of all users. But remember, just because you’re anonymous doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want.”

“You…!”

Lenz’s anger flared at Rai’s words, but he soon took a deep breath and suppressed it.

“Why don’t you watch the duel? You’ll see just how great our magic is.”

“Ha, what could some illusion magic possibly… What the…?”

Lenz’s eyes widened as he turned his gaze to the training arena.

On the surface, it didn’t look like an intense fight.

However, the scoreboard displayed something strange.

[Rain 1 : Domur 0]

The score showed that the illusion mage had scored a point.

At that moment, Domur began to prepare his magic once more.

And Rain cast her spell at the same time.

Crack—crack—

Steel spikes erupted from the ground.

Rain dodged by throwing herself to the side, but the steel spikes rose simultaneously from the opposite direction.

Just then, a massive light began to shine down from the sky.

It looked like a god, or a giant angel, or even a colossal demon.

It was an entity that seemed to transcend human limits and began to attack Domur.

“H-Hiiiiik—!”

Because of it, Domur’s magic was interrupted, and Rain’s score increased.

Since illusion attribute mana was involved, breaking his magic was considered a successful breakthrough, earning her a point.

The spectators, too, shrank back at the appearance of that entity. Lenz was no exception.

Naturally, it was an illusion.

It was just so vivid and terrifying that one couldn’t believe it was an illusion.

“W-What’s the matter! It’s just an illusion!”

Lenz shouted, regaining his composure.

Hearing his voice, Domur came to his senses.

But when he looked up, more than ten giant beings were staring down at him.

“T-This is an illusion… an illusion… an illusion…”

Domur tried to hypnotize himself as he prepared his magic.

At that moment, the giants began to stomp their feet.

Even the vibrations of the ground felt real.

It was a fear that the fragile mind of a pampered Imperial mage couldn’t withstand.

“It’s an illusion… an illusion… an illusion…”

With his eyes tightly shut, Domur cast his spell.

The giant’s foot descended toward Domur’s head as if to crush him.

It was surely an illusion, yet even its shadow looked real.

The enormous foot drew closer and closer, and his vision began to disappear as the light was blocked out.

“Haaaah—!”

In the end, Domur canceled his attack magic and created a massive steel shield to cover his entire body.

Rumble…

The giant’s footsteps passed right through Domur and his steel shield, without leaving a scratch.

“Haha, haha, hahaha!”

Seeing the giants pass through his body, Domur began to laugh maniacally.

It was a bizarre laugh, born from a mix of terror and relief.

The other mages who were watching could not laugh along.

“Haaaah—!”

Even so, now that he confirmed it was an illusion, Domur was able to complete his attack.

Steel spears flew toward Rain.

Whish—

But they simply passed through Rain’s body and lodged themselves into the wall.

At the same time, a giant hole opened up beneath Domur’s feet.

With a sensation of being sucked into something, Domur began to fall.

The surroundings grew darker and darker, and below, a giant monster lay with its mouth wide open, licking its lips.

Screeeeaaaam—

Domur’s screams echoed throughout the training arena.

***

After the duel ended, Lenz collapsed into his seat in a daze.

The other Imperial mages had similar reactions.

Naturally, they would be even more shocked. They’d never experienced illusion magic before.

Of course, almost no one had witnessed illusion magic of this calibre either.

“That mage, you said he’s your nephew?”

“…Yes.”

“You mentioned you had a daughter in the past, right?”

“…How do you know that?”

“Because that illusion mage standing over there is your daughter.”

Lenz jerked his head up.

“In truth, most illusion magic practitioners don’t study magic very diligently. It’s because it doesn’t help much anyway. But Rain was different. Unlike the others who took part-time jobs, she worked extremely hard to research illusion magic.”

When I first came to the Illusion Tower, Rain was the only one not working a part-time job.

She was also the only one who took on the tower’s duties instead of the Tower Master.

It wasn’t until several years after I came to the tower that I realized the reason Rain acted that way was because she wanted to become a mage.

“The person you abandoned for having an Illusion Attribute has become such a remarkable mage. And she worked so hard to become that way.”

Perhaps calling her a remarkable mage might not be entirely accurate.

After all, everything was just a meaningless illusion.

But at the very least, Rain’s magic had won in this magic duel.

“Of course, I doubt you’ll acknowledge it as remarkable magic.”

Rain approached after stepping out of the training arena.

I waited to see if she had something to say to Lenz, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.

“I… apologize. I’m sorry for belittling illusion magic.”

Lenz, at least, kept his promise. I suppose he’d fulfil the rest of his obligations as well.

“There are quests all over Maple Leaf Story where you can gain popularity points.”

“…?”

“Then, please keep your promise.”

Rain and I turned around and began walking away.

Anyway, the existence of quests that grant popularity points would be revealed soon enough, so I didn’t mind mentioning it.

As much as the Chief Mage was infuriating, I didn’t want to lose a user.

Well, if he worked hard enough, maybe he could restore his popularity back to zero.

“You were truly amazing, Rain. But… is it really okay to leave like this?”

“…Yes! Besides, I can’t seem to think of what I really want to say.”

“I’m sorry. I told the Chief Mage about your identity. Still, I think he remembered.”

“It’s fine. Nothing would’ve changed anyway.”

Rain smiled bitterly.

“…Now that I think about it, we never had a particularly close bond, even when I was young. Not in our family.”

“I see.”

“I just realized earlier that I don’t really miss this place… or my family. Maybe I just wanted to be acknowledged as a mage.”

“That’s why you’ve been working so hard researching magic.”

“Maybe that’s it? That’s why I felt so good when I won the magic duel. It felt like a huge weight was lifted off my shoulders. I think that’s enough for me.”

Fortunately, it seemed Rain no longer had any lingering concerns.

I had worried she might be hurt because of her father’s behaviour, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.

“Then let’s head home!”

Rain spoke with a bright smile.

I couldn’t help but smile back at her.

***

Galliard’s usual gameplay involved teaming up with his former comrade, the Elf Riana, to gain experience points through daily party plays, followed by completing quests during their adventures.

But recently, there was a particular quest that captivated him so much that he even postponed their party plays.

The name of that quest was the [Zatum Quest].

This quest, divided into several stages, could be started at the 3rd Job Advancement Hall located in the Elras Mountains.

To explain why Galliard became so engrossed in this quest, we must go back to the past.

Galliard first discovered the Zatum Quest when he was undergoing his 3rd job advancement.

It was a quest that could have been accepted at the time, but the 3rd job advancement took priority.

He had to travel back and forth between Victory Island and the Osiris Continent to complete the 3rd job advancement quest, so he didn’t have the time or energy for such a seemingly tedious quest.

Thus, Galliard forgot about the Zatum Quest after his 3rd job advancement.

It wasn’t until much later that he recalled the Zatum Quest.

The Abandoned Mine, a deep area within the Elras region, was a place where the monster levels suddenly spiked compared to earlier Elras regions.

When Galliard’s level was still low, he once ventured into the Abandoned Mine.

But his level was too low back then, and he had to flee immediately at the entrance.

After levelling up, Galliard returned to the Abandoned Mine and began hunting there.

As he continued hunting, he ventured deeper and deeper into the mine.

And then he found it—the map leading to the Gate of Zatum.

Despite being surrounded by high-level monsters, there was an NPC named Adovas, standing there seemingly out of place.

Through Adovas, Galliard learned about Zatum and recalled the [Zatum Quest] that he had once overlooked.

And now, in the present, Galliard was working through the [Zatum Quest] alone.

It was a quest that could be completed in a party, but he chose to create a solo party and do it by himself.

The first stage of the Zatum Quest was to obtain the Fire Stone from a dungeon within the Abandoned Mine.

He had to search the convoluted dungeon for rocks and chests to find seven keys in order to obtain the Fire Stone.

The unknown dungeon, the Abandoned Mine, was an extremely complex map.

It took him a long time to gather all the keys after scouring the map and getting covered in coal dust.

The second stage required him to cross over lava by stepping on tiny stones that were barely big enough for a single step.

And the further he went through the map, the more rocks began to fall from above, and the more difficult it became as he had to navigate by climbing chains and avoiding obstacles.

“How am I supposed to get through this?!”

Galliard had shouted in frustration when he first saw the map.

One wrong step, and he’d fall, forcing him to start over from the beginning.

It wasn’t as exhausting as fighting in battles, but it was mentally draining.

But once he got the hang of it, he managed to clear it.

The item obtained from the second stage was the Breath of the Volcano.

And then came the long-awaited third stage.

The third stage involved gathering additional materials to forge the Eye of Fire using the Fire Stone Shards and the Breath of the Volcano from stages one and two.

After gathering all the materials, Adovas would do the forging, and Galliard would receive the Eye of Fire.

“Whew… Finally, it’s over. [Zatum Quest].”

Even though he played the game all day, the Zatum Quest took him nearly a month to complete.

Since it was a quest Galliard discovered on his own, without any guides, it took much longer.

“If I place this on the altar… ‘Zatum’ will appear, right?”

The end of the [Zatum Quest] was a battle with the boss, ‘Zatum’.

There was no telling how strong it would be.

But if it had such a tedious prerequisite quest, it definitely wouldn’t be an ordinary boss.

The NPC Adovas told him that he could form an ‘Expedition’ of up to 30 people to challenge Zatum.

The Expedition System was something Galliard had never heard of before.

“An expedition… Just how powerful is this boss that it requires 30 people?”

Galliard’s heart began to pound.

Memories of the raids he had experienced during his time as a hero flooded back.

Memories of struggling with countless comrades to defeat one colossal foe.

Even now, his hands trembled at the thought of the final battle against the Demon King.

Galliard was eager to face Zatum as soon as possible.

“But… how am I supposed to wait for 30 people?”

However, in order to challenge ‘Zatum’, one must first complete the [Zatum Quest].

And right now, the only one who had cleared the [Zatum Quest] was Galliard.

Additionally, Galliard was also the highest-level user.

In other words, it would take a long time to gather 30 people qualified to challenge ‘Zatum’.

Galliard fell into thought for a moment.

Then, a smile slowly spread across his lips.

“Well, at worst, I’ll just end up dead.”

Of course, in Maple Leaf Story, death didn’t mean true death.

You only lose experience points and Mesos before waking up again in the nearest town.

T/n: Mesos: In-game Currency!

Of course, losing experience points was painful for a high-level user like Galliard.

But even so, Galliard couldn’t suppress his desire to fight Zatum right now.

“Who knows, maybe I can clear it alone.”

Back when he was a hero, Galliard had often dealt with enemies that seemed impossible to defeat alone.

Recalling those memories, he decided to awaken ‘Zatum’.

Clang—

The Eye of Fire fell onto the altar, producing a clear, ringing sound.

Shortly after, the Eye of Fire began radiating a tremendous light in all directions.

“Ugh…!”

The ground shook, and Zatum began to reveal itself.

“Th-this is… Zatum…!”

A colossal stone giant with eight arms.

“Raaaaargh—!”

Before ‘Zatum’, Galliard died without being able to do a single thing.

He couldn’t even handle one of Zatum’s arms.

Galliard realized that it was utterly impossible to handle this alone.

And a while later, a message echoed through the Maple Leaf Story server:

(Megaphone) Fallen Power Warrior: Looking for Zatum Expedition members (1/30)@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@@

And the next day, that message turned the entire world upside down.

“Did you hear? The top-ranked user in Maple Leaf Story, ‘Fallen Power Warrior’, is looking for an expedition team?”

“Of course! But what’s this expedition team even for? And what is Zatum anyway…”

“Ha… You guys know nothing. Zatum is a boss monster that sleeps deep within the Elras Mountains, and even ‘Fallen Power Warrior’ couldn’t do anything against it and died!”

“They say you need at least a 4th job advancement to even stand a chance.”

“And that’s just the bare minimum. Rumour has it you need to be at least level 140 to contribute meaningfully.”

“What? Aren’t there only a handful of players above level 140 right now?”

“That’s not all. To even awaken ‘Zatum’, you need to complete a special prerequisite quest…”

The news of the top-ranked user recruiting for an expedition caused a commotion everywhere.

“…Zatum Expedition?”

“Galliard… So that’s what you were up to instead of responding to whispers, having fun on your own.”

“Hoho… To think there was something else this interesting.”

“Hawawa—? There’s no way I, JeBbit, can miss out on such a big event!”

High-level users from all over began to gather, drawn by the news.
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Chapter 15

 

Not long after, the third production schedule for Maple Leaf Story approached.

This time, the sale would not only take place at the Trinity Merchant Guild headquarters but also in several major cities.

This should attract a wider variety of users.

Thanks to the hard work of the new mages, the production schedule could be completed quickly.

“I-I can’t do it anymore…”

“Save me…”

They looked just like developers right before a game’s launch day.

As soon as the artifact production was completed, the mages collapsed on the floor and fainted.

“It would be nice if we had that. Don’t we get one too, Tower Master?”

“T-that requires the approval of the Trinity Council…”

“Hmm.”

The “thing” they were referring to was a tool for artifact mass production.

If the artifact was deemed valuable enough for mass production, they would be allowed to use that tool.

It seemed that only artifacts approved by the Council could be mass-produced.

For now, there was nothing they could do about it, so they decided to put the matter aside.

“T-then I’m going to catch up on my backlog of games!”

Hina retreated to her room to play games.

I stayed behind and continued with the remaining updates.

With the number of users increasing all at once, there was much to keep an eye on.

Moreover, this time, we were planning to hold an event for an entire week.

It was a double experience point event.

It was a regular event of sorts and a way for new users to catch up to existing players more quickly.

Since there was still a long way to go before the appearance of a max-level user, giving out extra experience points shouldn’t be an issue.

Not long after, ten thousand copies of Maple Leaf Story were released.

***

The third production run of Maple Leaf Story artifacts was a huge hit.

The crowd was even larger than during the second run.

Even though the sale locations were divided, lines of people filled the cities.

“When did you even get here?”

“I’ve been waiting here for two days. I wanted to buy Maple Leaf Story as soon as possible… Hehe…”

Among them was a person who had arrived and queued up two days early.

That’s how popular Maple Leaf Story had become.

Perhaps this was just the beginning.

Compared to the world’s population, the number of released artifacts was still quite small.

“Haa… I came all the way to this distant city, but I might not even get one at this rate.”

“They say a total of 10,000 copies of Maple Leaf Story were produced this time. It could be risky if you’re too far back in line.”

“But there are commoners in line, too.”

“I heard they lowered the price quite a bit this time.”

There were quite a few commoners among those standing in line.

There were no restrictions based on status for purchasing, and the price had been reduced.

Although the majority of buyers were still nobles, no one bothered the commoners.

“Hmph… Even though I’m so far back in line, that filthy farmer up there is at the front? This is…”

“P-please stop, Count. Earlier, the Marquis of Wytude was caught bothering a commoner and got put on the blacklist.”

“What?”

“It seems that selling strictly on a first-come, first-served basis is a rule set by the Illusion Magic Tower. If you break it, you might be banned from ever playing Maple Leaf Story again.”

“I-if that’s the case, then there’s nothing I can do… Sigh…”

And so, the third sale began smoothly.

Although the price was reduced, existing users did not complain.

In exchange for the price reduction, existing users were given the title of <Pioneer of Maple Leaf Story>.

Although the title didn’t have any special benefits, it was enough to give them a sense of superiority, as they had something that others didn’t.

Moreover, the event accompanying this release also helped quell any dissatisfaction.

“O-oh, what’s going on, Chief Mage? You seem unusually enthusiastic today.”

“I need to finish work early and get home to play.”

“Are you talking about Maple Leaf Story?”

“They’re doing a double experience event every evening starting today!”

“W-what?! Wooooaaaah! I’m leaving work on time today!!”

During the evening hours, when most people were off work, all experience points gained would be doubled.

This caused a craze for leaving work on time all over the world.

“Your Majesty… Are you really going to wait through the night?”

“Hmph! I told you not to call me that here!”

“Y-yes, Count. But are you really going to stay up all night? The night air is still cold.”

“Can’t you see the people lined up behind me? If I’d been an hour late, I wouldn’t have been able to buy Maple Leaf Story. Isn’t that right?”

“T-that might be true… But still, for Your Majesty to personally stand in line…”

“I told you not to call me that! What else am I supposed to do if I can’t use the artifact unless I buy it myself!”

And the most chaotic area during this sale was none other than the Imperial Capital. The Imperial City.

Due to the large population, the Merchant Guild branch in the capital was overwhelmed with people.

By the previous night, more than a thousand people were already in line.

Among them was the Emperor, disguised and standing in line.

‘Haa… Why did the Illusion Magic Tower set such rules? But it really must be insanely popular.’

The Knight Commander, who was accompanying the Emperor as both his guard and aide, sighed as he looked around.

Sure enough, as the rumours said, an enormous crowd had gathered.

Regardless of status, everyone was standing in line in the order they arrived.

Naturally, it was unthinkable for the Emperor to be doing this.

But since Maple Leaf Story was created by the mages of Trinity, the Illusion Magic Tower…

Although the Empire was powerful, Trinity was even more so.

There were several S-Rank fundamental attribute mages in Trinity who could single-handedly destroy entire cities.

There was no benefit in provoking them while they quietly conducted their magical research under the agreement.

If you wanted to buy their artifacts, you had no choice but to follow their rules.

“Why don’t you buy one too? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“…Yes. I will do so.”

And so, the Emperor and the Knight Commander stayed in line all night.

The two of them happily purchased one copy of Maple Leaf Story each.

***

Now, some time after the third release,

Galliard visited the Illusion Magic Tower after a long while.

He had already surpassed level 120 and had undergone his 4th job advancement.

“What? You died? But Dark Knights shouldn’t die so easily because of Reincarnation.”

“That wasn’t enough.”

He said he had died while playing Maple Leaf Story.

It was not unusual to die from poor health management.

But his job was a Dark Knight. A class that had a skill allowing them to revive.

It was rare for a Dark Knight to die while hunting.

“The boss called Zatum is just that powerful.”

“…What? Don’t tell me you tried to take down Zatum by yourself?”

It turned out that he wasn’t doing anything else—he was just trying to defeat Zatum on his own.

Trying to beat that thing alone… This old man really is something else.

In the previous world, when Zatum first appeared, there were only up to third job advancements.

And for a long time, it remained an incredibly powerful boss that couldn’t be conquered.

The first expedition team that successfully defeated Zatum became a legend.

After the introduction of the fourth job advancement, the clear time for Zatum dropped significantly.

And as more time passed, it eventually became nothing more than a punching bag.

The Maple Leaf Story I created had the fourth job advancement available from the start.

However, to preserve the romanticism of the original Zatum Expedition, I made Zatum’s difficulty much higher than before.

Even with a full expedition of fourth job advancement members, it might still be a challenge.

And currently, there are not even thirty players who have reached the fourth job advancement.

“With the recent double experience event, the number of high-level players will increase. Gather them and form an expedition team.”

“I suppose I’ll have to. But how am I supposed to gather them? It’s not like I have everyone on my friends list.”

“You can use a Megaphone. Don’t you think everyone will be interested? Even if they don’t know about Zatum right now, once they hear about its existence, everyone will want to join.”

“How do I use that Megaphone thing?”

“Well… you have to spend cash…”

“Cash? For an old man like me, all this complicated stuff is just too much…”

In the end, I took Galliard to the Central Bank and registered his account for him.

It seemed he came to me just because he couldn’t figure it out on his own.

Not long after, he posted a recruitment message for the Zatum Expedition.

High-level players around the world responded to his call.

“Ra, Ra, Ra, Ra, Rai! Wh-What’s this? Za-Tum?!”

And our tower had another player whose level was not far off from Galliard’s.

“Ah, did you see it too, Tower Master? Galliard is recruiting an expedition team.”

“Y-Yeah…! But that old man has a higher level than me now…! It’s all Rai’s fault!”

Thump thump thump-

Hina swung her tiny fists like a cotton ball.

Because of the third production run, she hadn’t been able to play much, so her ranking had dropped slightly.

Of course, she was still in the top tier.

It seemed like Hina was planning to join the expedition as well.

“I’m sorry. Let me give you a useful tip instead.”

“A useful tip…?”

“Yes. If you ever succeed in defeating Zatum someday, a lot of items will drop, right?”

“Y-Yes…?”

“When that happens, don’t look at anything else. Just pick up the item that looks like Zatum’s head first.”

“Head?”

“Yes. You’ll understand what I mean when the time comes.”

Just as Zatum’s difficulty had been increased, the stats of Zatum’s Helmet had also been greatly enhanced.

Although it would eventually become just another item, originally, Zatum’s Helmet was an item of great admiration.

As soon as its identity is revealed, countless people will go crazy trying to get their hands on it.

“Well, now that you’re here, how about getting back to work? It’s about time we start preparing for the next game.”

“Ugh, nooo… I don’t want to work~”

Hina ran away.

I ended up taking on the work again.

Still, thanks to the new mages who joined us, we had much more manpower.

The next game would be Championship of Legends.

To that end, we were currently working on modelling numerous champions.

It would probably take a long time, but until then, the excitement around Maple Leaf Story didn’t seem like it would die down.

While everyone was enjoying the game like this, a developer like me had to look a step further and start preparing the next one.

However, the expedition drew much more attention than I expected.

Bang bang bang bang-

Not long after, someone began banging on the tower’s door.

It wasn’t just one or two people.

“Who is…”

“What does the Illusion Magic Tower think about the upcoming Zatum Expedition?”

“There’s a rumour that the top-ranking user and expedition leader <Fallen Power Warrior> is actually the Illusion Mage Riot, the creator of Maple Leaf Story. Is this true?”

“What are the Illusion Tower’s predictions for the success rate of this expedition?”

“It’s said that the Emperor of the Empire has expressed his desire to join the Zatum Expedition. What are your thoughts on that?”

“When is the next production schedule?”

“It’s been reported that the named user <Light of the Empire> is participating in this expedition. Is that true?”
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Time & Time Newspaper.

The continent’s most prestigious news agency has been extremely busy recently.

All because of the “Maple Leaf Story” that has been sweeping through the social circles.

Any article related to “Maple Leaf Story” sold out in an instant as soon as it was published.

People were even seen passing around the newspaper just to read the articles.

Because of this, Time & Time even created a dedicated “Maple Leaf Story Department.”

“Chief, B-Breaking news! We’ve got a scoop!”

“Spft! What, what is it?! What’s going on?”

A reporter, who had been lying down as if unconscious, suddenly sprang up.

He was always connected to Maple Leaf Story to gather newsworthy content.

After logging out in a hurry from the world of Maple Leaf Story, he gathered everyone around.

Even the chief, who had been eating his meal, rushed over.

“Fallen Power Warrior, the top-ranked player, is forming an expedition team!”

That news created a bigger impact than any other news so far.

The level of attention it received was akin to, or even greater than, when the Hero Party fought against the Demon King’s army in the past.

What was even more surprising were the statements that followed from various prominent figures.

Many of these famous individuals announced their intention to join the expedition.

Of course, most of them did not have the qualifications or level to join the expedition as high-level players.

Though lacking in skill, they couldn’t help but want to be part of this historical moment.

However, what caused the greatest stir was none other than the statement made by the Emperor himself.


	If it were possible, I would like to participate in the “Zatum Expedition,” but my skills are still severely lacking. If I could, I would like to at least witness that historic moment. However, even if I can’t, I will offer my full support without reservation.



It was well-known among those in the know that the Emperor had queued up overnight to purchase the third production batch.

But the Imperial Family had desperately tried to suppress this news from the press, so the rumour hadn’t spread widely.

No matter how popular Maple Leaf Story was, such news would greatly diminish the Emperor’s dignity.

Instead, the fact that the Emperor was currently engrossed in Maple Leaf Story was something everyone was aware of.

Although the Imperial Family tried hard to keep even that under wraps, fortunately, public opinion was much more favourable than they feared.

The Emperor was being praised as someone who keeps up with trends.

With Maple Leaf Story’s immense popularity, merely being known to play it made one a figure of admiration.

In any case, the news of the “Zatum Expedition” began to attract attention from all around the world.

Naturally, people started to become curious about the expedition leader and top-ranked player, Fallen Power Warrior.

Requests to reveal his identity flooded every news agency.

“But wasn’t it already concluded that uncovering a user’s identity was impossible? Numerous information guilds failed to uncover the system and user information of Maple Leaf Story.”

Maple Leaf Story is a world created using Illusion Magic.

This Illusion Magic is intricately complex, making it impossible to decipher unless you’re a highly skilled illusion mage.

Naturally, uncovering user information would also be impossible without such a mage.

And there are very few illusion mages. No one has ever wanted to become one, after all.

At present, only a handful of high-level illusion mages exist within the Illusion Magic Tower.

In other words, no one except them could access the information of Maple Leaf Story.

“And the Illusion Magic Tower has rejected every interview request so far, haven’t they?”

“There’s no choice. We’ll storm in.”

“Excuse me?”

“Let’s gather all the media outlets and storm the Illusion Magic Tower. We might get something out of it. Start making calls!”

The First Rule of Journalism: Charge in with a microphone.

The chief decided to cover the Illusion Magic Tower whether it worked out or not.

There was no way they could ignore an event that was drawing this much attention.

“When the whole world is this curious, wouldn’t the Illusion Magic Tower say at least something?”

With countless questions about Maple Leaf Story, the reporters stormed the Illusion Magic Tower.

***

“Haa…”

The reporters surrounded the entrance of the tower.

I had no choice but to stand before them.

Normally, I would ignore all interview requests, but there were so many people this time that I had to take control of the situation.

It seemed that the Emperor’s statement regarding the “Zatum Expedition” had made things even bigger.

“I will answer briefly.”

#$#!$#!@$%#!@$#$!#!$#@

The questions poured out the moment I spoke.

Of course, I had no intention of telling them everything.

I just hoped that something this bothersome wouldn’t happen again.

For that, I couldn’t give in to their demands.

“Before I start, let me make it clear. If anyone demands more than what I answer, misinterprets my words, writes fabricated articles, or asks unreasonable questions, I will shut down the Maple Leaf Story service because of that person. Furthermore, aside from being the Illusion Mage who created Maple Leaf Story, I would like my personal information to remain undisclosed.”

The noisy commotion died down for a moment.

I heard murmurs from here and there, saying things like “As expected, he didn’t back down even in front of the Emperor… He’s no ordinary mage…”

“What is Fallen Power Warrior’s identity?”

“We cannot disclose any user’s identity. The Illusion Magic Tower fully guarantees user privacy. Moreover, there’s practically no way to find out. Next question.”

In reality, it was possible to find out, but revealing that fact didn’t seem wise.

“We want to know more about the boss, Zatum. How many members does the expedition need to clear it?”

“That’s something the players will have to discover for themselves by facing it head-on. Next question.”

“His Majesty the Emperor has expressed his desire to join the expedition. What are your thoughts on that?”

“The level requirement for the Zatum Raid isn’t very high, but… let’s just say that most ordinary players won’t be of much help.”

“The public is eagerly anticipating the expedition’s efforts, comparing it to the Hero Party of the past! There’s an increasing demand for the expedition members to reveal their identities and share the raid’s progress! What are your thoughts on this?”

“As I’ve said before, the Illusion Magic Tower cannot reveal, nor find out, users’ personal information. It’s not impossible, but that’s up to the expedition members themselves. I’ll be ending it here.”

After roughly answering the questions, I turned away.

The reporters made a fuss, but as soon as I mentioned the possibility of shutting down Maple Leaf Story, they quickly quieted down.

Thus ended the impromptu press conference.

“How did it go, Rai?”

“I just gave some perfunctory answers and sent them off. I don’t think they’ll come back after this. They’re such a nuisance. Reporters, I mean.”

“Other towers also suffer from reporters often. By the way, Galliard is here.”

“What? Since when?”

When I went back into the tower, Galliard was already sitting in a chair.

He wasn’t there a moment ago. How did he get in?

“It’s nothing for me to deceive the eyes of ordinary people. I climbed up the wall and came through the roof. Since the Illusion Magic Tower isn’t that tall, it wasn’t hard.”

Right, this old man is a hero after all. I really should consider making the tower taller.

“But it seemed like something interesting was happening outside.”

“Yes, well. Reporters came by. But I kept your identity a secret.”

“Hm? You hid my identity?”

“Yes. They asked about the identity of Fallen Power Warrior, so I kept it hidden.”

“Why?”

“Sorry?”

I briefly explained the situation to Galliard.

“So, what I don’t understand is, why would you bother hiding it? For a hero, having his deeds recorded in the annals of history is only natural.”

“…This is just a game, though?”

“‘Just’ a game? Do you not realize how great this ‘Maple Leaf Story’ is? I’m having more intense adventures than when I fought against the Demon King’s army as a hero in the past!”

“But that’s… just a story in the game…”

“Gal!!”

Smack!

Galliard struck my skull with his hand blade.

I fainted for about three seconds before waking up.

“I can tolerate being disrespected, but I won’t stand for Maple Leaf Story being disrespected! How dare you call this great ‘game’ ‘just’?!”

“No, but… I’m the one who made it.”

“Gal!”

“Aaagh!!”

Galliard ignored my protests and marched towards the front door with pride.

With his rough hand, he grasped the doorknob and murmured in a low voice.

“…I am the rank 1 player of Maple Leaf Story, Fallen Power Warrior. As a hero of this world, it is my duty to relieve the fears of the people and protect them.”

He had the solemnity of someone heading off to slay a Demon King.

Even Rain and the others were looking at him with eyes full of admiration.

How deeply immersed are these people, really?

“No, that was when you were younger. And this is just a game, you know?!”

Slam!

Galliard casually ignored my words.

He swung open the door and shouted loudly.

“I am the rank 1 player of Maple Leaf Story! Fallen Power Warrior!!”

At that powerful proclamation, the reporters who had been trudging away stopped in their tracks.

“What? Where did that sound come from?”

“Th-That… Isn’t that person…?”

“Huh? Isn’t that the Hero, Sir Galliard?!!”

“Sir Galliard is Fallen Power Warrior?!!”

“This is a scoop!!”

And then they immediately turned around and rushed towards Galliard.

A flood of questions poured out in Galliard’s direction.

Ignoring all the questions, Galliard shouted just one thing loudly.

“When the ‘Zatum Expedition’ is complete, we will hold an offline gathering. As heroes, it is our duty to share the process of defeating ‘Zatum’ and saving the world with the people!”

“Th-Then, are you saying you’ll reveal the identities of the expedition members?!”

“When will the raid begin?”

“What is His Majesty the Emperor’s role in this expedition…?!”

Reporters scribbled furiously in response to Galliard’s shocking statement.

My head spun from his absurd actions.

“He’s out of his damn mind…”

Whatever. It’s his own mess, so he can deal with it.

I quietly closed the door.

“As expected of Sir Galliard. He was often featured in the media in the past. He used to love giving interviews.”

“Was he just an attention seeker, then…”

“Not exactly. It’s just that, back then, it was normal for a hero’s every action to be made public. From Sir Galliard’s perspective, that’s probably still normal.”

“I mean, but this isn’t reality… it’s just a game… Haa, never mind.”

I still can’t fully understand the mentality of people from this world.

Even after more than 20 years since my reincarnation, I’m still a long way off.

Anyway, that’s how the news of the ‘Zatum Expedition’ offline gathering spread.

In the end, the Zatum Expedition’s strategy meeting was decided to be held offline.

People were ecstatic at this news.

The Emperor even announced that he would host a banquet at the Imperial Palace for the strategy meeting.

And so, the Zatum Expedition gained even more attention from the public.

***

“Hah… That crazy old man!”

Rikal, the 3rd Prince, crumpled the newspaper and threw it.

The front page of the newspaper was filled with articles about the Zatum Expedition.

[Hero and former member of the Hero Party, Elf ‘Riana,’ joins the Zatum Expedition. Announces intention to recreate the glory of the past…]

[Shocking! First commoner member joins the Zatum Expedition!]

[First thief-class user to achieve 4th Job Advancement, rumoured to be an illusion mage?]

[Shocking identity of the notorious named toxic user.]

[3 months since the recruitment of the Zatum Expedition. When will the offline strategy meeting take place for the incomplete expedition?]

[Named user <Light of the Empire> of Maple Leaf Story. Why has he not responded to the expedition invitation?]

[‘Fallen Power Warrior’ Galliard: “We absolutely need the Bishop <Light of the Empire> for this raid…”]

“Arghhh! Offline meeting, my foot!”

Several months have passed since news of the Zatum Expedition came out.

The Zatum Expedition had been progressing under the spotlight.

Of course, at first, Rikal, also known as <Light of the Empire>, was considering joining the expedition.

As the first user to advance to Bishop, and the highest-level healer, it was natural for him to be essential for such a massive boss raid where buffs and healing were necessary.

However, Rikal had not been able to join the Zatum Expedition so far.

And the reason was none other than the leader of the expedition, Fallen Power Warrior, the Former Hero Galliard.

After suddenly revealing his identity, Galliard imposed a condition that anyone joining the Zatum Expedition must participate in the offline strategy meeting.

In other words, he was forcing everyone to reveal their real identity.

No one had any complaints about this.

Those who joined the Zatum Expedition were gaining immense fame, just like the Hero Party in the past.

Heroes have always been the dream and object of admiration for everyone.

Since the memories of the war against the Demon King’s army still lingered, people believed that revealing the heroes’ identities was only natural.

The concept of anonymity in the game world had not yet fully taken root.

But no matter how much everyone else cheered, Rikal couldn’t do the same.

“I want to join the expedition too…!”

Even so, Rikal had no confidence to reveal his identity and stand before people.

If the identity of <Light of the Empire> as the Rogue Prince were revealed, he feared how much he’d be criticized.

(Whisper) Fallen Power Warrior: JeBbit, I have something to discuss regarding the Zatum Expedition. Please send me a whisper.

(Whisper) God of Electricityvv: JeBbit, let’s join the expedition together!

(Whisper) MapleLeafKid: JeBbit, aren’t you joining the expedition?

.

.

.

.

.

Every time he logged into the game, whispers flooded in.

They were requests from the expedition members to join, and questions from users he knew.

Rikal couldn’t bring himself to respond to any of them.

For several days, he struggled between his desire to join the expedition and his inability to reveal his identity.

“…If that’s the case!”

Rikal came up with the only solution that could resolve his situation.

The next day, Rikal headed to the Illusion Magic Tower.

 

—




Chapter 17

 

Rattle, rattle, rattle—

Rikal’s leg was trembling violently as he sat in his chair.

Beside him, his aide, Hanon, was watching him nervously.

‘P-Please, let nothing happen…’

Hanon prayed earnestly to the gods once again.

He had to follow Rikal to the Illusion Magic Tower this time as well.

“You’ve been waiting for a long time. So, what brings you here today, Your Highness?”

Riot, the illusion mage, offered tea with a sly smile, like a smug merchant.

“…Slurp. What is this sugary drink?”

“It’s called mixed coffee. It’s regular coffee with lots of milk and sugar.”

“As expected of an illusion mage, even your coffee has to be strange. Slurp.”

Rikal emptied the cup quickly as he spoke.

‘Seems like he liked it.’

Hanon noticed that Rikal liked the milk coffee but chose not to mention it out loud.

He merely decided to give Rikal coffee filled with milk and sugar from now on whenever he threw a tantrum.

“So, what’s your business here? I’m busy.”

“…Slurp.”

Rikal continued drinking several cups of mixed coffee without saying a word.

Even Hanon didn’t know why Rikal had come to the Illusion Magic Tower today.

“…Send everyone out. Hanon. You stay outside.”

“Understood. Rain, could you take the others and head inside?”

Hanon had no choice but to comply and left the room.

He was worried about what Rikal might do, but it was better than defying him and risking death.

“I’ll bring another cup of coffee.”

Ria oat left to get more coffee.

The other illusion mages also went upstairs, leaving Rikal alone on the first floor.

The quiet magic tower.

—By the way, that user called ‘Light of the Empire’… Isn’t he actually a guy?

“…!!!!”

That faint voice came from the stairs above.

Rikal, without realizing it, held his breath and eavesdropped on the conversation between the illusion mages as they headed back to their rooms.

—No way. Why would he do something like that unless he was some kind of pervert?

—But still, there’s no reason for him not to join the expedition, right?

—Or… given the nickname and all, isn’t he someone from the Imperial Family? He’s just being cautious because he’s royalty.

—Even the Emperor expressed his desire to join the expedition, didn’t he? But could he be royalty? No way… Could it be the 3rd Prince?!

“!!!!!”

Startled, Rikal jumped out of his seat.

But he quickly sat back down when the mages climbing the stairs gave him strange looks.

—Come to think of it, didn’t he come here before saying he was harassed? Could he have been a Cleric back then?

—No way, are you saying the 3rd Prince is ‘Light of the Empire’?!

—If that’s true, it’d be creepy. Acting all cutesy in the game while being like that in real life?

Hehe.

The illusion mages laughed as they entered their rooms.

It seemed like they tried to keep their voices low, but Rikal heard everything.

Normally, he would’ve exploded in anger at this situation.

But he couldn’t do that this time because he really was ‘Light of the Empire’.

‘C-Could it be that I’ve been found out? How did they deduce that much?!’

Panicking, Rikal began to sweat nervously, something very unlike his usual self.

“Here’s another cup for you. So, what is it that you really want?”

At that moment, Ria oat returned, still wearing that unsettling smile.

The reason Rikal came to the Illusion Magic Tower this time was none other than because of the expedition.

He didn’t intend to reveal his identity but wanted to ask the illusion mage to create an artifact for him.

An artifact that could disguise his appearance using illusions.

His plan was to use it to change his appearance and join the expedition.

“H-Hmph… I’d like to commission an artifact.”

“An artifact? But don’t you already have ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ Your Highness?”

“I’m not talking about that. I want an artifact that can change my appearance using illusions. That’s something only the Illusion Magic Tower can create, right?”

“It is possible, yes.”

Such a feat was only achievable through illusion magic.

He considered getting a disguise suit from an assassin guild or something similar, but such methods couldn’t hide the build of an adult male.

‘Light of the Empire’ was supposed to be a cute little girl.

To hide his physique, illusion magic was the only option.

“What do you need something like that for?”

“T-That’s none of your business. Just make it.”

“Well, alright… What would you like to transform into? I need a reference to model the illusion after.”

“U-Uh, something like… a small and cute… girl?”

“Small and cute… And what else?”

“It should give a bright impression, dressed like a commoner or a noble from a rural area.”

“Hmm. Nobody should be able to identify you, after all.”

“Right. But it shouldn’t look too poor.”

“Of course. You do spend quite a lot of cash, after all, so there must be some wealth.”

“Right, plenty of money, but the character should be a lesser-known rural noble… Wait. What did you just say?”

“Sorry?”

“You said I spend a lot of cash?”

“Yes. Don’t you spend a lot on cash items?”

Riot smiled sweetly and looked at Rikal.

In those bright eyes of his, Rikal sensed an inexplicable madness.

Rikal’s body began to tremble violently as a terrifying thought overwhelmed him.

“S-Seriously… you…”

“Your Highness is ‘Light of the Empire,’ aren’t you?”

“U-Uwaaaaaah!”

His heart felt like it was dropping.

Rikal let out a scream and fell backward.

***

Actually, I’d somewhat expected something like this to happen.

<Light of the Empire>. In other words, the 3rd Prince, Rikal, was an early user who had always been at the top ranks.

Given his level and the fact that he had already made the 4th job advancement to Bishop, he should have joined the expedition a long time ago.

However, <Light of the Empire> hadn’t joined the expedition.

I knew the reason for that was his identity as the 3rd Prince.

Now that attending the offline strategy meeting was mandatory, he would have to reveal his true identity.

To join the expedition, Rikal needed to hide his appearance. And even if he appointed a stand-in, that would mean revealing his identity to someone else.

So, it was only natural that I figured Rikal would visit the Illusion Magic Tower and commission an illusion artifact to disguise himself.

As expected, Rikal came to the Illusion Magic Tower and requested an artifact that could alter his appearance.

“Your Highness is ‘Light of the Empire,’ aren’t you?”

“U-Uwaaaaaah!”

Rikal collapsed perfectly at my words.

His panicked expression was quite amusing.

“Don’t worry. Nobody else knows.”

I wanted to tease Rikal a little.

That’s why I asked the illusion mages earlier to talk while making sure Rikal could hear them before they left.

Of course, I didn’t outright say that Rikal was really <Light of the Empire>.

Maybe he caught on, but still.

“Y-Y-Y-You, how…”

“Well, who knows. I just made a guess, but it turned out to be right.”

“D-Don’t lie! You tricked me—”

“Now, now, calm down.”

I quickly held up a brooch in front of Rikal, who looked ready to draw his sword at any moment.

It was an artifact that allowed him to transform into a cute girl like <Light of the Empire>.

I figured he would come, so I made it in advance.

“I thought you might visit, so I prepared it ahead of time. It even hides your voice as a bonus.”

I demonstrated the artifact’s functionality.

As soon as I activated it, a brilliant light spread in all directions, and my appearance started to change.

I added a transformation effect to give off a magical girl vibe.

“You can change perfectly like this! But be careful, if you make physical contact, your real form might be discovered!”

I imitated <Light of the Empire>’s speech pattern as I spoke.

According to the spell I cast earlier, others would hear a bright and cute voice.

But ultimately, it was still all an illusion.

Physically, my body remained the same.

In other words, if someone were to shake hands, they’d feel my large hand instead of <Light of the Empire>’s small one.

Rikal, still on the floor, stared up at me with a dumbfounded expression.

“…Something like this. How do you like it?”

“W-Well, it’s well-made. It matches my idea of <Light of the Empire> perfectly… No, that’s not it!”

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone. However…”

Before Rikal could collect his thoughts, I quickly pushed a piece of paper towards him.

It was a contract for the <Light of the Empire> transformation artifact.

Of course, the amount listed on it was an absurdly high price, far beyond what one might expect for a single artifact.

I intended to sell it for a high price while keeping his secret.

This was a valuable card, and I wasn’t going to let it go easily.

“I’ll sell it at this price, under the condition that I’ll also keep your secret.”

“Hey, this is way too expensive!”

He would probably have to buy this artifact completely out of his own pocket.

If he used the Imperial Family’s funds, the artifact’s identity might be exposed.

“If you don’t want it, that’s fine. You do have that much money, don’t you?”

“Tsk…”

It was a steep price, but one I thought Rikal could afford.

I didn’t know exactly how much the prince’s allowance was, but given the amount of cash he splurged on items, he should have enough.

“Fine. But if you tell anyone, you’re dead.”

“Yes, yes. If you kill me, though, you’ll never be able to play ‘Maple Leaf Story’ again.”

“This bastard…!”

Rikal raised his trembling fist but eventually lowered it again.

Instead, he stamped the contract and snatched up the artifact.

“I’ll transfer the money through the Central Bank.”

“Sure, do that.”

He wouldn’t dare run off without paying. Doing so would reveal his identity.

“Would you like to try it out? I’ll show you how to use it.”

“…Alright.”

I explained how to use the transformation artifact to Rikal.

After a short while, accompanied by a dazzling transformation effect, Rikal’s appearance changed.

“Good. If you want to revert back, simply stop supplying mana to the artifact. If you plan to stay transformed for a long time, make sure to bring some mana recovery potions.”

“Got it.”

<Light of the Empire>’s cheerful and lively voice responded.

“Practice your mannerisms, too. Just like you do in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

“…I’ll handle that myself, so shut up already.”

Rikal, seemingly hit by a wave of reality, replied weakly.

Of course, thanks to the artifact’s adjustment, his voice remained as lively as ever.

“Again, if your identity is revealed—”

Knock, knock, knock—

Just then, someone knocked on the tower’s door.

It should be Rikal’s aide standing outside.

Or did another guest arrive?

“I’ll go check. For now…”

Before I could say, “Revert your transformation,”

The tower’s door swung open.

Rikal hadn’t reverted his transformation yet.

“D-Damn it, Hanon—”

Rikal tried to yell at his aide but quickly covered his mouth.

The person who entered wasn’t Hanon, and they had already seen Rikal in his <Light of the Empire> form.

“Excuse me, are you the illusion mage, Riot?”

A polite voice asked.

The man with platinum-blond hair looked somewhat similar to Rikal but had a much more upright and dignified demeanour.

Behind the man, Hanon was trembling violently.

“B-Brother…?”

Rikal, standing beside me, murmured in a small voice.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Nice to meet you. I am the Empire’s 1st Prince, Leo Leonious.”

“…What?”

Leo Leonious, the 1st Prince of the Empire and the Crown Prince.

The true ‘Light of the Empire,’ and the Empire’s next emperor.

If it was him, it made sense why Hanon couldn’t stop him from entering.

But why did he come here?

“I heard Rikal was here, but I don’t see him.”

“Ah… The 3rd Prince went to the restroom.”

Since I’d decided to keep Rikal’s secret, I lied.

Rikal let out a small sigh of relief.

If he had reverted his transformation earlier, none of this would have happened.

No, maybe the real problem was that the 1st Prince knocked and then entered without waiting for permission?

Are there no decent brothers in this family at all?

“I see. Well, I didn’t come here just because of Rikal, anyway. May I have a word with you… huh?”

Leo’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Rikal—no, at Rikal’s transformed <Light of the Empire> version.

He stared as if trying to scrutinize her—no, him.

Leo slowly began approaching the transformed Rikal, his gaze fixed on him.

“Y-Your Highness? Why are you…”

“Could it be that this person… is <Light of the Empire>?”

“W-W-What…? How did you…”

“I knew it! To think I’d meet you here… It’s fortunate that I decided to visit the Illusion Magic Tower.”

“Pardon?”

Leo spoke incomprehensible words.

Rikal and I were both bewildered.

“Are you really <Light of the Empire>? The famed user of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and the strongest Bishop, JeBbit?”

Leo asked, his eyes filled with anticipation.

I looked back and forth between Leo and Rikal, equally puzzled.

I couldn’t comprehend what was happening either.

Ultimately, the turn to answer fell to Rikal.

Leo and I held our breaths, waiting for his response.

After a brief moment of silence swept through the tower,

Rikal, who had made his decision, opened his mouth.

“Hawawawawa—? You know me? It’s such an honour that the Crown Prince of the Empire knows who I am—!”

…That was the choice Rikal—or rather, <Light of the Empire>—made.
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Chapter 18

 

Rikal, Leo, and I, along with <Light of the Empire>, sat around the table and began our conversation.

Rikal was nervously fidgeting with his fingers, while Leo had a bright expression on his face.

The sudden visit of the Crown Prince, Leo, to the Illusion Magic Tower was all because of <Light of the Empire>.

It’s well known that the Emperor, who’s recently been completely absorbed in ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ is giving his full support to the expedition team.

However, the biggest problem for the current expedition team is the absence of <Light of the Empire>.

Without <Light of the Empire>, the top Bishop user, it’s hard to even discuss the strategy to conquer Zatum.

“…So, you came here to find out JeBbit’s identity, is that correct, Your Highness?”

“Yes. You must be aware that the Imperial Family will soon hold a strategy meeting, along with a banquet. His Majesty’s wish is to invite JeBbit and persuade him to join the strategy meeting.

However, without knowing his identity, I thought I’d seek the help of the Illusion Magic Tower.

But it seems I was really lucky to meet you here by chance. I guess I’m a lucky person.”

I’d say Rikal’s the one who’s unlucky.

It’s such a tangled situation. Rikal must be feeling it even more than me.

Since it’s now out of my hands, the decision rests with Rikal.

“Well… yes, you are quite fortunate. But even if JeBbit wasn’t here, we can’t reveal the identity of any user. It’s impossible for us to know, and we don’t have the right to use personal information of the users.”

“Yes, I read that in the papers. I was just hoping. This is the primary purpose of my visit.”

Leo handed over a lavishly decorated envelope lined with gold foil.

Upon opening it, I found an invitation to the upcoming strategy meeting.

“His Majesty has also invited Lord Riot, the developer of ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ to the banquet. That was the main purpose, and discovering JeBbit’s identity was just wishful thinking on my part. If it made you uncomfortable, I apologize.”

“Ah, no. It’s fine.”

“His Majesty has recently become quite fond of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and seems eager to get to know Lord Riot better. I hope you’ll attend.”

For someone who acts all prickly, he sure changes his attitude quickly.

I was already planning to attend the strategy meeting, so it’s not a problem.

“But for the Crown Prince to come all the way here in person… It must have been a long journey.”

I could understand sending an invitation, but it was surprising that the Crown Prince came in person, just for this one envelope.

And from what I know, Crown Prince Leo isn’t even a ‘Maple Leaf Story’ player.

“It’s an important matter, so I could come myself. I’ve always wanted to increase exchanges with Trinity and enjoy interacting with mages.

To be honest, I’m a bit dissatisfied with how His Majesty is neglecting state affairs due to ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ but I also see no reason not to meet the magician who created such a remarkable artifact.”

Leo spoke with a pleasant smile.

He’s completely different from Rikal.

Now that I think about it, I heard there’s a faction in the Imperial Family pushing to disband some of the Imperial Magic Department.

I guess Leo is part of that faction.

It’s true that the Imperial mages are far behind Trinity’s mages.

Of course, even in Trinity, we illusion mages are practically useless.

Anyway, I suppose Leo had his reasons for coming in person.

Unlike the Emperor, it seemed Leo was approaching ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and the current ‘Zatum Expedition’ from a political perspective.

He truly seemed worthy of being called the ‘Light of the Empire.’

And then, there was the other <Light of the Empire>.

“And… nice to meet you, JeBbit. It’s an honor to see you.”

Leo turned his gaze to Rikal, who was still in his <Light of the Empire> transformation.

“B-B-B-B-B..nice to meet you too…”

Rikal answered awkwardly.

Thanks to the illusion magic’s enhancement, it didn’t sound too unnatural.

The Crown Prince was actually showing courtesy to JeBbit, whose identity he didn’t even know.

Indeed, Leo and Rikal were complete opposites.

“As I mentioned earlier, I hope you’ll attend the upcoming strategy meeting. You’ve probably already received contacts from people like Galliard, but I’d like to formally invite you on behalf of the Imperial Family, as we’re hosting the banquet.”

Rikal hesitated to answer for a moment.

He was so eager to join the expedition earlier, so why the hesitation now?

“I-I’ll think about it.”

“…Understood. I’m sure you have your own thoughts, JeBbit. I won’t press you. If you decide to join us, please come.”

Leo handed an invitation to JeBbit as well and then rose from his seat.

“I don’t want to overstay my welcome. I apologize for the disturbance. I hope to see you at the banquet.”

“Yes, thank you for the invitation.”

“Of course. Well then… Oh, but Rikal hasn’t returned yet. Perhaps I should take him with me…”

“Ah, ah! I heard the 3rd Prince has been suffering from severe constipation. I think it’s best if you go ahead. I have more to discuss with him, after all.”

“Hmm… I see. Well then, it was nice meeting you, Lord Riot. And you as well, JeBbit.”

With a refined bow, Leo left.

Finally free from tension, I slumped down into the chair.

“Hah… That was nerve-wracking.”

Now that I think about it, it wasn’t even my issue.

But I was so worried that Rikal would get exposed.

Is this what they call second-hand embarrassment?

After making sure no one else was around, Rikal reverted his transformation.

With a rare exhausted expression, he slumped into the chair.

“Phew… I did well.”

“…But why didn’t you accept the invitation right away?”

“Well, it’d be strange to suddenly show up after hiding all this time. I need to act like I’m considering it to avoid suspicion.”

“I see.”

He was more committed than I thought.

“Anyway, be careful not to make physical contact. And as for the mannerisms… you’re already quite good at them.”

“…Shut up. I’ll try to stay out of sight at the banquet, so don’t talk to me.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

After some time, Rikal left as well.

At that moment, everything regarding the expedition, the strategy meeting, and Rikal’s involvement seemed to be wrapping up nicely.

Of course, that’s how it appeared.

But due to this decision, Rikal would end up drawing even more attention from the world.

***

“…But how can we fight without knowing what kind of enemy it is? We have to take risks.”

“That’s true… but considering what Galliard—no, I mean, Fallen Power Warrior said, if we recklessly charge in, we’ll definitely be annihilated.”

“What do you think, Elf Lord?”

Inside Maple Leaf Story, somewhere in the abandoned mine.

The currently assembled members of the expedition team were gathered, holding a meeting.

As gamers, and as heroes of the expedition team under the eyes of the world, they were all eager to start the Zatum raid as soon as possible.

However, they had yet to summon Zatum even once.

The reason was that they felt the expedition team’s strength was still lacking.

The public clamoured for the expedition to attack Zatum quickly, but in reality, the most frustrated ones were the members of the expedition team.

Voices of discontent were slowly surfacing within the team.

“…I, too, am eager to face Zatum. But if we fail, everyone will lose a significant amount of experience points. I can’t force anyone to take that risk.”

Dying from losing to Zatum wasn’t the issue.

After all, it’s just a game; they wouldn’t die for real.

However, since the people of this world had actually experienced the history of the war against the Demon King’s army, they were more immersed in the situation.

Carefully devising a strategy against a formidable enemy was natural.

Moreover, for these high-level users, every one percent of experience was incredibly precious.

Shuuu—

Just then, <Fallen Power Warrior> logged in.

“Whew… everyone’s here.”

“Fallen Power Warrior, any news?”

“Still no luck. The Imperial Family said they’d ask the Illusion Magic Tower for help, but honestly, I don’t think it’ll be effective.”

While the Imperial Family’s support (though there wasn’t much they could do) was appreciated, the current focus of the expedition team was to find <Light of the Empire>.

However, for months, there had been no progress.

“Even with the initial list of 500 players painstakingly obtained from the Blue Head Merchant Guild, we couldn’t find anyone who seemed like JeBbit… Sigh…”

“The date for the offline gathering isn’t far off. What are we going to do? Are we just going to reach the max level without even touching Zatum’s arm?!”

<God of Electricityvv> grumbled as he beat monsters with his bow.

“…It seems we’ll have to make a decision. There’s no progress at this rate.”

“…So, does this mean we’re going to attempt the raid, even if it ends in failure, Fallen Power Warrior?”

“Only if everyone agrees. As I said, our level group will suffer a massive experience loss if we die. I won’t force anyone.”

At Fallen Power Warrior’s words, a determined look appeared in everyone’s eyes.

It was a battle they were sure to lose. Yet, the members all shared the same thought.

“…Then, let’s take a vote. If everyone agrees, we’ll call in the other members from different regions.”

They voted in the party chat.

Naturally, the result was unanimous approval.

And the next day, the incomplete expedition team summoned Zatum.

***

“I’m really looking forward to this. I can’t believe I get to attend the strategy meeting of the ‘Zatum Expedition’!”

“It made me so nervous… I don’t even want to think about how many lottery tickets I bought just to get this invitation.”

“Did you buy more than me? I bought 500 tickets this time, you know?”

“500 tickets? That’s overdoing it, don’t you think, Madam?”

The day of the Zatum raid’s offline gathering, which was also the Imperial Family’s banquet.

Those with invitations were gathering at the Imperial Castle.

Naturally, the number of people wishing to attend was overwhelming.

But the venue couldn’t accommodate everyone.

So, the Imperial Family devised a lottery system to distribute the invitations.

If you purchased items from the Imperial Family’s sponsored businesses, you would receive a ticket with a number on it.

Then, the Imperial Family would randomly draw 100 numbers in real-time.

As a result, the Imperial Family made an enormous profit.

And the 100 selected individuals were deemed the luckiest of all.

The odds were about 1 in 100,000.

“It’s been a while. Seeing each other in real life, that is.”

“It has been a while, Riana. I suppose there’s no need to ask how you’ve been.”

Galliard and Riana, entering the banquet hall.

They were reminded of their days as members of the Hero Party long ago.

Rai, the game developer, had opposed it, saying, “Why is the Imperial Family holding a banquet just for a game…?”

But Galliard and Riana knew the truth.

The stories of heroes, their successes, and the happiness they could bring.

They had seen firsthand how the people of this world would smile with joy, witnessing the great accomplishments of humanity.

Regardless of their individuality, all residents of the world shared the same human nature.

They could share the same emotions in the face of greatness.

And having already experienced the joy of defeating the Demon King and sharing that emotion with people,

They did not oppose holding such a grand offline gathering and banquet.

Like setting fire to a field before planting crops—troublesome but necessary.

-Waaaaaahhh!

Following Galliard and Riana, the other expedition team members began entering the banquet hall.

The guests erupted in enthusiastic cheers upon seeing them.

It felt just like when they returned after defeating the Demon King in the past.

“It’s been a while, this kind of feeling.”

“Indeed. It feels like it wasn’t that long ago. Somehow, I miss those days.”

“It wasn’t that long ago? Now it’s just you and me left. I still can’t get used to the elven sense of time.”

Engaged in such a conversation, the two began to enjoy the banquet.

Though they had some disheartening news to announce later, for now—

“His Majesty the Emperor has arrived.”

A little while later, as the banquet continued,

The banquet hall fell silent with the Emperor’s arrival.

Wearing a red cloak adorned with resplendent golden embroidery, the Emperor stepped into the hall, and grand music began to play.

“Galliard, how long has it been? Lady Riana, it’s truly wonderful to see you again.”

“It’s been a while, Your Majesty.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

The three exchanged warm greetings.

But their conversation didn’t last long.

The Emperor’s appearance signalled that the moment everyone was waiting for had finally arrived.

“Well then, please be seated. Together with the other members.”

The expedition team members began to gather around the enormous round table that had been prepared in advance.

“I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what this banquet is for.”

The Emperor raised his glass and shouted.

His voice, booming across the banquet hall without the aid of any sound amplification magic, showed just how earnest he was about this event.

“I dare say it is an honour. An honour that I can preside over this great moment. And I would like to give thanks to the members of the ‘Zatum Expedition’ who allowed this banquet to take place, as well as to the Illusion Magic Tower, which created ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

During the war against the Demon King’s army, the Hero Party received support from the Imperial Family and devised strategies for the next battle right here in the Imperial Capital.

The history from that time has made us strong and built the Empire we have today. Thus, this event will also be recorded as an honourable chapter in the Empire’s history.”

The people looked at the Emperor with eyes full of emotion as he made his proclamation in a solemn voice.

Rai stood in a corner of the banquet hall, looking at those people with a bewildered expression.

‘Why are they making such a big deal out of a game?’

But the Emperor continued his speech, paying no mind to Rai’s thoughts.

“I commend the efforts of the leader of the expedition, former hero Galliard, ‘Fallen Power Warrior,’ who agreed to hold an offline strategy meeting here in the Imperial Capital. Remembering the day the first hero was born and wishing for the success of the expedition, I hereby announce the beginning of Act Two of the banquet!”

Ba-ba-ba-bam-ba-ba~

Act Two of the banquet began with grand music.

Here, ‘Act Two’ referred to the time when the expedition team would conduct their strategy meeting.

It was like a talk concert, where the attendees would watch the expedition’s strategy meeting.

‘Why is a strategy meeting for a boss raid something that needs to be held in front of this many people?’

Rai was still baffled.

But to the people of this world, it was like listening to the grand epic of a hero’s tale.

And so, amidst the excited atmosphere, the leader of the expedition, <Fallen Power Warrior> Galliard, began to speak.

However, the atmosphere, which had been heightened to a peak, quickly deflated with his first words.

“As the leader of the expedition, I must first offer my apologies. Today… we cannot proceed with the strategy meeting.”

Murmur, murmur—

The banquet hall buzzed with murmuring.

Everyone wore expressions of shock.

“We have already challenged Zatum several times. To devise a proper strategy, we had to gather information on Zatum. We knew we would fail, but we still had to face it to find a clue for the strategy.”

At those words, the audience covered their mouths with serious expressions.

‘Why?’

Rai looked at the audience, puzzled.

“…However, all our attempts ended in utter failure. We drank potions like mad, but it wasn’t enough. One time, we even succeeded in destroying five out of its eight arms, but that was as far as we could go. Beyond that… it’s impossible with just us. To be honest, we cannot see a way forward for the strategy.”

——!

The audience swallowed nervously as if they had been shot in the chest.

Some of them even slumped to the ground, crying.

“…But we’ve learned one thing for certain. What we need now is a ‘Healer.’”

Hope began to flicker in the audience’s eyes once more.

Their reactions were like watching a well-orchestrated play.

“The best healer in ‘Maple Leaf Story’! We are desperately searching for <Light of the Empire>! If there is anyone—anyone at all—who knows his true identity, please, let us meet him. If only we could meet <Light of the Empire>…!”

Thump! Thump!

A tremendous vibration resounded twice.

With a loud voice, Galliard brought both his knees down onto the floor with a thud.

“I am willing to kneel like this and beg for his participation in the expedition!”

“Ah… Ahhh…!”

“Galliard himself is…!”

“Please, show yourself, JeBbit…!”

In an instant, the banquet hall turned into a sea of tears.

Galliard’s desperate plea to raid Zatum moved everyone to tears.

Everyone except one person.

‘They’ve really lost it… Why are these people so obsessed with a game? If you hadn’t suggested holding an offline strategy meeting in the first place, there would have been no need for JeBbit to hide.’

Rai shook his head as he looked at them.

‘Speaking of which, where’s Rikal?’

Rai knew that Rikal was supposed to attend the banquet.

If he had arrived earlier, none of this would have happened.

People would have cheered moderately, and the strategy meeting would have proceeded smoothly.

Now, if Rikal appeared while Galliard was pleading so desperately for <Light of the Empire>, even kneeling and causing the entire audience to weep,

<Light of the Empire>, or rather, Rikal, would become the centre of enormous attention.

Not just attention, but something even greater could happen.

If JeBbit showed up after Galliard’s emotional speech, the emotional intensity of the situation could explode.

‘It might be better if he just doesn’t come.’

Creak…

Rai’s worry became a reality.

The door to the banquet hall opened, and a cute young girl appeared.

“Hawawa…?”

The tearful audience turned their gaze toward her.

“…Who is she?”

“I don’t know who she is, but she has such a mystical presence.”

While everyone was wondering about her identity,

It was Prince Leo’s voice that cleared up their confusion.

“Huh…? JeBbit…? JeBbit! You’ve come!”

“What?! That person is JeBbit?”

“There was a rumor that the Prince managed to deliver an invitation to JeBbit, but it turned out to be true?”

“She looks exactly like her in-game avatar in Maple Leaf Story!”

“JeBbit, it’s JeBbit!”

As a storm of fervent cheers rained down,

The emotionally charged crowd began rushing toward her.

-JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit!

“W-What is…?!”

Rikal began to step back as the massive crowd surged toward her.

 

—




Chapter 19

 

“Y-You really won’t be going, Your Highness? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity…”

“I said I’m not going. I want to be alone, so don’t show up again.”

“If you end up blaming me later…”

Zap—

“T-Then I will be in the banquet hall.”

Rikal’s cold gaze.

Hanon, afraid of getting caught in the crossfire, quickly ran off.

“He always acts like this at times like these… so annoying…”

Rikal finally got rid of Hanon and sighed in relief.

Today was the day of the Imperial Banquet, which also doubled as the ‘Zatum Expedition’ strategy meeting.

And Rikal had to participate in the banquet as <Light of the Empire> while hiding his true identity.

To do so, he had to completely deceive the eyes of the people in the capital.

He had gotten rid of everyone else, but the most troublesome one was Hanon.

A man so competent that he was still by Rikal’s side after all these years.

It was usually convenient to have him around since any minor inconvenience would be dealt with immediately.

But during times when Rikal needed to be alone, like right now, it was frustrating to have him there.

Of course, Hanon had been stubbornly clinging to Rikal, puzzled by the fact that someone like him who plays ‘Maple Leaf Story’ every day was not attending the banquet today.

Fortunately, Rikal somehow managed to get him off his back.

“…No one’s around.”

The garden outside was quiet.

Everyone was attending the banquet, so there was no one outside the building.

Rikal put a pillow under the blanket to make it look like he was sleeping and threw himself out the window.

Swish—

Rikal ran across the rooftops, avoiding people’s gazes.

‘…These guards aren’t doing their job properly.’

He slipped past the sentries and made his way outside the capital’s walls.

There, in a deserted spot near the wall, Rikal took out a brooch.

It was a transformation artifact given to him by Rai.

Whoosh—

With a flash of brilliant light, Rikal’s appearance changed.

Becoming <Light of the Empire>, Rikal steadied his breath and headed for the city gates.

“Halt!”

The guards blocked his path.

He almost felt a surge of irritation, but he held it in.

He hadn’t fully synchronized with the persona of <Light of the Empire> yet.

But as soon as he started speaking, he quickly immersed himself in the role of <Light of the Empire>.

After all, it was something he was already used to doing in the game.

“I, was invited to the Imperial Banquet today!”

He showed the invitation he had brought, as Rikal—no, as <Light of the Empire>, JeBbit.

The guard who took the paper and looked at the invitation opened his eyes wide in shock.

“C-Could it be… JeBbit, sir?”

“That’s right!”

“To meet JeBbit in person…! P-Please, go right in.”

“Thank you. May happiness follow you!”

The guards, as if meeting a celebrity, were overcome with emotion.

JeBbit chuckled lightly and headed toward the banquet hall.

‘That guy Hanon made me really late. But I should be able to arrive just in time for the start of Act Two.’

He originally planned to attend the banquet from the beginning.

But it took a long time to get rid of his aide, Hanon.

Still, since the strategy meeting would start from Act Two of the banquet, he wouldn’t be late for that.

JeBbit passed through the vast gardens of the Imperial Palace and arrived at the entrance of the banquet hall.

He showed his invitation to the guards at the hall’s entrance, who reacted the same way as the ones at the gate.

“Huu…”

The doors to the banquet hall began to open.

JeBbit took a deep breath and stepped inside the hall.

However,

“Hawawa…?”

Something was strange about the atmosphere in the banquet hall.

People who should have been smiling were collectively sobbing, and the leader of the expedition, Galliard, was kneeling on the floor.

Rai was standing alone in a corner of the hall, and when he spotted JeBbit, he began frantically waving his hand.

“Huh…? JeBbit…? JeBbit! You came!”

“What? That person is JeBbit?”

“There were rumors that the Crown Prince managed to deliver the invitation to JeBbit, but it turns out they were true?”

“She looks exactly like her in-game avatar from Maple Leaf Story!”

“It’s JeBbit, JeBbit!”

-JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit! JeBbit!

The voice of Leo, who spotted JeBbit, echoed through the hall.

Responding to his voice, people began chanting JeBbit’s name as they moved toward him.

‘I expected some attention, but not like this…’

“You’ve come, JeBbit!”

“Why did you show up so late!”

“JeBbit, you’re so cute—”

‘W-Wait, they’re getting too close… If this happens…’

People started crowding around JeBbit.

JeBbit began to back away.

If they made contact with him, his illusion magic would be exposed.

“You shouldn’t come too close…!”

But the excited crowd did not stop.

When they completely surrounded JeBbit,

-Please, wait a moment!

Someone stepped in front of the people, blocking their path.

***

Famous people getting surrounded by crowds at banquets is common.

But this time was different.

Right now, <Light of the Empire> was considered the final key to conquering Zatum.

He had hidden his identity for a long time, and speculation about him had run rampant.

In such a situation, it was only natural that people would flock to him the moment he appeared.

As expected, people rushed toward JeBbit from all directions.

In this situation, physical contact might reveal that he was an illusion.

I had no choice but to step in and help.

Not out of concern for Rikal, but because I didn’t want to be interrogated later, either.

“Please, wait a moment!”

Everyone’s gaze turned to me at my shout.

I squeezed through the crowd and stood in front of JeBbit.

“I understand how delighted you are to see JeBbit, but please be cautious when approaching him. For example… try to avoid touching him.”

“Why?”

“And who are you to stand in JeBbit’s way?”

Some people protested.

I was dressed in shabby mage robes, unlike the nobles in their fancy clothes, so I guess it was understandable.

“I am the illusion mage, Rai Oat.”

“Rai Oat…? Isn’t that the name of the person who created Maple Leaf Story?”

“I heard the Crown Prince handed JeBbit the invitation at the Illusion Magic Tower.”

“So JeBbit and the Illusion Magic Tower were acquainted?”

“Yes, yes, though not particularly close…”

I had blocked them for now, but I couldn’t think of what to say next.

I had to prevent JeBbit’s identity from being discovered and also avoid any physical contact…

I hesitated for a moment before just blurting out whatever came to mind.

This whole situation was already a mess anyway.

“Well… JeBbit is, you see, a sort of… ‘delicate young lady’.”

“A d-delicate young lady?”

“Indeed, with that pale complexion and petite frame…”

“Yes, that’s correct. JeBbit is extremely vulnerable to bacteria, which is why you must refrain from any physical contact.”

A collective gasp of pity escaped from the crowd.

It seemed the illusion’s appearance was working in my favour.

“Not long ago, JeBbit visited the Illusion Magic Tower and explained her situation. She said she wanted to join the <Zatum Expedition>, but was reluctant to attend a crowded banquet.”

Before I knew it, even the Emperor had approached and was listening.

“At first, we decided that, regrettably, JeBbit would not attend the offline strategy meeting. After all, if she got sick by attending the banquet, it would be a disaster.”

People collectively nodded their heads.

JeBbit’s image, which I had modelled to be lovely, seemed to have enchanted them.

“But then, the Crown Prince visited the Illusion Magic Tower. He made a very sincere request to JeBbit, saying that everyone was eagerly waiting for her and that she would become the hero of this expedition.

JeBbit pondered for a long time, even after the Crown Prince left. After much deliberation, she decided to muster the courage to attend the strategy meeting.”

Ooooh…!

People started shedding tears of emotion.

Why were they so immersed in this, really?

“So that’s the story…”

“She’s truly… a radiant light…”

“I almost made her uncomfortable… Such a lovely person…”

“How could such a beautiful lady…”

The people were overwhelmed with emotions like kindness, pity, affection, and maternal instinct as they gazed at JeBbit’s appearance and backstory.

Young ladies stared at her with loving yet sorrowful eyes.

And some of the noblemen were already looking at her with infatuation.

I didn’t even want to imagine what those men would think if they knew who was actually inside JeBbit.

Even the Crown Prince was looking at her with eyes that seemed to be brimming with love…

I deliberately ignored it and continued speaking.

“Anyway, that’s why you need to be extra careful about physical contact. JeBbit has sacrificed herself and joined us here for the sake of conquering Zatum, so I ask for your consideration.”

“That’s… correct…”

Clap, clap, clap—

Suddenly, a loud applause filled the hall.

Galliard was clapping his massive hands together.

“Thank you so much, <Light of the Empire>. Seeing your self-sacrifice reminds me of an old comrade. During the last battle with the Demon King, he sacrificed himself to pin down the Demon King. He died in that final battle, but without his sacrifice, we would not have been able to capture the Demon King.

But worry not. This time, we will ensure that <Light of the Empire>’s health is not endangered. Let’s complete this strategy meeting safely and then work together to defeat Zatum.

Now! Everyone, clear the way! Let’s show our admiration and respect for <Light of the Empire> not with handshakes, but with thunderous applause! Such self-sacrifice for the sake of humanity deserves our highest praise!”

Waaaaaahhh—

The crowd erupted in applause.

And like the parting of the Red Sea, a path opened up, allowing JeBbit to make her way to the round table.

These people are truly unbelievable.

Comparing someone who just plays a game to someone who actually sacrificed their life?

Isn’t that an insult to that person?

But it seemed my thoughts didn’t get across. Well, of course, they wouldn’t.

The people showered JeBbit with praises, even tears and admiration.

“Then, let us officially start the second act of the banquet!”

Once again, the grand music resonated through the hall.

And thus, the real strategy meeting began.

“Ha-wa-wa~? JeBbit has a powerful attack skill called ‘Genesis’!”

JeBbit, who had quickly adapted, was now actively participating in the strategy meeting.

Every time he spoke, the audience responded with reactions like:

“JeBbit is so cute.”

“I want to hug him just once.”

“I’ve never seen such a beautiful young lady before.”

“JeBbit’s beauty is lighting up this entire banquet hall.”

I looked at JeBbit, who seemed to be secretly enjoying these reactions, with cold eyes and stepped out of the hall.

I felt mentally drained just trying to keep up with this ridiculous party.

Anyway, Hina was there, so I could get the details later.

And so, the night at the Imperial Palace deepened.

…And the next day.

[The long-awaited ‘Zatum Expedition’ offline meeting finally held. Who are the expedition members?]

[The odds of winning the Zatum strategy meeting invitation. An interview with the lucky attendees.]

[A well-known user from ‘Maple Leaf Story’, who had been inactive for a long time, appears at the Zatum strategy meeting.]

[Shocking! The identity of the renowned user <Light of the Empire> is a delicate young lady?]

[<Light of the Empire>. Appeared at the banquet to help conquer ‘Zatum’ despite suffering from a rare disease. Attendees shed tears upon hearing her story.]

[The exact appearance and personality of <Light of the Empire> as in-game. The heartbreaking story behind that beautiful exterior has now captivated the entire world with ‘JeBbit Fever.’]

[Medical Guild: “We will develop a cure for <Light of the Empire>’s disease within a year.” They are currently requesting an examination from <Light of the Empire> to find out more about the rare disease.]

[‘JeBbit Fever’ spreading among artisans of various fields. Artisans are now creating items that resemble JeBbit or using JeBbit’s identity to craft tools. This trend has become known as the ‘JeBbit Goods’ craze.]

[Despite ‘JeBbit Goods’ not even being completed yet, over a thousand pre-orders have been placed. The skyrocketing prices of ‘JeBbit Goods.’ Some other members’ goods, like the ‘Fallen Power Warrior’ goods and the ‘Elf Empire Goods,’ are also gaining popularity…]

.
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Related articles flooded in as expected.

JeBbit had already become an idol.

“Now, it’s not even surprising anymore.”

 

—




Chapter 20

 

The Illusion Magic Tower was noisy since morning.

It wasn’t us who were being noisy, but rather the people causing a commotion in front of the door.

“Ugh… Should I just reveal his identity?”

After the offline expedition meeting, JeBbit’s popularity skyrocketed.

Not only reporters, but even JeBbit’s passionate fans started coming to the Illusion Magic Tower.

Most of them were people who wanted to help JeBbit and were asking for his contact information or identity.

We had even posted a sign on the door saying that we didn’t know JeBbit’s true identity, but the more zealous ones still kept knocking on the door.

“It’s been noisy since morning.”

“Exactly. I don’t understand why everyone is getting so obsessed…”

Most of the expedition members had their identities disclosed.

The members were mostly nobles, with only one commoner among them.

However, JeBbit’s identity and family background were not revealed.

This was because I suggested it would be better for his safety, and Galliard agreed.

“By the way, where is the Tower Master?”

“She’s playing the game. She said she’s challenging Zatum this afternoon with 24 people.”

“They’re finally doing it.”

Hina was still deeply engrossed in the game.

According to what I heard from her, the opinions in the strategy meeting were divided.

One group insisted that they should challenge with full force now that JeBbit joined, while the other group suggested gathering the maximum of 30 members.

In the end, they decided to face it head-on, and the current 24 members were set to challenge Zatum today.

Come to think of it, in my past life, the first expedition that successfully conquered Zatum also had 24 members.

Curious about the progress, I went to find Hina’s room.

“Tower Master, you said you’re challenging it today, right?”

“Y-Yes…!”

Hina, who was doing some kind of exercise.

She was stretching her short arms and legs as if she was doing a warm-up.

“Do you think the raid will go well? Even though you have JeBbit, there’s only one Bishop.”

“Hmmm… We’ll have to see.”

One, two. One, two…

Hina continued her exercise, mumbling the count.

Usually, Hina would just be lazing around, but it seemed like she was quite tense for this situation.

I had some complaints about her being more serious about games than her work as the Tower Master, but…

“Here. Please activate this when you log in this time.”

“Huh?”

I handed over a pre-made artifact to Hina.

It was an artifact that could record the illusion as a video in connection with Maple Leaf Story.

It was to record the entire process of the expedition.

It was still an unfinished version, but Hina should be able to use it.

There were still some deficiencies, but Hina could complete the functionality herself using her magic.

When the next game is released, I plan to finish it so that everyone can record their own gameplay.

“If you use the illusion-sharing spell, the mana trace will be stored in it…”

“Yes. It’s still incomplete, but I think you can use it, Tower Master. Please use it to record the process of conquering Zatum.”

“…Okay!”

Hina’s mood brightened even more.

This way, I’ll be able to watch it later too.

After a while, Hina logged into Maple Leaf Story.

***

The deepest part of the abandoned mine. The gate leading to Zatum.

The expedition members were gathered there, preparing for the raid.

“…24 people. Is everyone logged in?”

The last to appear was the leader of the expedition, <Fallen Power Warrior>.

The members nodded solemnly.

“Everyone stocked up on potions? Did the archers and rogues bring enough arrows and throwing stars?”

The members checked their inventories.

The archers and star-throwing rogues had extra full inventories.

This was because they used arrows and throwing stars, which were consumables.

There were several archers in the party, such as Bow Masters and Marksmen.

However, there were only two rogue-type users.

Among them, there was only one Night Lord who specialized in throwing stars.

“Got plenty of throwing stars… and potions…”

That was none other than the Illusion Tower Master, Hina, known as <Room-Corner Tower Master>.

Rogues were harder to level compared to other classes, so there were still few players who reached the 4th job advancement.

Because of her exceptional talent in games, Hina was able to reach the current level of 140 at a rapid pace.

And the other rogue user.

Unlike Hina, he was a dagger-wielding rogue. A Shadower user known as <Phantom Thief Reset>.

He was the only commoner in the expedition team.

He quietly listened to the briefing in a corner of the map.

He was also an important part of the party’s strength, but because he was a commoner, he usually just followed the other members’ opinions.

Considering there was even an offline meeting, it was inevitable for him as a commoner.

“Then, let’s go!”

With JeBbit’s cheerful shout, the expedition team crossed through the portal.

Passing through the dazzling lights, they arrived at Zatum’s Altar.

In the hot, suffocating air of the place, the members swallowed their tension.

“Then, I’ll place the ‘Eye of Fire’ now.”

The members nodded solemnly.

<Fallen Power Warrior> placed the Eye of Fire on the altar and quickly distanced himself.

Kaang—

A clear sound echoed as the Eye of Fire landed on the altar.

With the ensuing burst of light, the ground began to tremble.

Without exception, all the members activated their buff skills at once.

In an instant, the party members’ stats soared.

This time, with the addition of the Bishop <Light of the Empire>’s buff, their stat increase was even greater.

“It’s here!”

And Zatum began to reveal itself.

The massive stone body and its eight arms, awakening from the cursed tree, started to attack.

“Everyone—”

Even before <Fallen Power Warrior> could shout, the members concentrated their firepower on the third right arm.

Zatum’s eight arms.

Each arm had a different form of attack.

The one they had to destroy first was the third arm on the right.

That arm would cast a buff on Zatum, greatly restoring its health.

If Zatum continued to heal itself, the strategy would make no progress, so it had to be destroyed first.

Most of the information about each arm had been gathered from previous challenges.

Following the order decided in the strategy meeting, the members began focusing their firepower on each arm.

Kugung—

The third right arm of Zatum was destroyed and fell off within thirty minutes.

Not long after, the fourth right arm, which had also been taking damage, was destroyed as well.

The speed was much faster than previous attempts, and hope started to spread across the faces of the members.

“Don’t stop, keep attacking!”

Galliard shouted while downing a potion in one gulp.

He said that, but he also felt that this attempt had a good chance.

Crack— Boom—

Lightning and ice pillars fell from all directions, while poison clouds and scorching flames pierced through their skin.

The status abnormality attacks blurred their vision, made them lose their sense of direction, and caused them to spam their skills randomly.

Although their speed was faster than before, Zatum was still not an easy opponent.

In an instant, the HP of the members dropped rapidly, and they desperately chugged potions, repeating the cycle of restoring and losing health again and again.

“Everyone, hang in there!”

At the point when four of Zatum’s arms were destroyed,

Normally, by now, some members would have reached 0 HP, causing gravestones to fall from the sky.

“Everyone, stay focused!”

“Arghhhhhhh—!”

Papat— Papat—

Countless arrows and shurikens flew toward Zatum’s arms.

They rained down like a storm, piercing into Zatum’s arms.

“Arghhhhh—”

< Backroom Tower Master> also frantically threw skills along with the archers.

Thanks to <Light of the Empire>’s healing, they were able to focus more on dealing damage.

Although her healing couldn’t cover everyone’s HP, she saved members who were on the brink of death, allowing the expedition team to remain intact until now.

“Huff… Huff…”

“When will it finally break!”

“This is too hard!”

Two hours had passed since the strategy began.

Now, only the two topmost arms of Zatum remained.

The prolonged battle was wearing the members down, just as they fought with potions and healing to recover HP.

The two uppermost arms tenaciously held out, absorbing the players’ HP and refusing to be destroyed.

Another thirty minutes passed.

Thud…

The first left arm fell off, and the members began to focus all their attacks on the last remaining arm.

“Uwoooooooo—!”

“Haaaa—!”

“It’s Genesis time!”

“Please…!”

The members poured their attacks with desperate hearts.

Soon after, the last arm fell off.

“Ha…!”

“We did it…!”

“Yes!”

“Is it… finally over?”

The members’ faces brightened with relief for a brief moment.

However,

“Did we really defeat it?”

“Wait! Don’t say that…!”

With the words of <God of Lightning vv>, Zatum’s main body began to awaken.

Zatum’s main body formed a gigantic magic circle, and the battle resumed.

“What, what’s happening?!”

The magic circle overlapped triangles and circles, and a faint eye could be seen in the middle.

Along with it, numerous small monsters called Bugiras were summoned in droves.

“It’s Genesis time!”

<Light of the Empire> quickly used Genesis to clear the summoned mobs.

“It’s not over yet! Everyone, attack!”

As she said, the strategy wasn’t over yet.

Rather, now that Zatum’s main body was revealed, the real challenge had only just begun.

Whooooom—

A gigantic triangular magic circle appeared, with complicated spells superimposed at each of its vertices.

As soon as Zatum drew the magic circle, unavoidable lightning fell across the entire map.

“What, what’s this?! My skills…!”

“Drink the General Elixir! Everyone!”

It was an attack that sealed their skills.

It was an unexpected attack pattern, since it was their first time reaching Zatum’s main body.

Still, it was fortunate that they had brought all kinds of potions with them.

Zatum continued its attacks, inflicting status abnormalities like physical attack nullification and magic attack nullification.

Now that the main body was revealed, the attack patterns became much more erratic and deadly, causing the strategy’s progress to slow down rapidly.

“Ah, this is so annoying—!”

The endlessly summoned mobs were also quite troublesome.

Although the mobs fell quickly to area-of-effect(AOE) attacks, their numbers were overwhelming.

The Mesos and items dropped by the defeated mobs covered the ground, but there was no time for anyone to pick them up.

Woooong—

“It’s a new type of magic circle! Everyone, be careful!”

<ElfWorld> shouted.

The magic circle, shaped like a vortex, began to ripple.

“Uh—”

Thud— Thud— Thud—

All players’ HP and Mana suddenly dropped to 1 in an instant.

And due to that attack, three players died, causing gravestones to fall from the sky.

It all happened in an instant.

“What the…!”

“Power Elixir! When that magic circle appears, everyone, be ready with your Power Elixirs!”

Fortunately, thanks to <ElfWorld>’s prior warning, most of the members managed to survive that absurd attack.

Although the attack pattern was ridiculous, they could withstand it as long as they quickly chugged their Power Elixirs.

“It’s coming again!”

“No—”

Thud—

However, losing three members was a severe blow to the expedition team.

Several crucial buffs were gone, significantly weakening the party’s power.

With the lack of damage, the speed of the strategy began to slow down.

Even the members who had been holding on well started to die one by one due to the attack that reduced their HP and Mana to 1.

“We should’ve brought more Power Elixirs and General Elixirs!”

The members who were running out of Power Elixirs and General Elixirs were finding the battle even harder.

Of course, at the start of the raid, they thought they had brought plenty.

But that was only when they were dealing with Zatum’s arms.

To survive Zatum’s main body’s absurd attack patterns, they should have brought twice the amount of Power Elixirs and General Elixirs.

“This isn’t working—!!”

<Light of the Empire> unleashed Genesis continuously.

The fact that she had time to deal damage was not a good sign.

It meant that the number of comrades she needed to heal had decreased that much.

There were just over ten members left.

Although they had dealt a significant amount of damage to Zatum’s main body, there was no way they could defeat it with these numbers.

“Why does it have so much HP…! No matter how much we chip away, it’s endless!”

“But look, we’re finally seeing the black bar appear… Even so, it’s still…”

The last phase of Zatum’s main body.

But that seemed to be their limit.

Both the surviving members and the ones watching from death sensed that this was the end.

‘…This is as far as we go. But since we’ve identified the main body’s patterns, we should be able to clear it next time. It’s unfortunate, but…’

<The Fallen Power Warrior>, the leader, was thinking the same thing.

He was still thrusting his spear diligently.

But unless there was a way to reduce that HP in an instant, there was no chance of winning.

They hadn’t anticipated the main body’s attack patterns, so they were running low on Power Elixirs and General Elixirs.

‘Next time, we’ll have to stock up on Power Elixirs and General Elixirs. If we do that, then surely…’

Some members were already planning for the next raid.

Since they had identified all the patterns, they believed they could clear it next time.

With most of the members having somewhat resigned themselves,

“…?”

Ring— Ring— Ring— Ring—

One user started acting in a manner that no one could understand.

-What are you doing, < Phantom Thief Reset >!

-Have they gone mad because Zatum is too strong…

aHe began dropping his mesos onto the ground.

The deceased users started making comments as they watched his actions.

Even though they were out of hope, dropping money instead of attacking Zatum was baffling.

It was not something anyone sane would do.

Really, it was not something a sane person would try.

“Hooo…”

After dropping money for a while, <Phantom Thief Reset> stopped at some point and wiped his sweat.

The mesos he had thrown, along with the mesos dropped by the mobs,

The massive pile of mesos completely covered the ground.

During this time, four more of his comrades died.

-Looks like he’s out of money now.

-No matter how hopeless the situation, this is too much.

They were right.

The reason <Phantom Thief Reset> stopped dropping mesos was because he had run out of mesos.

To be exact, he stopped at the moment he was left with exactly one coin.

And in his hand was a single remaining coin.

-Wait a minute. No way…!

By the time someone realized his intention, he had already flicked the coin.

Ting—

“Mesos Explosion—”

The single coin flew and landed on the pile of mesos,

And the mesos that covered the ground began to create an enormous explosion.

 

—




Chapter 21

 

Millie is the daughter of an ordinary farmer in a rural village.

Of course, her life was far from ordinary, as it was marked by poverty.

Her parents were effectively serfs, farming on the land of a noble without owning any property of their own.

In that house, she helped with the farming, and as she grew older, she worked as a maid in the lord’s castle.

She had nothing to her name.

The daughter of serfs living in a fiefdom located in the Empire’s remote corner.

Her attribute affinity was Telekinesis (E).

It was nowhere near enough to live a glamorous life.

Telekinesis itself is a fairly well-regarded attribute affinity.

It’s too low-tier to become a mage, but depending on its application, it can be used in various ways.

In fact, it’s said that the Thief Reset, who was once a member of the Hero Party, also had Telekinesis (S).

However, Millie’s rank was E.

With a nearly bottom-tier E-rank telekinesis, even lifting a heavy book was a struggle.

Moreover, she couldn’t hold it for long, and controlling anything invisible was obviously difficult.

It had some use in daily life, but that was it.

An E-rank was absurdly insufficient for proper utilization.

“Ugh…”

Then one day.

At that time, she was wiping the hallway of the lord’s castle.

-…With this, you can live a completely new life. Aren’t you excited?

The head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild was visiting the lord’s castle.

She overheard that he had been recommending some strange artifact made by the Illusion Magic Tower to all the nobles lately.

Of course, it had nothing to do with Millie.

The artifact was far too expensive for a commoner like her to even dream of buying.

It cost as much as one of the Baroness’s cherished rings.

“…A new life.”

Even knowing that, it was hard to ignore.

Unlike the nobles who owned this castle, she had nothing.

Her reality was not affluent like theirs.

And her reality was not the life she had wanted.

The story of the merchant guild leader, where one could walk down the path they desired with enough effort, sounded to Millie like a hopeful tale of Cinderella.

Millie stopped wiping the hallway and pressed her ear to the door of the reception room.

Stories of the world that the merchant guild leader was sharing with the lord.

A vast and magical world. Ships that flew through the skies and crossed continents.

Stories of countless monsters and how anyone could become a hero to fight them.

Listening to the merchant guild leader’s words, Millie imagined that fantastical world called ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Just the thought of it made her heart race.

-Forget it! Isn’t it all just illusions anyway? You’ve really lost it. How could you deal with artifacts made by something as trivial as the Illusion Magic Tower?

However, it seemed the lord did not feel the same way.

He already had more than enough to be satisfied in life.

She heard the merchant guild leader standing up in response to the lord’s harsh rebuke, and Millie hurriedly resumed wiping the hallway.

“…I will be staying in the village of this estate until tomorrow, so if you change your mind, let me know, my lord. You won’t regret it.”

With those words, the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild left the lord’s castle.

The lord didn’t seem to care at all.

But Millie, who had eavesdropped on the conversation, couldn’t forget the world of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

A fantastical world, completely different from this grim reality.

Even if it was just an illusion, she desperately wanted to live in such a world.

She dreamt of living in that kind of world.

And, only those who dream can make their dreams come true.

“Millie! Once you finish cleaning the hallway, change the bedding in the lady’s room and then go to the laundry area!”

“Yes!”

A little while later, the head maid came to give Millie her next instructions.

It was the same work as usual.

Around this time, she always had to change the bedding.

But unlike usual, Millie was dreaming.

Millie finished cleaning the hallway and headed to the Baroness’s room.

The Baroness was out for a party in the neighbouring fief in the afternoon.

Seeing the jewellery box and dressing table in a mess, it seemed she had been in a hurry, getting ready until the last moment.

The cosmetics were scattered around, and the jewellery box was half-open.

‘Now that I think about it, the Baroness rushed into the carriage earlier, saying she was late.’

The neighbouring fief takes quite some time to reach, even by carriage.

She must have left on time to avoid being late.

That’s probably why she didn’t tidy up properly.

She likely didn’t worry about it because the maids would clean up anyway.

Swish— Swish—

Millie removed the old bedding and replaced it with new ones.

Even while doing so, her eyes kept wandering to the Baroness’s jewellery box on the dressing table.

‘If I had just one of those, I could buy it.’

The Baroness’s jewellery was, of course, worth a lot.

Even though the artifact from the Illusion Magic Tower was expensive, if she sold one of those and added a little more money, she felt she could afford it.

‘Ah, no…! If I get caught, I’ll definitely be severely punished.’

Millie shook her head.

No matter how much she wanted to have the artifact that the merchant guild leader mentioned, stealing something like that would not end well.

If she were to get caught, she’d be as good as dead.

‘But still…’

Millie’s past memories flashed before her eyes.

Meals made of dry bread and nearly spoiled milk every day.

The cold, leaky house.

The hopeful heart she had when she took the attribute test at the age of ten, and the despair she felt at the result.

Her days as a maid, having to endure the scorn of a young lady even younger than herself.

She wanted a free and happy life, but God had given her nothing.

And now, the opportunity to gain her own freedom was right in front of her.

It was a bad choice she should never make.

But at the same time, it was a free choice, breaking away from the things that bound her in reality, one that she could make on her own will.

‘If I don’t touch the dressing table and just take one ring… I won’t get caught for a while, right? If I take out one from a rarely used hidden spot… And if I quit being a maid and move to another fief…’

Even so, it wasn’t an easy decision to make without being reckless.

Millie had to hypnotize herself.

Convince herself that she could get away with stealing the ring.

While repeatedly telling herself that, Millie looked into the jewellery box and used her telekinesis.

Normally, her telekinesis was so weak that she couldn’t even twist a rag to wring out water.

But it was enough strength to lift a small ring.

‘I-I got it…!’

In the end, Millie used her telekinesis to take out a ring hidden in the corner of the jewellery box and put it in her pocket.

Her heart felt like it was going to burst.

However, once she had already committed the act, courage started to well up inside her.

No matter who looked, the state of the dressing table was just as it had been.

In the end, Millie kept the ring in her pocket and finished her day.

Then she returned home, tried to sleep, and got up even before dawn to head toward the nearby city.

It was quite a long distance to walk, so she ran all the way there. Her feet and legs ached terribly from wearing worn-out shoes on such a long journey.

Upon arriving in the city, she sold the ring at a jewellery store and received the money.

Then, before the pain in her feet could even subside, she headed back to the village.

“W-Wait!”

She panted heavily as she ran towards the Blue Head Merchant Guild’s carriage.

Her feet were covered in blisters, oozing pus and blood, and her thin legs were trembling.

The merchant guild was just about to leave after loading all their goods.

“…Do you want to buy something? We’ve already packed everything into the carriage.”

One of the merchant’s men spoke, clearly annoyed.

If she bought something, they would have to unpack the well-organized carriage.

“The artifact… from the Illusion Magic Tower… I want to buy it.”

“Huh? I don’t know where you heard about it, but even though it’s just an artifact from the Illusion Magic Tower, it’s absurdly expensive.”

“Y-Yes, here. I brought the money.”

Millie pulled out her pouch of money and showed it.

The merchant’s man stroked his beard with a puzzled expression.

At that moment, Rippert, the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, appeared.

“What are you doing? Aren’t we leaving yet?”

“Oh, Guild Master. This person said she wants to buy the artifact from the Illusion Magic Tower. But this isn’t the kind of money that a commoner can easily have…”

The merchant’s man looked back and forth between the money pouch and Millie.

It was clearly a large amount of money for a commoner in such a rural village to possess.

Rippert was silent for a moment before he spoke.

“Well, since when did we start choosing our customers? That would make us spoiled, wouldn’t it?”

“Ah… Understood, Guild Master!”

Rippert twisted his subordinate’s ear.

He then opened the carriage himself and took out ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“You’ll enjoy it.”

“T-Thank you…!”

“Hey, let’s get moving already.”

Leaving the overjoyed Millie behind, Rippert boarded the carriage.

Millie clutched ‘Maple Leaf Story’ tightly in her arms, repeatedly bowing toward Rippert’s back.

“…Well. I guess it’s fine.”

As the carriage left the village, Rippert looked out the window at the girl holding ‘Maple Leaf Story’ with eyes full of hope.

He recalled his conversation with Rai, the illusion mage.

‘…Right now, there are only 500 units, but in the future, we will mass-produce them so that everyone can play. Whether commoner or noble, it won’t be a world where everything is unfairly decided the moment you’re born, but a world where you can enjoy everything fairly, based on your efforts and strengths. I want to show this to everyone.’

These were the words Rai had spoken when he first made the contract with the Illusion Magic Tower.

Back then, Rai had absurdly mentioned a concept like ‘equality.’

Rippert thought at the time that Rai could say such things only because he was a mage, but that wasn’t it.

In the first place, even a mage’s position was more or less determined by birth.

It just seemed like Rai was looking at a different world.

Normally, he wouldn’t have sold to a commoner, but remembering Rai’s words, Rippert sold ‘Maple Leaf Story’ to the commoner girl.

The money was clearly acquired through some desperate means, but he didn’t bother asking.

Seeing her hopping around excitedly as if she were going to see a play made him feel good.

This was the origin story of how the only commoner member of the ‘Zatum Expedition,’ <Phantom Thief Reset>, came to be.

Millie played ‘Maple Leaf Story’ every night.

She immediately quit her job as a maid at the lord’s castle, moved alone to a nearby city, and began working odd jobs at a tavern.

Luckily, there was no pursuit from the lord’s castle.

Perhaps the Baroness hadn’t noticed… Millie thought. After all, the Baroness had a lot of jewelry.

So, Millie continued to steadily level up.

The reason she chose the nickname <Phantom Thief Reset> was simple.

It was named after the Thief ‘Reset,’ who was once a member of the Hero Party and an assassin.

Like the other Hero Parties, Reset’s story was famous.

Before joining the Hero Party as a commoner, Reset lived as a thief and assassin.

Of course, it wasn’t a righteous past to join the Hero Party.

People back then opposed his joining the Hero Party.

But Galliard insisted on his inclusion.

Galliard had been stubborn ever since his days as a hero.

Reset was only recognized after his death.

Reset sacrificed himself to bind the Demon King’s feet during their final battle.

He died in the end, but thanks to his sacrifice, they were able to defeat the Demon King.

After the war was over, it was revealed that Reset had used the money he stole and earned from his assassination jobs to establish orphanages and make donations.

He had lived for the neglected, even though his methods were extreme.

He was later called ‘Great Thief Reset’ and was acknowledged as a hero only after his death.

His heroic tale was especially popular among the commoners.

Millie wasn’t a ‘Great Thief’ like Reset.

In a way, she was just a petty thief.

So, she settled for the name <Phantom Thief Reset>.

She chose the class of dagger thief for similar reasons.

Although she was insignificant now, someday, Millie also wanted to become someone like Reset.

After some time passed, the ‘Zatum Expedition’ incident occurred.

Millie was also invited to join the expedition.

For a commoner like her, attending an offline strategy meeting was naturally burdensome.

Especially since the meeting wasn’t just anywhere, but at a banquet hosted by the Imperial Family.

However, Galliard’s side had already obtained permission.

After all, he too was originally a commoner, and he asked her to attend and shine at the event.

So, with the invitation in hand, Millie headed to the Imperial City.

Just as Galliard had said, she entered the banquet, but everyone murmured as they looked at her.

She shrank back, unable to say a word during the strategy meeting.

Her class was also the most undervalued one—Shadower.

With each passing moment, her confidence dwindled.

Even though she had reached the highest level as a Shadower, an impressive feat, and even though things like one’s real-life status shouldn’t have mattered in ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ she still felt inadequate.

With that lack of confidence, the ‘Zatum Raid’ began.

Despite her own doubts, her skills were truly remarkable.

With a class like Shadower, which is difficult to maintain HP with, she showed off splendid movements while consistently dealing damage.

As the raid neared its end, most of the members were caught off guard by an unexpected attack pattern from the main body, and they all died.

There seemed to be no hope of success, and most had already given up.

The last health bar of Zatum finally appeared, but too many members had already fallen.

‘Based on how fast the health bar is decreasing, Zatum’s remaining health should be roughly…’

Millie, <Phantom Thief Reset>, tried estimating Zatum’s total health while watching the agonizingly slow decline of its health bar.

It was a meaningless action, but even a rough estimate might help for the next attempt.

Having completed her calculations, she concluded that clearing it this time would be impossible.

That was until she noticed the ground littered with mesos dropped by the trash mobs.

‘…Huh?’

In that moment, a certain skill flashed through her mind.

Mesos Explosion, a skill she learned during the 3rd Job Advancement.

It’s a skill that causes the mesos dropped on the map to explode and deal damage.

The more mesos there are, the greater the damage inflicted.

When she first learned the skill, she thought it was a ridiculous skill.

One of the reasons Shadower was undervalued was also because of this skill.

Making dropped money explode to deal damage—

Considering other classes’ attack skills, it seemed like an absurd way of dealing damage.

So even <Phantom Thief Reset> had never bothered using that skill.

But now—

She seemed to have realized the true value of ‘Mesos Explosion.’

As long as you throw a lot of money around, you can deal tremendous damage.

And based on her calculations, if she scattered all the money she had, she could almost wipe out Zatum’s remaining health.

Normally, there would be no reason to attempt such a thing.

The money lost in the explosion would far exceed the money gained by hunting monsters.

But this situation was different.

This was the raid on Zatum that the whole world was watching.

For that purpose, spending this amount of mesos was well worth it.

Just like the true hero Reset of the past—

Even when he was criticized and pointed at, he used his money behind the scenes to help those in need.

It was a skill truly befitting a ‘Great Thief.’

Thus, <Phantom Thief Reset> began scattering mesos onto the ground.

When only the last 1 meso was left in her hand—

“Mesos Explosion—”

Ting—

The single coin flicked out from <Phantom Thief Reset>’s fingers.

As it spun, the maple leaf pattern on the coin alternated in and out of view.

Only then did a few of her comrades, realizing her intention, gape with their mouths wide open.

Moments later, a massive explosion erupted, and a significant chunk of Zatum’s health disappeared in an instant.

“What… all of a sudden…?”

“W-What kind of damage is this?!”

“Finish it off!”

The members, who hadn’t grasped the situation, were stunned by the sudden explosion.

But they quickly regained their composure and focused their attacks.

Finally, as the last sliver of Zatum’s health vanished—

Crack— Crackle—

—GROOOOOOAAARRR—!!

With a bizarre scream, Zatum’s main body began to split apart.

“We… we did it…”

“D-Did we really beat it this time?!”

“Haaaaa…”

“Really… we actually did it.”

“To think… we actually pulled it off. Haha… hahahahaha!”

Paang—

And as Zatum was completely shattered, an enormous amount of items and mesos poured out all at once.

It was a sight like jewels raining down from the sky.

“Ah… Ah…”

<Phantom Thief Reset> looked at the scene and felt a feeling she had never experienced before in her life.

A life that had been born with nothing, filled only with poverty.

Days spent scrubbing floors at the bottom.

Thinking back, no one would have imagined that she could achieve such a miracle.

This miracle was only possible because it was the world of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

A world where everyone starts equally, and everything is determined by one’s own efforts.

And <Phantom Thief Reset> had silently worked hard in that world, allowing her to achieve this.

<Phantom Thief Reset>. Before the miracle she had created with her own hands—

For the first time in her life, she could gift herself a happy smile.

Not long after the successful Zatum raid—

The recorded footage of the raid, captured by Hina, was released to the world, causing an immense sensation.

[‘Zatum’ Raid Interview. An interview with the 24 heroes who made history in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’]

[The 4-hour-long ‘Zatum Raid’ recording. Growing voices calling for copies and sales of the footage. Illusion Magic Tower says ‘It’s in production.’]

[Shocking! The true identity of the key contributor in the Zatum raid, <Phantom Thief Reset>. The only commoner member of the expedition?]

[The ‘Mesos Explosion’ craze sparked by <Kaito Reset>’s performance. Some question how she was able to purchase ‘Maple Leaf Story.’]

[Soaring popularity of the Dagger Thief class thanks to <Phantom Thief Reset>’s success. ‘Mom, I want to become a Shadower when I grow up!’]

[‘Zatum’s’ best drop item, ‘Zatum’s Helmet.’ Detailed specs and the first member to obtain ‘Zatum’s Helmet.’]

[The relentless popularity of <Light of the Empire>. Nobles are requesting a ‘Light of the Empire Cam’ from the Illusion Magic Tower for the Zatum raid.]

.

.

.

.

.

“Here I go, Mesos Explosion!”

“Hey! The more money you throw, the cooler it explodes!”

With the overwhelming popularity of the ‘Zatum Expedition’—

Everyone who witnessed the epic moment at the end of the Zatum raid began flicking coins with their fingers.

 

—
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“They’re holding a celebration banquet this time?”

“Yes. His Majesty seems to be delighted as if he had cleared it himself. He even mentioned wanting to tell <Fallen Power Warrior> at the celebration that he’d like to join the Zatum Expedition too.”

“Hmm. Honestly, joining at that level is basically just leeching, isn’t it?”

This place is the first floor of the Illusion Magic Tower. You could call it the lobby, I suppose.

It’s called a lobby, but it feels more like an unkempt living room.

Up until recently, there were no visitors, so that’s to be expected.

I think it’s about time we clean up and elevate our tower’s status.

“He must’ve really wanted Zatum’s Helmet.”

“Hmm. Galliard wouldn’t normally be too keen on such things, though.”

But recently, there have been a few visitors.

The head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild or Galliard would visit occasionally, and recently, Rikal has been coming the most frequently.

“That warrior grandpa is like that. I heard he’s been stubborn since the old days.”

“Well… That’s probably why he pushed through with the absurd idea of an offline strategy meeting.”

Even in my previous life, people paid a hefty price to join expeditions just to get Zatum’s Helmet.

Later on, rules for dividing raid boss drops were established, but it seems like it’ll still take some time for that to happen in this world.

There aren’t that many players who can clear Zatum yet.

Moreover, the number of players is still relatively low.

I need to get permission for mass-producing the artifacts soon.

But Hina has been busy with the Zatum raid recently, so it’s been delayed.

It’s time to start moving on to the next tasks.

Slurp—

Rikal leisurely sipped the instant coffee I made for him.

Come to think of it, why is he coming here so often these days?

“…But you’ve been visiting frequently lately? The capital and Trinity aren’t exactly close.”

“They are close. It doesn’t even take a day.”

“It takes over three hours.”

“That’s what I consider close.”

“Is there some issue at the Imperial City?”

Slurp—

Rikal silently sipped his coffee again.

“I think it would be best to reveal JeBbit’s identity at the celebration banquet…”

“Pfft— Hey, hey! Don’t talk nonsense!”

“So just tell me quickly. I’m busy too, so why do you keep coming to bother me every day?”

“Do you want to die?”

“Go ahead, try killing me. If I die, a notice will pop up in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ revealing that JeBbit is the 3rd Prince.”

“Bullshit…”

Rikal glared at me, clearly annoyed.

Even though he says that, Rikal won’t actually kill me.

Despite his temper, he takes ‘Maple Leaf Story’ very seriously.

I’m starting to get used to that filthy attitude of his. Though I still don’t like it.

“Phew… My brother keeps pestering me about JeBbit’s identity whenever we meet, and it’s annoying.”

“Your brother… the Crown Prince? Why would the Crown Prince ask you about JeBbit’s identity? Did he suspect something?”

“I don’t think so. He seems to believe that I know JeBbit from that time at the Illusion Magic Tower.”

He must be referring to when the Crown Prince came to deliver the invitation.

From the Crown Prince’s perspective, it looked like Rikal was at the Illusion Magic Tower when JeBbit was there too.

So he probably thinks there’s some connection between Rikal and JeBbit.

It’s less of a connection and more that Rikal is JeBbit, though.

“Is it really… an understandable misunderstanding? Still, I doubt he’d ask you directly.”

“It’s probably because he can’t ask the Illusion Magic Tower for information, so he’s asking me instead. No one knows JeBbit’s identity.”

The matter of JeBbit’s identity had been wrapped up with an explanation that it wouldn’t be fully disclosed due to health reasons.

So no one knows JeBbit’s family.

And despite the many requests directed towards JeBbit, there hasn’t been a single response.

Of course, there are still fanatics, but by now, people seem to have come to understand JeBbit’s situation to some extent.

Even so, the Crown Prince asking Rikal about JeBbit’s identity…

That means he must really want to meet JeBbit.

“Could it be that the Crown Prince is a fan of JeBbit too?”

Rikal’s expression soured.

It seemed like it was true.

What was the name again… I remember hearing that JeBbit has a fan club.

And among them, there are many male nobles who want to cure JeBbit’s illness or even marry her.

“Pfft! Now that I think about it, the Crown Prince is single too, isn’t he? How about becoming the Crown Princess at this opportunity?”

Hehe…

I couldn’t hold back my laughter.

Seeing that arrogant look on Rikal’s face crumble felt strangely satisfying.

“…Shut up.”

“Wow~ To think you’d charm the Crown Prince. Truly befitting of the idol of ‘Maple Leaf Story’! Aren’t male nobles lining up for you?”

Sreung—

Rikal unsheathed his sword, aiming at me as I clutched my stomach laughing.

I swiftly summoned a clone and escaped.

Rikal slashed at the clone.

“Ha… damn it!”

Rikal cursed, throwing his sword to the ground.

He seemed to be in a really bad mood.

If his own brother liked him as a woman, of course, he’d be furious.

“Hahaha… So, does that mean you won’t attend this celebration banquet?”

“…I’ll attend.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you know a player called <Phantom Thief Reset>?”

“Yes, of course.”

Naturally, I know her very well.

Even if it weren’t me, there’s probably almost no one who doesn’t know <Phantom Thief Reset> after this raid.

She was the only commoner member of the expedition team.

And her performance at the end moved even me.

“They’re saying a lot of things among the nobles because she’s from a commoner background.”

“That’s unexpected. I didn’t think you’d care about such things, Your Highness.”

“…I’m just annoyed by those who talk nonsense without any real skill.”

Could he unexpectedly be an egalitarian?

Well, I’ve been worried about that too.

Everyone wanted to join the Zatum Expedition.

If a commoner made a significant contribution there, people are bound to be jealous.

And soon after, at the raid celebration banquet.

Just as Rikal predicted, the nobles’ gazes toward <Phantom Thief Reset> were not friendly.

***

The celebration banquet for the successful raid this time drew much more attention than before.

The number of invitation raffle tickets sold was several times higher than it was back then.

The reason for this increased interest was none other than the scheduled screening of the Zatum raid footage at this banquet.

The details of the raid were already somewhat known.

However, the opportunity to watch the video itself was still quite rare.

Although the Illusion Magic Tower had announced that they would be selling the footage, that would still take some time.

“Aah…! I can’t believe my luck…”

“When I failed to win an invitation during the strategy meeting banquet, I thought my world was ending! Who would have known this would happen!”

“It’s a miracle… A miracle! I actually won a banquet invitation.”

The chance to see a hero’s accomplishments with your own eyes.

In terms of history, it would be like witnessing the Hero Party defeating the Demon King firsthand.

Of course, it’s impossible to see the Hero Party defeating the Demon King.

It’s only passed down through stories.

Nevertheless, people are always captivated by their heroic tales.

But imagine if you could witness such a historic battle, the very first Zatum raid, in person.

No one would turn down that glory.

“What a glorious day this is—”

The emperor, who had already taken a drink, shouted from the podium.

It was a very long speech, but to summarize, it was praise for the Zatum raid.

And there was also a hint that he himself wanted to join the next Zatum expedition.

But such thoughts weren’t exclusive to the emperor.

‘If they succeeded in clearing Zatum with 24 people… that means there are 6 slots left, right? The maximum number of participants is 30, so maybe if I speak well enough, I could join too?’

‘The level requirement to challenge Zatum isn’t that high, anyway. If I could just slip into the raid, even if I had to pay extra…’

‘If I could just survive till the end, I could get my hands on the “Zatum’s Helmet” too…!’

The desire to participate in the Zatum raid.

And the greed to obtain “Zatum’s Helmet.”

The level requirement for Zatum was only 50, so most of the players harboured such thoughts.

Everyone was determined to make a good impression on the expedition members at this banquet, hoping to get a share of the spoils.

“Ooh, Galliard— No, <Fallen Power Warrior>!”

The members of the expedition began to enter one by one.

Most people tried their best to get noticed by them.

Except for one person.

‘Uh, uh… I’ll just stay quiet again today. But the food looks delicious. Hehe…’

<Phantom Thief Reset>, a commoner. Millie.

She stood alone in a corner, dressed inappropriately for the banquet, eating food by herself.

No matter how much people wanted to get into the expedition, no noble would stoop so low as to flatter a commoner.

Instead, the murmurs directed at her only increased.

Millie felt small and out of place in this grand banquet.

Still, there was no other opportunity for her to enjoy such a grand feast.

Eating these rare delicacies that she might never taste again made her feel a bit better.

Thud—

“Ah…!”

Someone brushed roughly past Millie.

Because of that, the food she was holding fell to the ground.

Millie instinctively bent down to pick up the food that had fallen.

“Ugh— She’s trying to pick up food off the ground. As expected of a commoner…”

“Exactly. Even if she’s part of the expedition… Bringing something like that into the sacred Imperial banquet hall…”

“…!”

Millie froze, crouched down.

She could clearly feel the hostility and mockery directed at her.

She was used to bowing her head in front of nobles, and her body started trembling instinctively.

“But how did she even get her hands on ‘Maple Leaf Story’? I barely managed to get one during the third release.”

“Right? And the price was much higher then. No way a commoner could afford that.”

“Exactly. It’s money a commoner could never get their hands on without stealing.”

“Then, could it be…?”

The two noblewomen feigned surprise and covered their mouths.

“No way, would they really have accepted a thief into the expedition team?”

“Of course not. If she were caught, she wouldn’t survive. If she really were a thief, would she have dared come all the way here?”

Thud—

“Argh—!”

The noblewomen pushed Millie, who was crouching, as they walked past her.

Millie rolled on the floor, now covered in dust.

And from that moment, the voices directed at her became even clearer.

“If it weren’t for that bitch, I could’ve joined the expedition team.”

“Look at her acting all proud just because she got lucky and made a name for herself. Who does she think she is…”

“How dare a commoner think she could come here? Even if she got an invitation.”

“How did a commoner even get ‘Maple Leaf Story’ back then?”

“Unless she stole it…”

Millie’s vision began to narrow.

Cold sweat ran down her body, and a ringing filled her ears.

Most of their accusations were not true.

Millie wasn’t acting proud and had only joined the expedition because Galliard had earnestly asked her.

Even at the banquet, she kept to the corner, barely raising her head, afraid of hearing such words.

And even without her, none of the other players would have been able to join the expedition.

The fact that the expedition team of 30 was filled with only 24 members for the raid was proof enough.

All those nobles were merely jealous and envious of a commoner’s success.

But there was one truth amidst all the falsehoods.

-Thief.

Her copy of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ had indeed been obtained by stealing from a noble.

If she were caught, she could be killed on the spot.

Millie wanted to run away immediately.

It felt like she was going to have a panic attack.

She hastily tried to stand up and move towards the exit.

But she could only take three steps before her legs froze in place, as if rooted to the ground.

“…?”

On the opposite side, she made eye contact with a middle-aged noblewoman.

It was the Baroness whose ring Millie had stolen.

The Baroness slowly walked in her direction.

“Hah… Hah… Hah…!”

Millie’s breathing quickened.

She wanted to run, but her legs had lost all strength.

The entire banquet hall, filled with nobles, began to look at her with curious gazes.

‘No, no… No…!’

The Baroness, who had now closed the distance, was about to speak—

Tap—

Someone placed a hand on Millie’s shoulder from behind.

“Hii, hiiik—!”

“Are you alright?”

He was the Illusion Mage who created ‘Maple Leaf Story.’
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As expected, the nobles gossiped about Millie.

Millie, trembling as if she had heard every word, tried to leave.

Then she saw something and froze in place.

I noticed the person approaching her and understood the situation.

To be precise, the person wasn’t heading directly toward Millie.

I approached Millie and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Hii, hiiik—!”

“Are you alright, <Phantom Thief Reset>?”

“Ah, Ma-Mage.”

At that moment, the Baroness also came over.

“It’s been a long time, Mage.”

“It’s been a while, Madam.”

The Baroness spoke to me, not to Millie.

That’s because we had already met before.

“I’m truly lucky. I can’t believe I was able to come here. Come to think of it, I should have bought ‘Maple Leaf Story’ back then too. If I had, could I have been a member of the expedition?”

“If it were you, of course. Did you manage to get one now?”

“Fortunately, I was able to buy one during the third release.”

After chatting with the Baroness for a bit, I moved Millie away from the spot.

The Baroness didn’t recognize Millie.

“I apologize, <Phantom Thief Reset>. The screening is about to begin. Please take your seat.”

“Ah, ah… Yes…”

With a blank expression, Millie returned to her seat.

It was a front-row seat reserved for the expedition members.

And with grand music, the ‘Zatum Raid Screening’ began.

Although the footage was originally four hours long, we trimmed it to thirty minutes by editing out the less exciting parts.

The audience held their breath, watching the expedition’s battle.

Some even shed tears of joy.

Millie, however, still seemed unable to grasp the situation and couldn’t focus on the video.

From time to time, she glanced nervously at me and the Baroness.

I considered explaining things to her, but I decided not to.

I recalled the time right after the first batch of copies had sold out.

.

.

.

“There’s a commoner among the buyers.”

“What? That would have been a hefty sum for a commoner.”

“Yes. It’s definitely an amount that a commoner couldn’t gather on their own. I looked into it and found that the commoner used to work as a maid at a rural lord’s manor. It seems she quit and moved away afterward.”

“Hmm… That’s suspicious.”

“Yes. I also thought it was strange when I sold it, but I remembered what you said, Mage. That you wanted to give everyone the chance to create their own lives, regardless of what they were born with.”

After hearing the story from the head of the Blue Head Merchant Guild, I headed to the rural lord’s territory.

By the time I arrived, a maid was about to be punished for allegedly stealing the Baroness’s ring.

But that maid wasn’t the one who had bought ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

It seemed like another maid had been wrongly accused.

I paid the Baroness in her stead.

The one who stole the ring was probably the maid who bought ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

It was like I was paying for her.

That’s how I first became acquainted with the Baroness.

And soon after, I learned that <Phantom Thief Reset> was the maid who had stolen the ring.

Despite choosing the difficult Dagger Thief class, <Phantom Thief Reset> played harder than anyone else.

Rather than saying she played, it would be more accurate to say she ‘lived her life’ harder than anyone else.

It was as if she were living a new life.

As if she were enjoying her new life.

She worked harder than anyone to shape her own life.

Watching her, I decided to bury the incident of her stealing the ring.

I had a vague understanding of why she made that choice.

I understood her longing for an equal life, one unbound by birth.

I simply wanted her to continue enjoying ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

The reason I created ‘Maple Leaf Story’ was to give people who weren’t born with it a chance to live such a life.

And now, she was a member of the expedition that defeated Zatum.

.
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While reminiscing about the past, the video reached its climax.

It was right before <Phantom Thief Reset> used Mesos Explosion.

The scene where <Phantom Thief Reset> scattered all her mesos.

“Here it comes. The iconic moment.”

Eventually, when <Phantom Thief Reset> ran out of money.

And only one last coin remained.

Ting—

<Kaito Reset> flicked the coin, and a tremendous explosion engulfed Zatum.

-Ooooooh!!

The audience, watching as Zatum’s HP rapidly dropped, erupted in excitement.

Of course, there were still those who harboured resentment toward her as a commoner.

After that, the remaining members managed to finish off Zatum, who barely had any HP left.

And at the same time, items and mesos poured out.

That scene was also spectacular, and the audience sighed in amazement.

“Ah… So that’s how Zatum’s Helmets drop.”

“One, two, three… A total of three.”

“I suppose there are three helmets because there are three members with Zatum’s Helmet. It seems not everyone can get one just for defeating Zatum.”

As expected, people were interested in Zatum’s Helmet.

The drop rate for Zatum’s Helmet was set to be random, between zero and five.

This time, three helmets dropped, and each one went to <Backroom Tower Master>, <Light of the Empire>, and <Phantom Thief Reset>.

“Huhuhu… JeBbit got a Zatum’s Helmet.”

Watching the video, JeBbit muttered proudly.

And on cue, the video showed JeBbit running around the map, proudly wearing the Zatum’s Helmet.

There seemed to be a lot more stories regarding Zatum’s Helmet afterward, but I’d have to hear about those from Hina or Rikal later.

Anyway, the screening ended like that.

The audience gave thunderous applause, as if the banquet hall itself would collapse, to the historic footage of the heroes defeating Zatum.

The expedition members took turns greeting the audience amidst cheers and applause.

It was like a stage greeting.

“Th-Thank you…!”

But when <Phantom Thief Reset> greeted, there was noticeably less applause and cheers.

It meant that there were still people who disapproved of her as a commoner.

Even after seeing such a great performance, could they still be jealous?

Well, there are always people like that everywhere.

Moreover, she even got Zatum’s Helmet, so it would only make it worse.

Of course, there were also many who admired <Phantom Thief Reset>’s performance.

But it seemed that Millie had already shrunk under the weight of the negative stares.

She had done something worthy of full recognition.

For some reason, seeing her like that left a bitter feeling.

At that moment, <Fallen Power Warrior>, Galliard, stood up and began to speak.

***

After all the screenings ended, Galliard stepped forward in front of the crowd.

He was about to say something that Rai had asked him to mention in advance.

‘It’s true. After all, there were people like that back then, too.’

Galliard thought that he probably would have said it even if Rai hadn’t asked.

Because there had been comrades in the past who were disregarded as commoners, despite being heroes who saved the world.

“We have finally defeated ‘Zatum!’”

The people cheered at Galliard’s strong shout.

“A long time ago, I had a similar experience. It was during the battle against the Demon King. The excitement from this expedition could compare to that time. ‘Zatum’ was a formidable foe, and this time, it took more allies and a longer fight than back then.

The footage was condensed, but in reality, we fought continuously for about four hours. It was fiercer and more desperate than any other battle I’ve experienced.”

People started to focus on Galliard’s speech.

“The joy of victory was the same then as it is now. The gratitude toward comrades and the glory of heroes remain unchanged. But just as back then, a similar situation has occurred this time, and I want to talk about it.”

Galliard pulled out an arm from his coat.

It was a real severed human arm, gripping a dagger tightly.

“This is the arm of ‘Reset,’ a former comrade of mine. Everyone knows what kind of person ‘Reset’ was. He sacrificed himself during the battle against the Demon King, and because of him, we were able to win.

After the battle, we searched for ‘Reset’s’ body, but all we could find was this one arm. To remember him, we cast preservation magic on this arm.”

It was a famous story.

As always, ‘Reset’ still hadn’t let go of the sword in his hand.

No one knew why he held on to that dagger so tightly.

It might have been to protect someone, or it might have been for some conviction.

But whatever it was, it was clear that the reason suited a ‘hero.’

“As you know, ‘Reset’ was a commoner, and before joining the Hero Party, he was a thief and an assassin.

When I first accepted him as a comrade, everyone pointed fingers at us.

But I was certain at the time. Although he wasn’t born with anything, he was a thief and an assassin, he was more fitting to be a hero than anyone else.

The money he stole was all taken from corrupt means, and the people he assassinated were all vile criminals.

If there’s still someone who points fingers at ‘Reset,’ then that person must be just as evil.

Even if you ignore all that, the fact remains that he was a hero and saved this world.”

Galliard turned his gaze to Millie.

Millie had her head down, staring at the floor.

“And in this raid, we had a comrade who reminded me of ‘Reset.’ You all know who I’m talking about, without me having to say it. As you just saw, without her performance, this raid would have failed.

And she sacrificed all of her mesos to achieve glory.

The amount of money she used to cause the explosion is worth about this much in real value.

In fact, she sacrificed almost all the mesos she had earned while playing the game.”

Galliard spread out his fingers.

People’s jaws dropped at the amount, which was even larger than they had expected.

“Even I wouldn’t have been able to sacrifice that many mesos.

But she didn’t hesitate and did it for the greater good.

Seeing her actions reminded me of ‘Reset.’”

Galliard grabbed Millie’s arm and pulled her forward.

Millie was startled, but she couldn’t overcome Galliard’s strength.

“How could we not praise someone like her?

How could we not call her a hero who sacrificed almost everything to defeat ‘Zatum?’

She is a commoner, and it’s certain that she lives with far less than us.

But can any of you here, without hesitation, give up everything you have for the greater good, like she did?”

Silence filled the banquet hall.

Probably no one here could have made the same choice as Millie.

“She became a hero before she became a commoner.

So how could anyone dare point fingers at her?”

Galliard looked around at the nobles and spoke loudly.

He was probably the only one who had the courage and conviction to speak like this in front of so many nobles.

“I will dedicate all the glory of this successful raid to <Phantom Thief Reset>.

Without her, the raid would have failed.

I believe it’s only right that ‘Zatum’s Helmet’ went to her.”

Millie still had her head down.

The banquet hall was deathly quiet, and Millie thought that people still looked down on her because she was a commoner.

She thought that everyone hated seeing a mere commoner act so boldly.

Millie still couldn’t lift her head.

Her eyes remained fixed on the floor, hidden behind her long brown hair.

[Lift your head.]

At that moment, words appeared on the floor she was looking at.

It was an illusion.

An illusion only Millie could see.

Very slowly, Millie raised her head.

Under the dazzling lights of the banquet hall, she could see the faces of the nobles.

They were all looking at her.

But their expressions were slightly different from what Millie had expected.

“Ah…”

“Hu, huuuk…”

“Reset-nim…”

Some were looking off into the distance, as if remembering Reset.

Some were wiping away tears, and others were frowning in awe.

Clap- clap clap-

The silence was broken by the sound of someone’s applause.

It quickly spread and soon filled the entire hall.

No, the thunderous applause resounded across the entire continent.

“Uh…?”

“You did an amazing job, <Phantom Thief Reset>.”

Galliard looked down at Millie with a satisfied expression.

Only then did the anxiety that had been filling Millie’s heart start to melt away.

At the same time, a tear welled up in Millie’s eyes.

One tear became two, two became four, and soon they turned into a stream, flowing down her cheeks like rain.

“Huu, huu… Huaaaah…”

It was an emotion she thought she’d never feel in her life.

And no one would have thought such a moment would come again.

That a commoner who was born with nothing would stand on such a grand stage and receive such thunderous applause.

It was an impossible event.

But Millie’s hard work made it possible.

Millie cried for a long time in the midst of the overwhelming cheers and recognition that she had received for the first time in her life.

“…It’s good.”

Rai, clapping for her from the corner of the hall, smiled and then quietly left the banquet hall.

And so, the ‘Zatum Expedition’ incident came to an end.
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The highest floor of the Electric Magic Tower.

A place where a large amount of plasma swirled like a storm.

At the center of that space, filled with mana infused with the Electric Attribute, a woman was sitting in midair.

Crackle—

The plasma, creating large and small sparks with every collision.

All of those electric currents were directed at the woman, yet her expression remained calm.

She had already become one with electricity itself.

Shwaa—

A giant book floated in the air along with her.

Complex magical formulas rapidly turned over before her eyes.

The woman muttered formulas for a long time before suddenly closing the book.

At that moment, the plasma that filled the air came to a halt.

“Tower Master.”

As the woman stepped out of the room, an Electric Mage was waiting for her.

The woman was none other than the Electric Tower Master, Electra.

Waiting for her was Lea, her apprentice and the candidate for the next Tower Master.

“The Council has sent a message.”

“I understand.”

Without even listening to the details, Electra put on her robe.

After all, this was the reason she had come out of her room.

The only time she stopped her research and left her room was during the regular Council meetings.

As Electra headed towards the Trinity Council, she fell into deep thought.

It was about the magic she had been researching until just before.

For the past three years, she had been developing a large-scale electric magic.

Once completed, it would have the power to paralyze an entire castle of any ordinary kingdom.

Of course, it would never be used.

The times were peaceful, and mages no longer had to fight.

It was due to an agreement made by the great mages of Trinity long ago.

A mage is a seeker.

Because of that agreement, mages could fully devote themselves to magical research.

In other words, it meant that mages now spent their entire lives researching magic within their towers.

They would only occasionally reveal artifacts to the world.

Of course, that was the essence of being a mage.

Yet, Electra occasionally felt a sense of ennui.

It took years to complete just one spell.

It felt as if she was living a life without any sense of accomplishment.

Electra sometimes wondered how the elves managed to endure such long years in their forests.

Lost in thought, Electra arrived at the central Council building of Trinity.

The other Tower Masters had already arrived.

“Electra~ Come on, hurry up—! Even though you’re the one with the Electric Attribute, you’re always the last one.”

The Fire Tower Master said as he picked his nose upon seeing her.

“What’s the agenda today?”

“The usual. The only special thing is that the Illusion Tower has submitted a proposal?”

“From the Illusion Tower?”

“They say there’s a huge buzz around ‘Maple Leaf Story’ in the world.”

“Maple Leaf Story?”

“You should talk to your disciples sometimes and learn about what’s happening in the world. You probably just locked yourself up in your room as usual before coming down.”

The Fire Tower Master, Piraeus, explained the matters related to ‘Maple Leaf Story’ to Electra.

“I don’t really understand. So, people are getting excited over a world created by an illusion?”

“Apparently so. I haven’t tried it myself either, of course. In fact, probably no one here has ever tried one of those Illusion Tower artifacts.”

The Tower Masters were mostly isolated and didn’t know much about worldly affairs.

The fact that even some of them knew about ‘Maple Leaf Story’ showed just how fervent the craze was.

However, granting mass-production approval for such an artifact was a different story.

If it were approved, the Council would provide another artifact capable of mass-producing artifacts without manual effort.

That would allow artifacts to be produced much faster than manual work.

The decision was strictly made by the Tower Masters.

Based on the magical value and impact, the Council would judge whether the artifact could be spread throughout the world.

“…I still don’t understand.”

Electra still couldn’t grasp the concept of people getting excited over something that didn’t exist in reality.

As usual, she thought that the proposal would probably be rejected.

Most of the other reclusive Tower Masters thought the same way.

“…Then, the next agenda is the proposal for the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact from the Illusion Tower.”

After a few other agendas were passed, it was the Illusion Tower’s turn.

“…It’s been a while. Illusion Tower Master. But who’s the man next to you?”

“He’s a mage from the Illusion Tower. It seems he’s the one who created ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

Electra and Piraeus whispered to each other as they watched the two.

“Um, uh, uhhh… This artifact is…”

The cute-looking Illusion Tower Master began explaining the artifact.

As she fumbled with her words, her apprentice standing next to her began explaining on her behalf.

“Hmm…”

After the explanation ended, it was time to vote.

Electra was torn between approving or rejecting the proposal.

‘I understand why they made it. It’s clear they poured a tremendous amount of effort into the magical aspects. But…’

While she was deliberating, most of the Tower Masters had already finished voting.

Most of them had already pressed ‘reject’ simply because it was from the Illusion Tower.

After much thought, Electra eventually pressed ‘reject.’

She had seriously considered the artifact’s value and the complexity of the magic involved.

However, the idea of spreading a world that was merely an illusion to the people seemed absurd to her.

She still couldn’t understand why people were so obsessed with ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

“Four in Favour. Twenty-seven against. Rejected.”

Upon hearing the result, the Illusion Tower Master wobbled and mumbled incoherently.

It seemed the Illusion Tower’s pleasant rebellion was about to come to an end.

But just as the next agenda was about to be announced—

“—Wait a moment!”

The disciple of the Illusion Tower Master shouted.

“…What are you doing?”

The Space Tower Master, who was currently presiding over the Council, furrowed his brows.

At his attitude, the other Tower Masters began whispering amongst themselves as well.

Tower Masters are beings who have reached a realm that ordinary mages cannot hope to attain.

The fact that a mere young mage interrupted their conversation was itself an act of disrespect.

“I apologize for interrupting the meeting. My name is Rai Oat, an illusion mage. I created the ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

“So, what is your point? If you interrupted the meeting for something trivial, you will have to pay the price for it.”

Mages are highly logical beings.

Conversely, if Rai’s reason for speaking up was valid, they would at least hear him out.

“It seems that an important procedure was skipped. When assessing the value of an artifact, don’t we usually demonstrate its abilities? But just now, there was no such process for the ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

Electra nodded in agreement.

It was a valid point.

Of course, she doubted it would change the outcome.

“I acknowledge that. However, if there is a problem with demonstrating the artifact in this space, the chairman has the discretion to restrict it. ‘Maple Leaf Story’ is an artifact that allows you to experience a fantasy world, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And each person experiences it by entering the fantasy world directly, right? Can you let everyone have that experience right now?”

Rai hesitated for a moment.

“…It’s possible. I brought enough with me. But it would be difficult to convey the full value of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ in such a short time. It would take too long for everyone to create characters and finish the tutorial.”

“So, you’re saying it’s not feasible.”

The chairman turned his head away again.

It seemed like the situation was coming to an end, but—

“However, I think this might be possible.”

“What is it?”

“This is the artifact we’ve submitted for the next agenda item, named ‘Championship of Legends.’ We have also applied for mass production of this artifact.”

“Hmm… Indeed, the next item is the mass production approval for ‘Championship of Legends.’”

“Yes. It’s an artifact similar to ‘Maple Leaf Story.’ And it should take about 30 minutes for one round. If this artifact gets approved, I would like to request a re-evaluation of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

The Space Tower Master, who was chairing the meeting, pondered for a moment before speaking.

“Very well. Since it was the next item on the agenda anyway. But be more careful next time. There was no need for unnecessary discussion if it was already going to be addressed.”

“Ah, yes… I apologize.”

It was something that would have proceeded without interruption if left alone.

The Tower Masters were irritated by the unnecessary waste of energy.

What was going to happen would happen anyway.

Most of them prioritized extreme efficiency, so Rai’s behaviour was seen as inappropriate for a mage.

Rai distributed the prepared ‘Championship of Legends’ artifacts to the Tower Masters.

The demonstration would involve 30 Tower Masters, excluding Hina.

The Tower Masters quickly grasped the configuration of the artifact.

Even though it was a different type of magic, they could generally understand its structure and concluded that it didn’t seem dangerous.

“Once you use the artifact, you will be connected immediately. I will set the matchups arbitrarily. The basic rule is…”

Rai began explaining the rules of ‘Championship of Legends.’

It’s a small war simulation where two teams of five try to destroy each other’s castles.

But within that war, each person controls a unique avatar with various spells and attack skills.

It was difficult to fully comprehend just by listening, but Rai assured them that they would get used to it quickly once they tried it.

With their intelligence far surpassing that of ordinary people, they likely would.

“Then, everyone, please activate the artifact. Once inside, I’ll guide you through room divisions and champion selection.”

After finishing his explanation, Rai activated his own artifact.

The Tower Masters followed suit and activated their ‘Championship of Legends’ artifacts.

A few of them found it bothersome but complied nonetheless.

If it could be demonstrated, then it was standard procedure to see it through before making a decision.

Thus, the first game of ‘Championship of Legends’ was held among the Tower Masters of Trinity.

***

Electra felt a deep sense of ennui in her life as a Tower Master.

A life with little sense of achievement. One where it takes years to complete a single spell.

When she first became a mage, every day was filled with excitement.

She enjoyed the feeling of learning new spells and growing stronger day by day.

She loved that sensation of accomplishment with each passing day.

But things changed after she became a Tower Master.

After reaching the pinnacle of electric magic,

Taking another step forward would now take several years.

The sense of accomplishment gradually diminished. No, it was practically non-existent.

Most mages claim to feel extreme pleasure when they finally complete a spell that took years.

But Electra was not one of those people.

Unlike other mages, she was someone who cherished the feeling of accomplishment itself more than anything else.

Having lived for so long without any sense of achievement, her life started to feel increasingly tedious.

Spending years without any sense of fulfilment, without any pleasure, endlessly researching with no end in sight.

That was how things were until she encountered the Illusion Tower’s artifact.

“No! What are you doing, Ice Tower Master! I told you to stun!”

“Uh, but…”

“Just use your ultimate skill already! Hurry!”

Paaaang—

“Nice!”

-Master of the Battlefield!

That day, she discovered a whole new world.

 

—




Chapter 25

 

“B-Big trouble. Big trouble.”

Hina came running, flustered.

Her eyes were darting around, a clear sign of how panicked she was.

Could there be a bug in ‘Maple Leaf Story’?

“B-Big trouble, Rai. Biiig trouble—”

“What’s wrong?”

“T-The Council has requested our attendance…!”

Hina handed over a trembling piece of paper.

It was a notice requesting the Illusion Magic Tower’s attendance at the Council regarding the agenda they had submitted.

“Oh, so this is how they send it.”

“H-How did this happen—”

It was about the mass production request for the two artifacts, ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and the soon-to-be-released ‘Championship of Legends,’ as well as the recognition of the Illusion Magic Tower’s contribution (for the purpose of tower expansion).

These were the three requests we had submitted to the Council not too long ago.

It seems that for these approvals, the Tower Master of the requesting tower has to personally attend the Council meeting.

“Well, what can we do? I mentioned before that this might happen sooner or later.”

“B-But I… I don’t want to go to the Council…”

“Pardon?”

Hina flapped her hands and started explaining about the Council.

Apparently, all the Tower Masters gather every month to vote on various agenda items.

“But I’ve never seen you attend a Council meeting before.”

“T-That’s because… the Council is scary…”

Normally, Hina should have been attending all this time. It seems she had been avoiding it on her own.

Should we be thankful or sad that no one mentioned her long absence from these meetings?

“Normally, you can bring up to two assistant mages. This time, how about you have Rai attend with you? They’ll probably want to see the artifacts demonstrated as well.”

“That’s a good idea. Let’s go this time, Tower Master. If we don’t, we won’t be able to make money.”

“Hweh…!”

Following Rain’s suggestion, Hina and I ended up attending the regular Council meeting in Trinity.

Moreover, they wanted a demonstration of the artifacts.

It’s possible, but considering the time required for account creation and going through the tutorial, it won’t be short.

The real fun starts after completing the tutorial.

After some deliberation, I ultimately decided to demonstrate ‘Championship of Legends’ at the Council.

At least a single game has a set duration.

Also, mages have a strong sense of accomplishment and competitiveness.

I thought they might enjoy ‘Championship of Legends’ more, as it provides a sense of victory in every match.

And finally, on the day of the Council meeting—

“9 in favour, 21 against. The motion is dismissed.”

It was mercilessly rejected.

Of course, our achievements were not recognized, and the tower expansion was deemed impossible.

“No way…”

“Are the Tower Masters insane?!”

“They’re more closed-minded than I expected. Truly.”

The people of our tower despaired at the news.

I was deeply disheartened as well.

I thought we had a chance, given the immense popularity of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

But it turns out that Tower Masters are far removed from ordinary humans.

“That’s why we should have let them try ‘Maple Leaf Story’! They would have all agreed then.”

“Should we have…?”

Was my decision wrong?

With the time constraints, I thought the Tower Masters, who were incredibly powerful beings, would be more interested in ‘Championship of Legends’ rather than starting from level 1 in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

I began to blame myself.

To resubmit a dismissed motion, I need the consent of 10 Tower Masters.

And then, I would need more than half of the votes in favour to get it approved again…

Given that it was already rejected once, it won’t be an easy path.

“Still, if we keep working hard like before, won’t we have another chance once we become more famous?”

Medeia tried to lift the mood.

Medeia herself can’t produce artifacts due to her attribute affinity.

The production team members didn’t look pleased at the prospect.

It wasn’t just that the mages were overburdened.

We couldn’t continue at the current pace.

‘Maple Leaf Story’ is an MMORPG, so even with few users, they can still play.

But ‘Championship of Legends,’ an AOS genre game—commonly known as COL—doesn’t work like that.

It’s a 5 vs. 5 real-time match-based game.

If there aren’t enough users, it will take forever just to matchmake a game.

While we can’t control the hearts of users who choose to play,

At the very least, we must ensure that there’s no shortage of users due to a lack of artifacts.

If COL had been released back in my previous life, when computers were not widespread, it would never have succeeded.

“Still… just securing the number of users alone requires approval… If we want to produce enough artifacts to support the basic number of COL users, it would take at least 3 to 4 years of continuous manual production.”

Upon hearing this, the expressions of the production team grew even more despondent.

There was a limit to how much we could manually produce artifacts.

If we could obtain mass production approval from the Council, we would receive another artifact capable of producing the specific artifacts we need in large quantities.

With that, machines would handle artifact production automatically, removing the need for manual labour.

It would also increase speed, so we wouldn’t have to worry about shortages.

In short, mass production approval is essential for the release of COL.

Of course, the user base for ‘Maple Leaf Story’ is still too small, and considering the long-term need to continually produce artifacts, Council approval is critical.

“Haa… Let’s think about it a bit more for now.”

Everyone returned to their respective rooms.

I went up alone to the top floor, where the server for ‘Maple Leaf Story’ was located.

Staring at the light of the massive maple leaf-shaped artifact, I felt a little more at ease.

“Huh?”

There was already a visitor there.

I was surprised because she wasn’t from our tower.

I could sense an overwhelming mana wave from her.

“…Impressive. I don’t know much about illusion magic, but just the thought of coming up with something like this… It’s almost a waste that you’re just an illusion mage.”

“…Who are you?”

She was wearing the robe of an electric mage.

As she turned around, her hair swayed. Seeing her face, I remembered.

“Electric Tower Master?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t ask how she got in.

There’s no point in questioning a Tower Master about such things.

“What brings you here…”

“…Championship of Legends.”

“Pardon?”

“That artifact. How can I get one?”

“…Excuse me?”

The Tower Master of the Electric Magic Tower is known for her cold and blunt demeanour, despite her beautiful appearance.

I’ve heard that she’s even been labelled as ruthless.

If it weren’t for the established agreements, it’s said that she would use her monstrous strength without mercy.

But somehow, she seemed a bit embarrassed at the moment.

It looked like her cheeks were slightly flushed.

“That artifact… It hasn’t been released yet. The game requires a large number of users. So, I initially planned to release about 100,000 artifacts globally in bulk, but… we’re in a tough spot since the mass production was denied.”

“…100,000 units. So, there’s no way to get even one?”

“There are a few, but you wouldn’t be able to play alone. It’s a 5 vs 5 game. And to enjoy it properly, more users need to be secured.”

“I see… I was too hasty.”

She seemed to understand right away, as expected of a Tower Master.

However, she still wasn’t leaving.

“…Is there something else you want to say?”

“Hm, ahem.”

The expressionless Electra, the Tower Master of the Electric Magic Tower.

Upon closer inspection, it looked like her lips were twitching slightly.

“I, I voted in favour.”

“Pardon?”

“Championship of Legends. I mean, I supported the mass production.”

“Ah… Thank you. But unfortunately, it was still rejected.”

So, Electra was one of the nine people who voted in favour.

I understood that, but she still didn’t move an inch.

She simply continued to gaze at the brightly shining main server of ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

Ah, I need to update this quickly.

Feeling a bit annoyed, I was about to speak up, but realizing her presence, I closed my mouth.

Honestly, she was a bit intimidating.

Unlike Hina, Electra’s image was that of a transcendent ‘Tower Master’ full of majesty.

In the end, I gave up on trying to send her away and started mumbling like a complaint.

“Maybe I was being greedy. Honestly, I thought that if I let them play COL, everyone would find it fun.”

“COL?”

“I mean, Championship of Legends. That’s what we call it for short. Anyway, I thought everyone would enjoy it since they have a strong sense of competition and desire for achievement, but I guess not everyone did.”

“Hmm, that’s true. But it was impossible for everyone to like COL at that time.”

“Pardon?”

Electra turned her head to face me.

Our eyes met, and I couldn’t look away from her electrifying, lightning-shaped pupils.

“It’s true that most mages crave intellectual activities. Their sense of competition and desire for achievement are also historically strong. Furthermore, the strategic elements of COL are certainly something that mages would appreciate. And for us, the Tower Masters, who have reached the peak of accomplishment, that’s even more so.”

“…Then why was it rejected?”

“First, it’s because of the fundamental disregard towards the Illusion Magic Tower. Unless you overcome this deep-seated prejudice that has existed for a long time, the stiffened fingers of the Tower Masters won’t budge.”

I had expected this, but hearing it directly still stung.

The Illusion Magic Tower is still being ignored. Especially among the mages.

“Is there a second reason?”

“One game wasn’t enough for everyone to appreciate COL’s fun.”

“Is that… so?”

“Think about the basic structure. If one side wins, the other side loses. Naturally, half of the participants end up not feeling the joy of victory.”

“Ah…”

It felt like I had been struck in the head.

It was obvious that, after just one game, half of them would be left feeling defeated.

Why didn’t I think of that?

“And the rules of COL aren’t familiar. Even if COL is enjoyable, it’s not easy to grasp all the elements and recognize its value in just one playthrough. Of course, it was easy for me, but not all Tower Masters focused on COL. Let alone those who lost—they probably didn’t retain any interest in COL at all.”

That too was exactly as Electra had said.

In my previous life, COL was also a game with a fairly high entry barrier.

You have to know how the game works and experience a few victories before realizing that COL is an addictive game you can’t quit.

No matter how smart a Tower Master is, it’s impossible to feel all of that in just one game.

I was foolish.

The essence of COL was like that from the start.

How could I think that I could win over the high-and-mighty Tower Masters’ hearts with just one game?

I had become too conceited after the success of ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

I should have been more cautious.

As a developer, I failed to consider something so obvious.

I felt pathetic for foolishly charging at the Council.

“Hah… you’re right.”

I smacked my lips and sank to the floor.

My heavy head naturally hung low.

“I was stupid to think they’d find it fun after just one game.”

“If they try it a few more times, I’m sure they’ll get hooked. At least according to my senses.”

“But the opportunity has already slipped away. I can’t exactly go around asking the Tower Masters to ‘please play it just a little more!’”

“…It’s not that there’s no way.”

“…Pardon?”

I lifted my head, which had been drooping.

Electra’s golden eyes, charged with electricity, were still looking at me.

“Before Trinity was properly established, before the Towers rose up, the schools at that time…”

Still expressionless, Electra began to speak.

The more I listened, the wider my eyes became.

“You mean you want to set the Towers against each other?”

“Yes.”

“Is that… really possible?”

“If my prediction is correct. And my predictions have never been wrong.”

What Electra was suggesting was a tremendous plan that would make the Tower Masters, no— the mages—fall into COL.

 

—




Chapter 26

 

“So, what brings you here, Hina? It feels like it’s been years, no, decades since you’ve visited.”

“H-Hoee…!”

A woman hugged Hina and rubbed her cheek against her.

She had hair as clear and blue as a flowing river. This was Rina, the Tower Master of the Water Magic Tower.

Rina was one of the few Tower Masters who was close to Hina.

“You’re still so cute, Hina~ even though it’s been decades~”

“T-That’s…”

Hina was being squeezed and rubbed by Rina.

Whenever Rina met Hina, she would always act like this, treating her as if she were the cutest thing ever.

The reason Hina had come to the Water Magic Tower was because Rai had sent her.

In truth, even when Rai asked her to do things, Hina usually didn’t comply.

Every time, she would run away, shouting, “No, no, no!”

But this time, she had no choice.

Rai had suspended her ‘Maple Leaf Story’ account.

He said he wouldn’t release it until she completed the task.

“U-Our artifact… There’s something new coming out called ‘Championship of Legends’…”

“Ah, that? I voted in favour of it. Everyone else was so heartless. How could they be so cold when Hina is this cute?”

“Ubububub- That’s not it-”

Hina tried to free herself from Rina, who was tugging at her cheeks, and continued speaking.

“We were thinking about having each Magic Tower compete using that artifact…”

“Compete?”

“Yes. Like in the old Arcane War.”

Arcane War.

That was a long-lost chapter in the ancient history of mages.

To talk about it, one would have to go back before Trinity was founded. Even further back into the distant past.

As civilization developed, magic also advanced.

Naturally, mages who had similar attributes began to interact, and they each established their own schools.

From the Fire School to the Space School, a total of 31 schools were created. They were classified according to the 31 fundamental attributes.

Each school started to interact with other schools.

Then, one arrogant mage looked down on the magic of another school, and soon a magical war erupted between them.

The winning side would boast, ‘Our magic is the best,’ while the losing schools would retort, ‘No, our magic is superior,’ and thus, each school began to compete to see whose magic was the greatest.

Of course, due to the nature of attributes, it was impossible to determine the absolute best.

But mages, driven by intense rivalry, began to compete regularly to see which school was superior.

They created rules and started to hold these inter-school wars on a regular basis.

These were called the Arcane Wars.

Every time an Arcane War occurred, the surrounding area would be devastated.

As magic advanced, it became increasingly difficult for the surrounding nations to contain the mages’ power.

Then one day, the once-separated schools came together and began to form a city called Trinity.

The surrounding nations, including the Empire, saw this as an opportunity and proposed a treaty to Trinity.

The terms of the treaty were that Trinity would receive large-scale support for the city’s operations and magical research, in exchange for not attacking the neighbouring countries or turning the continent into a wasteland with magic as they had in the past.

Mages didn’t particularly desire destruction or political power.

They simply sought to satisfy their thirst for knowledge and to become the most superior beings.

Trinity accepted the treaty, which allowed them to freely conduct their magical research.

However, from that point on, they could no longer hold the destructive Arcane Wars as they had before.

Thus, the Arcane War slowly faded into history.

Nevertheless, the spirit of rivalry from that time still lingered among some mages.

“Hmm… explaining such a boring backstory will make people lose interest, Hina.”

“Hmm?”

“Nothing. While it’s true that the rivalry between the Magic Towers still exists… do you think the other Tower Masters will participate? It’s not even a magic duel.”

“U-Um… Would Rina be willing to participate?”

“Hmm… I don’t think I can refuse if you ask, Hina…”

Rina hesitated.

If an Arcane War were to happen again, many Magic Towers would welcome it.

But they could no longer battle each other with magic as they used to.

If each Magic Tower used its full power, about half of the continent would be blown away.

Moreover, there weren’t many Magic Towers that would want to determine superiority by means other than magic.

It was like asking a martial artist to compete in a running race.

“I-It’s a strategy game, so we can see who’s smarter.”

“That’s true… but…”

Rina hesitated.

Seeing her reaction, Hina recalled what Rai had told her.

‘Since it’s not a magic duel, they might think it’s meaningless. But all you have to do is get them to participate. If that happens, just say this.’

“Well, the Fire Tower Master said that he could easily beat the Water Magic Tower…”

“…What?”

“And he said that, even back then, the Water Magic Tower was beneath them…”

Crack—

Rina’s eyes, which were always curved into a smile, twisted.

The Fire Magic Tower and the Water Magic Tower had been bitter rivals since ancient times.

No matter what it was, the Water Magic Tower could not afford to lose to the Fire Magic Tower.

“…Tell them to bring it on.”

“Hmm?”

“Tell them to bring on that COL or LOL or whatever it’s called! Even if the other Towers don’t want to participate, I’ll make sure we go head-to-head with them!”

With that, Hina managed to rope in a few more Tower Masters.

***

The interior of the Water Magic Tower had a spiral staircase that rose along the walls.

Rooms for mages lined the walls, while the centre of the space remained empty, with a large hole on the roof.

From a floating stone at the top, a clear, massive stream of water cascaded down to the first floor.

It looked like a gigantic waterfall.

Rina rode that waterfall down to the lower floors, like a water goddess.

Then she shouted in a voice that shook the entire Tower.

“Everyone, gather up!”

Her disciples hurriedly gathered at her call.

“Next month, the Arcane War will take place, everyone.”

Gathering her disciples, she suddenly dropped this bombshell.

Her words made the disciples look up in shock.

“What? Doesn’t that mean the continent will be blown away, Tower Master?”

“What about the treaty?”

“Of course, we won’t be fighting with real magic like in the past. We’ll use this instead.”

With a gesture, Rina made several artifacts descend along the waterfall.

“What are those…?”

“This is an artifact called ‘Championship of Legends,’ created by the Illusion Magic Tower. It’s a game where two teams of five deploy their strategies to destroy the opponent’s castle! There are many elements to it, but I’ll explain in detail once you’re connected. From today, after your daily work is over, we’ll be using this to select the five representatives. And of course, I’ll be participating fairly as well! Aren’t I a very fair Tower Master?”

Hohohohoho.

Rina spread her arms wide and laughed heartily.

There were many things that could be pointed out, but her disciples kept their mouths shut.

Just by looking at the waterfall that flowed from the roof to the first floor, one could tell how hierarchical the Water Magic Tower was.

“Ah… She’s doing something strange again.”

“Hey, quiet. If she hears you, you’re dead.”

“But if it’s an artifact from the Illusion Magic Tower, is it like ‘Maple Leaf Story’? Then I kind of want to try it.”

The disciples murmured as if they were used to this.

However, a few who had tried ‘Maple Leaf Story’ were filled with anticipation.

Of course, there weren’t many mages who had played ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

While it was popular among the general public, using an artifact from the Illusion Magic Tower was considered demeaning among mages.

That’s why those who did play would secretly do so in their rooms, making sure not to get caught.

“Alright, let’s do our best so we can win! Oh, and you know you mustn’t lose to the Fire Tower guys, right? If you lose, you’re dead~!”

The disciples answered half-heartedly.

Thus began the preparations for the Arcane War.

The disciples logged in every evening and repeatedly engaged in 5v5 internal battles.

At first, they did it reluctantly.

Since it was an order from the Tower Master, the disciples had no choice but to comply.

“Ah, what the heck… They’re so weak.”

“No, as a support, you’re not supposed to do anything. Just make sure the carry grows strong and protect them. Didn’t the tutorial say that?”

“Then that’s so boring.”

“Do you think anyone is doing this for fun? Just play.”

As they played more, a few who had a knack for it started grasping the overall flow.

Thanks to Rai’s detailed tutorial, they picked it up quickly.

It didn’t take long for the mages to become familiar with the game’s mechanics.

They gained an understanding of each lane and champion.

(Team) HansHere (Aatrox): Ah, ah—! What the—! No! Ah!

(Team) HorseHere (Warwick): What, what, what’s wrong?

However, just because they understood the game didn’t mean they improved at the same pace.

They still struggled with things like last-hitting minions, fighting, and maintaining vision.

(Team) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): No, the enemy jungler keeps coming! What is our jungler doing?! Hey! Horse, why aren’t you coming?!

(Team) HorseHere (Warwick): No, I was at bot lane! Stay near the tower!

(Team) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): No, this jungle difference is so…

Perhaps due to this, the laners were the first to start blaming the jungler.

The inexperienced laners had no choice but to die helplessly whenever the enemy jungler showed up, outnumbering them.

Of course, their own jungler was probably doing something, too.

But they hadn’t played enough to understand that.

They probably wouldn’t understand even if they played a lot.

(All) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): No! Ah, I died again! This is so frustrating, I really can’t do this!

(All) HansHere (Aatrox): Nice~ Haha, Charles, you’re so bad.

(All) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): Aaaaargh—!

When one side is miserable, the other side is bound to enjoy themselves.

The enemy team, who kept getting kills, began to find the game more entertaining.

Unable to stand seeing Hans doing so well, Charles began thinking of ways to win somehow.

Since their own jungler wouldn’t come, he had to survive on his own.

‘Wards?’

At first, he thought buying ward items was a waste of money.

But Charles started purchasing them and placing them in bushes.

With vision secured and the enemy jungle’s movements visible, he could prevent getting ganked.

(All) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): Hahaha! I can see everything! Nope, you can’t catch me. Nope, you missed. Haha, Hans, you’re so bad.

(All) HansHere (Aatrox): Ugh, that’s so annoying…

Even though the jungler came, they narrowly missed catching him.

With just a sliver of health, Charles clung to the tower and continued farming minions.

Hans, who was up against Charles, made up his mind.

‘I can kill him with just one auto-attack. If I hit him quickly and run away, I should be able to survive. One hit from the tower should be fine.’

Hans instinctively decided to attempt a ‘dive.’

It would’ve been a shame to miss out on a kill with just one hit left.

Hans, approaching the tower with the minions, quickly landed an auto-attack on Charles.

(All) HansHere (Aatrox): What?!

But Charles didn’t die.

Since he had consumed a potion, his health had recovered slightly.

Boom—

Hans took a hit from the tower. He could still take one more hit without dying.

After a brief hesitation, Hans used a skill on Charles.

Boom—

Charles dodged the skill with a flash.

(All) HansHere (Aatrox): Oh, crap!

His curse was filtered out due to the profanity filter.

Hans’s health was now critically low.

Just one more hit from the tower would kill him.

‘If it’s come to this, I’ll just die killing him…!’

Determined, Hans moved in for another auto-attack.

But before Hans could land his hit, Charles cast a skill first.

Boom—

Slowed down, Hans was hit by the tower and died.

(All) CharlesHere (Dr. Mundo): Hahahahahahaha!

(All) HansHere (Aatrox): Aaaaargh!

Watching Hans die, Charles burst out laughing.

(Team) HansHere (Aatrox): What is our jungler doing?!

(Team) YasHere (Amumu): …? I came earlier, didn’t I?

(Team) HansHere (Aatrox): No. Ugh…! Jungle difference!

(Team) YasHere (Amumu): What? What are you talking about? I came to help earlier. The enemy jungler just camped bot lane.

(Team) HansHere (Aatrox): Ah, damn, no! No, crap! Ah, hey! Hey, let’s play another game! Come on, hurry up! Switch teams! The balance is off!

“What? You were the one playing poorly, and now you’re talking about balance…”

“It’s the champion’s problem. I was messing around with a sword… I should’ve used a mage champion.”

“What? Why would you play a mage champion in top lane? Just play Garen.”

One month before the Arcane War through COL took place.

The mages from each Magic Tower were playing COL every day and gradually discovering its ‘fun.’

 

—




Chapter 27

 

“I will do as you say.”

“Yes. I will come down when the day’s work is over. The selection will be fair for everyone.”

“Yes.”

Electra and the Electric Magic Tower, like the other towers, also began preparing for the Arcane War.

Of course, they couldn’t just play games all day, so they decided to do their research during the day as usual and practice in the evenings.

With a satisfied expression, Electra began her research while floating in mid-air.

The thought of playing COL excited her, something uncharacteristic of her.

It wasn’t an easy task. Convincing all the towers to hold the Arcane War.

Moreover, suggesting to open the Arcane War with a mere game instead of the magic duels from the past.

There were even some Tower Masters who got angry at first.

However, with the help of the Illusion Tower Master, they succeeded in persuading everyone in the end.

In reality, it was less of a persuasion and more of a provocation.

By scratching at the antagonistic relationships between the attributes, they were able to make everyone jump at the chance.

**T/n: Like Creating Aggression between Fire and Water Tower etc..**

“Fufufu…”

Electra stopped casting her magic formula and laughed.

Then, she quickly composed herself.

It had been a long time since she had felt this kind of emotion.

It must have been because of the monotonous life she had led for so long as a Tower Master.

Was it dopamine, as they called it?

As a Tower Master who needed supreme effort to achieve satisfaction, she easily reacted to activities that provided quick doses of dopamine.

The same was true for the other Tower Masters, who also led monotonous lives.

Thus, the decision to hold the Arcane War was made.

And like the other towers, the Electric Magic Tower also practiced COL after work hours.

During the first week, they couldn’t quite adapt and didn’t find it very entertaining.

But as the first week ended, they started to enjoy it a little and were somewhat able to have fun.

With the rising skill levels of the students, Electra also began to enjoy the game.

Of course, she still maintained a stern expression.

And by the second week,

The Electric Mages had completely discovered the fun of the game, raising their voices while playing.

By the end of the second week, they began to think strategically about vision, movement, and roaming.

Thanks to the mages’ superior intelligence, their level of play improved rapidly.

And then, one day during the third week,

Electra felt tired while researching and closed her magic book.

“Hoo…”

At the same time, the plasma filling the room started to settle down.

Only then could the crimson light of the setting sun enter her room.

“…It’s still too early.”

Judging by the fact that the sun hadn’t set yet, it seemed that the tower’s work hours weren’t over.

However, since the sun was setting, it probably wouldn’t be long.

“Maybe I should go down a bit early. It’s been a while since I’ve checked on their research.”

Having closed her magic book early for the first time in a while, Electra left her room.

Normally, she didn’t interfere with the students’ daily routines.

But since she came down early today, she thought she might give some rare magical advice.

As she descended to the lower floor,

“…It’s quiet.”

Strangely, it was very quiet.

It was as if everyone was asleep.

Usually, when conducting magical research or making artifacts, noise was inevitable.

Even if the work hours were coming to an end, it didn’t make sense for it to be this silent.

Feeling something was off, Electra opened the door of a nearby student.

And there, she saw a rather shocking sight.

The student was lying on the bed as if dead, passed out.

“…What.”

To be precise, the student wasn’t unconscious.

He was using an Illusion Magic Artifact and was absorbed in an illusionary world.

In other words, he was gaming.

“Even though work hours aren’t over yet…”

Opening other doors, she found the same situation everywhere.

Every single one of them was playing COL instead of doing research.

Electra considered striking the students with lightning to wake them up, but she restrained herself.

She was a cultured Tower Master and knew well that being disconnected in the middle of a game would make anyone angry.

As the sun set, the students began to appear one by one.

They were startled to see Electra, who had come down earlier than usual.

“Haha! Tower Master, you’re down early today! We were so absorbed in research that we didn’t notice! We were so focused that we didn’t even make a sound while breathing!”

“Haha! Me too! Lately, my research has been going so well!”

“Hahahahaha! Hahaha… Ha…”

The students realized it then.

The unusual atmosphere surrounding Electra.

They knew it was over.

“I told you we should’ve done it in moderation…”

“What do you mean? You were the most excited!”

“Yeah, playing games during work hours wasn’t the right move…”

Electra was well-known for never interfering with the students’ daily routines.

And because the students knew that, they ended up playing games during work hours.

COL, which they played for two weeks, was far more fun than magic research, and they couldn’t hold back.

“You were all playing COL. Even though it’s work hours.”

The students bowed their heads like sinners and shut their mouths.

“Since when did you start?”

“Since, since after lunch. We only meant to play one match during lunchtime, but…”

“Hah…”

That meant they had been playing for over four hours.

Sparks began to flash from Electra’s body.

The students started to tremble.

They knew very well what would happen when she got angry.

“How dare you…”

“Ugh… We, we’re so sorry, Tower Master!”

“Please, just let it go this once!”

“Activate the barriers quickly!”

The students activated the Electric Magic Defense Barrier Artifacts.

If Electra’s explosion were to be unleashed outside the tower, the entire city of Trinity could be paralyzed.

“Everyone, fend for yourselves! But she probably won’t kill us…!”

“She won’t kill us, but we might have a heart attack!”

“That’s basically the same thing!”

Like preparing for a disaster, the students each erected their own barriers.

Once Electra was enraged, no one could stop her.

If they were going to get scolded anyway, the least they could do was survive.

“It’s coming—!”

“Aaaaahhhhh—!”

Electra’s electric magic started to explode.

Of course, as a supreme Tower Master, she was able to control her power even in a state of rage.

It was just enough that her disciples wouldn’t die, and that the barrier protecting the tower wouldn’t be destroyed.

But that didn’t mean it was a weak spell.

Crackle—!

The massive plasma spread in all directions.

Mages of lower skill levels couldn’t withstand it, and they trembled as they were electrocuted.

“How dare you…”

“We’re sorry, Tower Masterrrrrrr—!”

“How dare you do it without me—!”

“Wh-What?!”

“Was that the reasonnnnn?!!”

Electra’s unexpected reason for her anger left her disciples even more bewildered.

“Hah…”

And so, the catastrophe passed.

“I’ll let it slide just this once, since we’re preparing for the Arcane War. There are only two weeks left, so from now on, we’ll focus solely on preparing for the Arcane War.”

In the end, the Electric Magic Tower decided to spend the remaining time solely on gaming.

***

“The Tower Masters are really incomprehensible.”

Tower Masters are beings that are difficult to understand.

In various ways, each and every one of them.

Honestly, when I first heard about Electra’s plan, I thought it was unlikely to succeed.

I followed it just with the mindset of doing something.

But somehow, Electra really managed to get the Arcane War between all 31 Magic Towers approved.

“Well, most of them aren’t ordinary humans. They’re mages who have transcended beyond. Except for a few young Tower Masters, most of them have been in their positions since Trinity was established. Of course, back then they weren’t Towers, but schools.”

Rain spoke to me while drawing up the tournament brackets, shaking his head.

“Since before Trinity’s establishment? Then their ages must be…”

“They’re all much, much older than they look.”

“Then… is that the case for you as well, Rain?”

“No? I’m not that high of a rank like you, Rai. I’ve heard you have to be at least an A-rank to be like that. I don’t know the details myself.”

Does reaching a higher realm as a mage slow down aging? Like an elf.

Come to think of it, Hina still looks exactly the same as when I first saw her.

“Then does that mean our Tower Master has been here since Trinity’s establishment too?”

“That’s… not the case, I heard. Originally, there was another Tower Master, and the current Tower Master is the second generation. But I think our current Tower Master was part of the school even before Trinity’s establishment.”

So, Hina was a mage even before Trinity’s foundation.

Thinking that Hina had been in this Tower since its inception made me feel strangely distant.

What happened to the original Tower Master, and how did Hina become the Tower Master?

Come to think of it, unlike other Towers, which have several elder mages, ours only has Hina as the elder.

Everyone else is still in their youthful prime.

“R-Rai! Hurry and come in! Everyone, hurry up and come in!”

Right on time, Hina came running with the COL artifact in hand.

The Illusion Magic Tower had to participate in the Arcane War, so we practiced every day as well.

We planned to select five representatives during the last week.

“…Tower Master, did you finish the task I asked you to do?”

“U-Uh? Um, well…”

“You were playing ‘Maple Leaf Story’ until now, weren’t you? Now it’s time to play COL! Stop playing games all day long!”

“B-But I’m the Tower Master…! L-Listen to me…!”

Hina, uncharacteristically, protested.

Maybe playing games too much has made her aggressive.

And sure enough, Hina ended up getting addicted to COL too.

Still, she can’t play it alone, so she only plays it during evening hours when everyone gathers.

Instead, she plays Maple Leaf Story while waiting for the other mages to finish their day’s work.

At this point, it might be more appropriate to call her a gaming addict rather than a Tower Master.

“Hurry up and come in—!”

Pop, pop, pop, pop—

Hina pounded my back with her small, fluffy fists.

I had no choice but to gather everyone.

We had promised to practice COL together after work hours.

Everyone seemed to be in a similar mood as they gathered with artifacts in hand, looking excited.

“Alright, everyone, create your rooms, and remember not to fight with your teammates, okay?”

“Yes—!”

Everyone in the Tower answered in unison like innocent children.

But I knew they’d all change in a moment.

Usually, you’d tell people not to provoke the enemy team in most games, but in COL, you have to remind people not to fight with their own teammates—it’s that kind of insane game.

“Really, don’t fight, everyone. Don’t end up hurting each other’s feelings again. Alright, let’s log in.”

We all activated our artifacts and logged into the world of COL.

At first, I had vowed to create a clean COL culture, at least in this world.

I even set up periodic reminders to respect teammates in the game’s messaging system.

And I repeatedly reminded the mages not to fight among themselves when handing out the artifacts.

But maybe it was inevitable considering the nature of COL.

With skills still lacking, every game had one or two people who ended up arguing.

Should I just be grateful that it hasn’t gotten to the point of exchanging insults about each other’s families?

I gave up trying to create a clean gaming culture a long time ago.

Humans…

“I-I don’t want to be on the same team as Rai…!”

“What? Why?”

“Because Rai is bad at the game…”

“……”

Hina moved to the opposite team.

Just because I created the game doesn’t mean I’m good at it.

Even in my previous life, I was just a mediocre player.

But I did always watch the COL championships, so I’m at least thorough when it comes to theory.

“Let’s win this time, okay?”

Still, I couldn’t just stand being ignored like this.

We created a room and began the ban-pick phase.

Since COL is all conducted in virtual reality, it was necessary to implement the pre-game scenarios as well.

When players log into the game, they become Summoners.

Once a match is found, Summoners move to Summoner’s Rift.

Up until this moment, Summoner’s Rift is only the size of a Summoner’s palm.

Players place the miniature Summoner’s Rift and champions in the centre, and then proceed to the ban-pick phase, selecting the champion they will play.

Once the entire process is completed, their minds are transferred to the chosen champion, allowing them to directly enter the Rift and play the game.

(Team) IsekaiGM (Lee Sin): “Everyone, follow me. The enemy jungler is Amumu, so we’re going to invade.”

(Team) Clone Master (Darius): “But I need to push the lane early. The last time I followed your call, it ruined everything.”

(Team) IsekaiGM (Lee Sin): “No, just use Teleport. Top lane can just use TP. Follow me. We must invade.”

(Team) Clone Master (Darius): “But I’m running Ignite…”

As for chat, if you just speak, your voice will be heard regardless of the distance.

By default, it can only be heard by teammates.

The minimap and other visual elements were placed in a corner of their vision and could be adjusted as needed.

At first, it made everyone feel a bit dizzy, but they quickly adapted.

(Team) Ghost Maiden Lover (LeBlanc): “What? There’s no one here.”

(Team) Trash Illusion Mage (Caitri): “Did the enemy jungler start with Red?”

(Team) IsekaiGM (Lee Sin): “No way. If it’s Amumu, he must’ve gotten a leash at bot lane.”

As soon as the game began, we ran straight to the enemy jungle.

There was no one at their Blue buff, so we settled down in the brush of the enemy jungle.

(Team) IsekaiGM (Lee Sin): “They’ll come soon if we wait…”

Creak—

As I was speaking, a sound of machinery moving came from somewhere.

(Team) Trash Illusion Mage (Caitri): “Eek—?!”

Our Caitri, caught in a yellow hand, was pulled against the wall.

(Team) Ghost Maiden Lover (LeBlanc): “Ah… There was vision here!”

(Team) IsekaiGM (Lee Sin): “Wait, how did they get a ward down so early?!”

It turned out the enemy team had already placed a ward in the brush.

They saw us coming all along.

First Blood!

(Team) Trash Illusion Mage (Caitri): “Ahhhh! It’s all ruined because of you, Rai! I’m done!”

(Team) Ghost Maiden Lover (LeBlanc): “Ugh, I’m losing mid lane now.”

(Team) Clone Master (Darius): “See? I said I’m not going. I’m definitely not leaving top now. Bye.”

It was a disastrous invasion.

As the jungler, I had to endure all kinds of curses while struggling alone to clear Red without a leash.

But how did they get a ward down so quickly?

The game had only just begun, and they were already making plays like that? Are they stream-sniping?

I grumbled to myself as I made my way through the jungle.

Of course, I knew that stream-sniping wasn’t possible, but I had to think like that just to keep my mentality intact.

[Chat Muted]

I just muted all team chat, and the voices immediately vanished.

For the entire five minutes, my teammates had been muttering curses at me non-stop, and I felt like I was losing my mind.

Of course, I spent those five minutes solely jungling.

In the meantime, the enemy jungler got a kill in top lane.

And so, the game went on.

Our team ended up losing.

“Rai! What are you even doing?!”

“Damn it, jungle diff! I’m done! I’m not playing with Rai anymore!”

“From the moment you called for that invasion!#!#@!#@!#”

As soon as the game ended, my teammates started cursing me out as if they had been waiting for it.

Ah, if only there was a chat mute function in real life.

This is why League should be played anonymously.

I started to understand the trolls I used to encounter in the past.

***

Time passed, and the day came to decide the matchups for the Arcane War.

Each Magic Tower’s representative players gathered to decide the brackets.

I didn’t become the representative for the Illusion Magic Tower.

“Rai, just nerf Darius for us.”

“Rai, just stick to developing. Don’t play the game.”

“…Yes.”

And so, the drawing for the Arcane War began.

 

NOTE: Championship of Legends (COL) is a strategic team-based game where players control unique champions, each with distinct abilities and roles. Two teams compete on a map called the Summoner’s Rift, aiming to destroy the opposing team’s Nexus. Players choose champions from different classes like warriors, mages, and assassins, and each champion has unique strengths, skills, and ultimate abilities. The game involves strategic elements such as farming, fighting for objectives like dragons, and engaging in large-scale team battles. Success relies on teamwork, skill execution, and strategic decision-making, making it both competitive and thrilling for players and spectators alike.
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Chapter 28

 

Two days before the scheduled Arcane War.

The representatives of each Magic Tower gathered at the central commons of the Trinity Council building.

It was a massive, donut-shaped space located in the centre of the Trinity Council, capable of accommodating 155 people and more.

“Yes, please write down your affiliated Magic Tower and the names of the representatives on this paper.”

I sat at the reception desk and distributed papers to the people from each Magic Tower.

Although I’m not the representative of the Illusion Magic Tower, as a game developer, I was involved in the overall management of the Arcane War.

It was the first time I had met so many mages from other Magic Towers.

Until this morning, I was actually quite worried.

I knew well how other Magic Towers viewed illusion mages.

I was concerned they might ignore us or express dissatisfaction about the management of the Arcane War.

“…Are you the one who made COL, Riot?”

**T/n: AT this Point he has Just accepted his named as Riot LOL.**

“Pardon? Yes, that’s correct.”

“Hm, I see…”

“This is really fun! How did you come up with something like this?”

“To create an entire world… Regardless of whether it’s illusion magic or not, I’m amazed by the breadth of your thinking.”

Contrary to my expectations, there weren’t many mages who picked a fight with me.

In fact, like the light mages I was speaking with, there were quite a few who approached me with smiles.

Was it because they enjoyed the game, or did they look down on us a bit less than before?

“Ah, the Tower Master of the Electric Magic Tower. You’re here.”

Near the end, Electra and the electric mages arrived to register.

“You seem to be in a good mood.”

“Yes, it seems like the mages enjoyed the game.”

“That’s only natural. COL is.”

“Haha, thank you. You just need to fill this out here.”

One of the electric mages took the paper and began to fill it out.

“But the Tower Master herself is a representative? You must be quite skilled.”

“Of course. Unlike Rina’s Tower, we held fair trials for everyone. The selection was purely based on COL skills.”

Some Magic Towers had their Tower Masters among the five representatives, while others did not.

Strictly speaking, more Towers did not.

Since the Arcane War is a battle of pride between the Magic Towers, it seemed that each Tower made a meticulous choice to select representatives based on ability to secure victory.

No matter how prestigious a Tower Master might be, they wouldn’t be selected as a representative if their skills in COL weren’t up to par.

As expected of the most intellectual and rational group among humans.

Though there were exceptions from time to time.

“…Huh?”

While conversing with Electra, I noticed a familiar face.

A face that had almost faded from my memory.

“Lea?”

A long time ago. A friend from the same hometown.

Lea received the Electric (A) attribute, while I got the Illusion (S), which brought us both joy and sorrow.

“…Hmph. Long time no see.”

“Oh, uh… How have you been?”

Lea answered coyly, as if she had known I would be here.

Well, she must have known that the illusion mage who made this was me.

“Did you enjoy the game? Considering you came out as a representative, it seems you had quite a good time.”

“…Hah! No way! I just worked hard for the Tower and the Tower Master! All for the victory of our Electric Magic Tower!”

“Ah, I see. Then do your best.”

“…Hmph.”

Lea scribbled down her name and returned to her seat.

“…You knew Lea?”

“Yes, we’re from the same hometown. She was quite the tomboy back then, but it seems she’s gotten even more spirited.”

“I see. She wasn’t like this before, but it’s interesting to see a different side of her.”

“No matter what, she wouldn’t act like that in front of the Tower Master…”

Electra seemed surprised by Lea’s attitude.

It seemed she behaved normally within the Magic Tower.

“In any case, thank you. It’s thanks to you that we made it this far.”

“No need to thank me. You’re just reaping the rewards of your abilities. Once this Arcane War is over, mass production approval should be granted.”

“Yes. It’s all thanks to you. It seems other mages also enjoyed it. Still, I thought there would be some who looked down on the Illusion Magic Tower.”

“Of course, there are still many. But those gathered here today are all people who are immersed in COL, so they probably don’t hold any ill feelings towards you.”

“Ah, I see.”

“You should practice seeing things at a more fundamental level.”

That’s true. Everyone here is a fan of COL, so naturally, they have less animosity towards me.

There are probably still mages out there who look down on us.

Just like before, Electra always had a way of dissecting situations to see their essence.

“Alright then.”

Electra returned to her seat with the remaining disciples.

She seemed to be a bit more composed than the last time we met.

The fact that playing COL didn’t make her personality worse is something that’s still hard to understand. As expected, Tower Masters are truly unpredictable beings.

A little while later, all the Magic Towers completed their representative registration.

Finally, it was time to draw the match brackets.

There are a total of 31 Magic Towers.

It will proceed as a 32-participant tournament, with one Magic Tower starting with a *bye in the first round

**T/n: Bye: A situation where a participant automatically advances to the next round due to an uneven number of participants.**

“Ah, has everyone gathered?”

The current Council Chairman, the Space Tower Master, spoke into a voice amplification spell.

“Honestly, I didn’t think the Arcane War would be revived. But since everyone’s participating, we couldn’t miss out. After all, our Space Magic Tower has always been the best among all schools since ancient times.”

A few Tower Masters jeered at the Space Tower Master’s provocation.

The other mages didn’t react, but their expressions were visibly annoyed.

“Then, before we finalize the bracket, the illusion mage who created COL, Riot, will explain the rules.”

I hid my trembling hands as I stepped onto the podium.

Once I was on the podium, I could see the faces of all the mages at a glance.

There were some with dissatisfied expressions, but most seemed to be expecting something.

It reminded me of how I used to eagerly await the COL championship.

Seeing their faces, I finally realized that my game had been acknowledged by them.

When I first heard Electra’s plan, I wondered if it would work.

Now that I think about it, I realize my worries were baseless.

Mages with strong competitive spirits wouldn’t allow themselves to lose to another Tower, even if it’s just a game.

And after playing for a month, they must have become addicted to COL as well.

With newfound confidence, I decided to stoke their competitive spirit and further boost the excitement around COL.

“Greetings, I am Rai Oat, the Illusion Mage. Before I explain the rules, there is something I want to inform you about first.”

I had prepared something to make the Arcane War even more entertaining.

I had already obtained the consent of the Tower Masters through the Trinity Council.

“This Arcane War will be ‘broadcasted live’ in front of an audience.”

Murmur, murmur—

The expressions of the mages began to change rapidly at my words.

Some were surprised, while others looked at me with disdain.

But all the Tower Masters remained calm.

They already knew about this.

“This has been decided through the Council. Two days from now, during the Arcane War, the distinguished guests of the world will gather here at the central commons to be spectators of the battles. In other words, this Arcane War will be an opportunity to clearly demonstrate to the world which Magic Tower is the best.”

Such a large-scale battle should naturally have an audience.

I spoke, recalling the days when I had watched the COL championship live in my past life.

“In the past, the Arcane War was a fight among ourselves. Not that it was a bad thing. But now, with mages and the City of Mages, Trinity, standing at the peak of the continent, wouldn’t you want to show the world which Magic Tower is truly the best?”

The murmuring grew louder.

To show every human who the best Magic Tower is.

Of course, it won’t be determined through magic, but mages’ pride would never allow them to lose in front of such a large audience.

With the presence of spectators, the mages would engage in the Arcane War with even more passion.

“Or do you want to show your defeat in front of all of humanity?”

Finally, some mages jumped up and shouted.

It seemed my provocation had worked well.

Everyone seemed eager to start the Arcane War as soon as possible.

“Trinity. Let’s show our greatness to humanity. Let’s show the history of the Arcane War clearly! So that ordinary humans will look up to us in awe!”

Waaaah—

Mages have strong competitive spirits and love to feel superior.

Since I stimulated that sentiment, this Arcane War is bound to be an intense competition.

“Let’s once again show the world the greatness of mages through the revival of the Arcane War!”

With my arms spread wide, I declared like a cult leader.

The mages cheered, but for some reason, I felt a sudden wave of detachment.

I couldn’t help but think, “People in this world really do get overly immersed easily.”

Well, considering that I used to cheer madly for the COL championship in my past life, maybe it’s natural for the people of this world, where entertainment options are limited, to become more easily immersed.

Steeling my resolve again, I began explaining the rules of this Arcane War.

The rules were the same as the COL championship from my past life.

I had also put a lot of effort into balancing the champions for this Arcane War.

With the explanation of the rules finished, the bracket draw began.

“Water Tower, number 31!”

“Kyaaaah—!”

The Water Tower Master Rina screamed in excitement upon receiving position number 31.

The one who got the 31st spot would start with a bye.

“Oh, what a shame. We would’ve won no matter who we faced. Piraeus, you’re not going to get knocked out before the round of 16, are you?”

“Of course not! According to the bracket, we’ll meet in the round of 16, so just wait for me.”

“…To get to the round of 16, you’ll have to beat us first, Piraeus.”

“Oh, hey, Ion. That’s a given. Do you think we’ll lose to a bunch of metalheads like you? We’ll melt you all down.”

“…You’re dead, Piraeus.”

The Tower Masters were already locking horns.

The Metal Tower joined in the longstanding rivalry between the Fire Tower and the Water Tower.

“Illusion Tower, number 2.”

We were number 2, the first match.

Our opponent was the Wind Tower, which didn’t have a Tower Master and consisted only of regular mages.

The Wind Tower Master was an extremely free-spirited person.

He was often spotted flying around the skies of Trinity, riding the wind.

Even now, he was looking down from above, and it seemed that he, too, was serious about this battle.

“Guys, don’t lose—!”

True to his nature, it seemed the Wind Tower had chosen their representatives strictly based on skill.

Anyway, with the brackets decided, the news of the Arcane War spread throughout the world.

[Revival of the Arcane War? Mages resume their battles.]

[Mages are fighting. Neighbouring nations are terrified. But the battle method is not magic, but COL?]

[The next artifact of the Illusion Tower, ‘Championship of Legends.’ What exactly is it?]

[Trinity invites outsiders for the first time. The purpose is to observe the Arcane War.]

[The world’s eyes are on the mages’ battle. Who will emerge victorious in the revived Arcane War?]

[Compilation of information on COL, the discipline of the Arcane War. Requests for official release surge.]

[Guests invited to the Arcane War. Even royalty is expected to attend.]

[Unstoppable popularity of JeBbit. Expected to not participate in the Arcane War due to health reasons.]

[A look back at the history of previous Arcane Wars ahead of the new Arcane War…]

As expected, the front pages of all the newspapers were filled with related news.

Under the scrutiny of the world’s gaze, observing which Magic Tower is the best—

“W-We have to win…!”

“Everyone knows we can’t lose, right?”

“Guys, make sure to win~!”

“We will achieve victory.”

“Hey, even if we lose, we have to beat those Water Tower guys. Got it?”

“We are going to win. Anyone who trolls will be electrocuted for 24 hours.”

“Let’s win. Especially against those sinister Darkness ones.”

“Hehehe… Kkk.”

With the explosive competitive spirits of the Magic Towers, the Arcane War began.

 

—




Chapter 29

 

‘Men really are…’

Second Imperial Princess, Eliya Leonious.

She thought to herself as she looked at the rapidly passing scenery outside the carriage window.

Why on earth do men get so excited about things like this?

She was currently on her way to Trinity, having been invited along with the Crown Prince Leo and the Emperor.

The news that the mages would once again hold the Arcane War.

When she first heard the news, she was just as surprised as everyone else.

If the Arcane War were to happen again, at least the surrounding regions would be left in ruins.

But fortunately, they weren’t really going to fight using magic.

It was an event meant to inherit the spirit of the Arcane War and determine the rankings among the Magic Towers through other means.

Eliya wondered why they were suddenly doing something like this.

But since mages are eccentric people who like to prove their superiority, she thought it was just in their nature.

“Eliya, aren’t you getting off?”

“Oh, yes, I’m getting off.”

After several hours, they arrived at the Trinity Council building.

Its appearance was very different from the Imperial Palace.

But the mystical beauty of the mages’ peculiar architectural style was mesmerizing.

She disembarked from the carriage, accepting Leo’s escort.

“I’m really looking forward to it. I wonder what kind of game that COL is. Don’t you think so?”

“I agree. The Illusion Tower’s actions are becoming more intriguing by the day.”

“I think so too, Your Majesty.”

Eliya responded politely to the Emperor, following Leo’s lead.

But in truth, she wasn’t looking forward to it at all.

In fact, she wasn’t particularly fond of the current situation where her father, the Emperor, was so obsessed with something called ‘Maple Leaf Story’ that he’d handed over all state affairs to Leo.

Because of that, her workload had increased, and she didn’t understand what was so fun about that illusionary world where people killed monsters.

The same went for this Arcane War.

They said it would be decided through a new strategy game created by the Illusion Tower.

From what she had heard, it involved fighting with strange techniques and destroying each other’s castles.

As someone who understood that rulers should have the ability to handle wars, she could see the relevance.

But ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and COL didn’t seem to have any such concept.

It was merely a fantasy world filled with violence.

To be honest, she couldn’t understand why men were so obsessed with it.

Even some of her noble friends were deeply immersed in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Since Eliya had never tried it herself, she found this trend rather strange.

“Trinity truly is a mysterious place. With magic replacing things like power and mechanics, the cityscape is indeed enchanting.”

“It’s like the world of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

The Emperor and Leo conversed about the mysterious scenery of Trinity.

Eliya agreed with this part.

In fact, the reason she came to watch the Arcane War, despite having no interest in it, was for this reason.

This was the first time in history that the Trinity Council building was being opened to the public.

Until now, no non-mage had ever had the chance to see this mystical place.

Especially for someone like her, as a member of the royal family, simply coming to Trinity would attract a lot of attention.

She had always wanted to visit this city, so she accepted the invitation this time.

“We greet the Sun of the Empire.”

“Good to see you, Duke. Meeting you here.”

The three of them entered the central commons where the Arcane War was to take place.

As the royal family entered, the nobles who had arrived earlier bowed their heads.

“Galliard! You’re here too! And Duke Lince as well.”

“We greet the Sun of the Empire. It’s been so long since we last met, Your Majesty.”

“If it weren’t for Trinity, we wouldn’t be meeting like this.”

“I couldn’t resist coming when I heard it was a new game from the Illusion Tower.”

Everyone already knew that the Emperor was completely engrossed in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Even though it was rare for the Emperor to attend in person, not many people seemed surprised.

The Emperor took his seat with an expectant look on his face.

“Your Majesty, I’ll go talk with the royalty from the surrounding kingdoms.”

“I’ll go with you, Brother.”

The Emperor remained seated with his guards.

Leo started conversing with the surrounding nobles.

As expected of the Crown Prince, known as the Light of the Empire, he took care of political matters even in such situations.

Eliya, too, chatted with her close friends.

“Crown Prince.”

“Ah, Lord Riot. It’s been a long time.”

At that moment, a mage appeared.

It was Riot, the Illusion Mage.

He stood out among the nobles, wearing a shabby robe.

“By the way… Did you also send an invitation to JeBbit?”

Leo, who was chatting with Riot about various topics, looked around and then spoke in a low voice.

“JeBbit?”

“Yes. I know about her health issues, but since She’s such an iconic figure, I thought you might have invited her. Besides, the only connection JeBbit has is with the Illusion Tower.”

Adding unnecessary words, which was uncharacteristic for Leo.

Riot looked at him, covering his mouth, then spoke again.

“Of course, I invited her. But it was difficult for her to attend an event like this. Unlike a royal banquet, this is bound to be a bit more disorderly. It’s the first time something like this is being held in Trinity.”

“Ah… I see. I didn’t mean anything by it, just…”

“But.”

Riot interrupted Leo’s attempt to explain.

The Crown Prince’s expression turned to one of surprise and anticipation.

“Instead, JeBbit will appear on stage before the official start of the Arcane War.”

“W-What?!”

“As you mentioned, She’s an iconic figure, so we thought it would be fitting for her to commence COL. She will give a brief explanation and a congratulatory message to the audience before the event starts. We’ve prepared a private waiting room for her, considering her health, and arranged for sufficient escort personnel.”

“A-Ah… I see…! So, does that mean JeBbit is here right now?”

“She should be moving from the waiting room to the backstage soon.”

“Ooh…”

Leo couldn’t hide his excitement.

Eliya looked at him with a cold gaze.

Not long ago, she had entered Leo’s room without knocking and witnessed him fangirling over JeBbit.

“Um, Lord Riot. By any chance…”

Leo hesitated, fumbling for words.

Riot knew exactly what he wanted to say.

“You want to meet JeBbit, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes. It’s not for any other reason, it’s just that what JeBbit has done is so magnificent, and from the Empire’s standpoint, we’d like to express our gratitude…”

“Well, it’s possible.”

“R-Really?”

Riot smiled as he spoke.

Of course, it wasn’t actually possible.

But suddenly, a plan to tease Rikal came to mind.

Imagining Rikal’s flustered reaction, Riot inwardly held back a wicked grin.

“In fact, JeBbit has spoken about Your Highness before. I’ll tell you where you can go, so if you wait there, you should be able to meet JeBbit after She steps down from the stage.”

“J-J-JeBbit mentioned me… Understood, Lord Riot. Thank you so much!”

With that, Leo hurried off after hearing the location.

Riot smirked maliciously as he watched him leave.

“…Lord Riot?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. You must be Princess Eliya. It’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time.”

“I’ve heard that you created ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and COL.”

“Yes, that’s correct. Are you also a player of ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ Your Highness?”

Eliya greeted him out of courtesy.

She didn’t like the sight of Riot’s unsettling smile.

Maybe it was because of her preconceived notions of him for creating such a violent game and for causing this ridiculous event.

“…Me? Not at all.”

“Ah, I see. Most of the people who accepted the invitation are players of ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ so I just assumed.”

“Not at all.”

Riot continued to smile.

Eliya, who had never had a good opinion of ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ asked sharply.

“Then, why did you create something like that, Lord Riot?”

“Pardon?”

“‘Maple Leaf Story,’ and now this COL as well. They both seem extremely violent and don’t really contribute anything to solving real-world issues. On the contrary, more people are neglecting their jobs and sleep because they’re so immersed in it.”

As someone who couldn’t understand its appeal, Eliya was perplexed.

For a moment, Riot’s expression hardened as he looked at Eliya.

Eliya met his gaze directly, not backing down.

After a brief silence, Riot’s smile turned wry as he opened his mouth.

“You’re right. Game addiction is indeed a social problem. Even His Majesty has handed over the state affairs to the Crown Prince and is absorbed in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’ Isn’t that what you think?”

“To be honest, yes, that’s what I think.”

“Why do you think he’s so obsessed?”

“What?”

Eliya glared at Riot.

Riot continued speaking without a care.

“Did you know that His Majesty dreamed of becoming an adventurer when he was young? He told me so when we met before.”

“…His Majesty?”

“Yes. But considering His Majesty’s achievements, it’s puzzling, isn’t it? Since he was the Crown Prince, he’s sacrificed and fought for the Empire.

He’s worn nothing but stifling uniforms and armour while he fought and governed. Instead of wandering the world, he had to stay confined within the rigid palace, battling against political enemies.”

Eliya was quite taken aback.

Everyone knew how much the Emperor had fought for the Empire even before ascending to the throne.

Even if he’s now a game addict, his past efforts for the Empire were well-known.

“That’s why he especially likes talking with Galliard. It was then that His Majesty discovered ‘Maple Leaf Story.’ Now, sitting on the throne as Emperor, he can’t even step outside the capital freely. But with this, he can explore a vast world while lying in bed.”

“Ah…”

“Moreover, Galliard told me that he’s been able to reminisce about the memories he had as a hero in the past. Most of his former comrades are gone now, but while talking about ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ he can recall the tough yet happy times they had together.

I still vividly remember the look on that elderly man’s face, smiling like a child as he spoke.”

Listening to Riot’s story, Eliya suddenly felt embarrassed.

She had openly expressed her hostility towards him and had looked down on people who played games.

“JeBbit became a Bishop in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ because She understands how painful it is to be sick. Poor commoners, who are born with nothing, can achieve as much as they strive for, at least in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

The fantasy world I created, the game I wanted to make, was something like that. To allow people to have happiness that they can’t have in reality. Don’t you have anything like that, Your Highness?”

It felt like Eliya had been struck by a heavy blow.

Until now, she had dismissed all of it.

But hearing the meaning behind his words, she realized the foolish one was herself.

Only now did she start seeing the expressions of those people in a different light.

“…Well, I guess you might not have anything like that, Your Highness. Born as a princess without lacking anything, and even so beautiful. Perhaps it’s something you can’t understand.”

“Wh-What?!”

“Still, try it sometime. It’s fun, if nothing else. Well, the Arcane War is about to start, so I’ll take my leave now.”

Riot still wore the same smile as he bowed to Eliya.

But to Eliya, that smile now felt different.

“W-Wait…!”

Riot quickly walked away.

Eliya tried to reach out to him, but he was already far gone.

For some reason, Eliya’s cheeks were flushed as she watched his departing figure.

***

“Everyone ready? As soon as JeBbit’s speech ends, we’ll start the first match, so you’ll need to get up there. And as for the first ban-pick, as I mentioned…”

“We’ll handle the game ourselves.”

“Yes, Riot, you just watch.”

“Riot, keep quiet about the game! We’ll take care of it.”

“Ah… okay.”

I quickly stepped backstage.

I had spent too much time talking with Eliya.

Still, are there no proper royals around here?

The three royal men I’ve met so far were like that.

Eliya, too, started dismissing the game the moment we met.

I almost said something but barely held back.

“Well, enjoy the game. I’m off to see JeBbit.”

“Yes. We’ll handle the game, so please, don’t worry about it! Just don’t say anything! I feel like we’ll lose if Riot messes things up.”

“…”

Leaving behind the members of the Illusion Magic Tower who were preparing for the match, I headed towards JeBbit.

Suddenly, I didn’t like my own tower members either.

Who do they have to thank for being so carefree?

Even if I’m not good at COL, shouldn’t they be a little more considerate? I mean, I’m pretty decent, aren’t I?

Muttering to myself, I made my way through the passage connected to JeBbit’s waiting room.

Leo had already arrived.

JeBbit would probably be walking out from there soon and onto the stage.

JeBbit’s role was to explain COL in a way that the audience could enjoy.

And to cheer and lift the atmosphere at the venue.

Originally, JeBbit was supposed to attend as just a regular spectator in his usual Rikal persona.

But I had threatened him and made him take on this role.

After all, a festival needs at least an idol-level figure to be invited.

It was always like that in the COL Champs in my previous life.

Of course, I also wanted to tease Rikal a bit.

“Huu… For some reason, I’m feeling nervous, Lord Riot.”

“She’ll probably come out from over there. Since She needs to go straight up to the stage, it would be best to greet her after She finishes her role and comes down.”

“Ah, of course. I wouldn’t want to disturb JeBbit.”

Leo looked just like a fanboy about to meet his idol.

I could already see JeBbit’s flustered expression vividly in my mind.

Considering how much I’ve suffered under that brat, I should be allowed to tease him at least this much, right?

Suppressing a laugh inside, I waited for JeBbit.

Soon, the time came, and JeBbit appeared.

“O, oh…!”

“…W-What.”

Leo, seeing JeBbit, covered his mouth.

And JeBbit’s face contorted in an instant as he looked at Leo.

Seeing the two of them, I couldn’t help but cover my mouth and laugh.

‘What is this nonsense-!’

JeBbit mouthed to me.

‘LOL.’

I responded with a mouth gesture as well.

JeBbit, with a face mixed with anger and embarrassment, headed straight to the stage.

It would probably be even more fun after she finishes her performance and comes down.

“—Hello, everyone!”

Waaaaaaaah—!

Anyway, with cheers directed at JeBbit, the Arcane War began like that.

 

—




Chapter 30

 

NOTE: Championship of Legends (COL) is a strategic team-based game where players control unique champions, each with distinct abilities and roles. Two teams compete on a map called the Summoner’s Rift, aiming to destroy the opposing team’s Nexus. Players choose champions from different classes like warriors, mages, and assassins, and each champion has unique strengths, skills, and ultimate abilities. The game involves strategic elements such as farming, fighting for objectives like dragons, and engaging in large-scale team battles. Success relies on teamwork, skill execution, and strategic decision-making, making it both competitive and thrilling for players and spectators alike.


 

“Rikal. So, what exactly is your relationship with JeBbit?”

“I’m telling you, there’s no relationship at all!”

Rikal ran away, avoiding Leo.

Once again, he was heading to Trinity that day.

Whenever he stayed in the Imperial Palace, Leo would keep asking about JeBbit.

It was because Rikal had been at the Illusion Magic Tower on the day when JeBbit showed up there.

At first, Leo had asked cautiously, but now he was convinced that Rikal and JeBbit knew each other and questioned him as if it were a fact.

“Arcane War?”

Rikal, who had arrived at the Illusion Magic Tower, heard about the Arcane War from Rai.

“That sounds interesting. Can I join as a spectator?”

“No. The Prince has a much greater role to play.”

Rai told Rikal to go up on stage as JeBbit.

“…Do you have a death wish?”

“Or should I tell the Crown Prince everything?”

“You little brat!”

“If you kill me, your identity will be revealed in the Maple Leaf Story announcements.”

An obvious threat.

After a brief exchange of words, Rikal eventually had no choice but to listen to him.

That’s how Rikal—no, JeBbit—ended up congratulating and explaining about COL at the Arcane War.

On the day the Arcane War began.

JeBbit grumbled as he walked towards the stage.

And then, backstage, JeBbit saw someone who shouldn’t be there.

“O, oh…!”

“…W-What.”

Leo was staring at JeBbit in admiration.

And Rai was holding back his laughter as he watched them.

‘That damn bastard…!’

JeBbit wanted to kill Rai right then and there, but he couldn’t.

It was because it was time for JeBbit to go up on stage.

In the end, JeBbit ignored Leo and headed straight to the stage.

“Hello, everyone—!”

Waaaaaaah—!

The crowd cheered at the unexpected appearance of JeBbit.

“I’ve been specially requested by the Illusion Magic Tower to tell you about the Arcane War and COL. And I’m here to cheer on all the mages—!”

Waaaaaaah—!

JeBbit read through the prepared script as she explained.

As he reached the end of the script, she grew more anxious.

“So, that’s how the Arcane War will proceed. And please show a lot of interest in COL as well—!”

With her final cheer, applause poured out.

“JeBbit would love to watch the entire Arcane War, but due to health issues, it’s difficult. So, I hope everyone enjoys it—!”

She struggled to continue speaking, but there was nothing left to say.

And so, JeBbit finally stepped down from the stage.

Rai and Leo were still there.

“JeBbit. Thank you very much. It must have been an unreasonable request.”

“This, this much is nothing. Well then, I’ll be…”

“Here, this is the Crown Prince of the Empire. You know that, right? He said he’d like to greet you.”

“Nice, nice to meet you, JeBbit. My name is Leo Leonious. We’ve met before… Ah, ah, maybe a handshake isn’t…”

Leo quickly pulled back his extended hand.

He looked like a boy nervously standing in front of the girl he liked.

JeBbit found this extremely unpleasant.

The look in his brother’s eyes, staring at him like that, sent chills down his spine.

Rai covered his mouth and held back his laughter as he watched from behind.

“Nice to meet you too. It’s an honour to meet the Crown Prince again.”

“Aah…”

Leo gazed blankly at JeBbit.

“Ah, first, thank you very much. For joining the expedition back then. Thanks to you, the Zatum raid was successful. On behalf of the Imperial Family, I offer my gratitude.”

“That’s, that’s nothing.”

Why are you thanking me?

JeBbit wanted to snap back, but he held it in.

“And if it’s alright, I’d like to help you somehow. To find a way to cure that illness.”

“No, no, that’s okay. It’s a very difficult illness to cure.”

“But still…!”

“Crown Prince. It’s alright. JeBbit is already receiving treatment through a lot of support. But it’s a very challenging illness…”

“Ah, I see… I overstepped my bounds.”

“It’s okay.”

Rai intervened just before JeBbit was about to explode.

“By the way, Crown Prince, are you a Maple Leaf Story player?”

“Ah, no. I don’t have time due to managing national affairs.”

“Ah… I see. But what do you think about trying out the upcoming COL just once? Playing a game or two a day won’t take up much of your time. Isn’t that right, JeBbit?”

“Th-that’s right.”

I haven’t even played it myself, so how would I know?

JeBbit answered with a glance that seemed to say just that.

“If JeBbit says so… I’ll give it a try. But I hope you understand that I won’t be able to dedicate much time to it…”

“A-alright. Well then, I’ll be going now—!”

The Crown Prince slowly moved closer and closer to JeBbit.

Unable to bear it any longer, JeBbit dashed into the waiting room as if he were running away.

Leo watched his retreating figure, clutching his chest.

“Je-JeBbit must be very tired as well. It’s time for you to head back, Your Highness.”

“I… I’ll rest for a little longer. My heart is racing too much to calm down.”

“Ah… I see.”

Rai walked away, holding back his laughter.

It was something Rai did to tease Rikal.

But as a result of this incident, Leo ended up getting involved with COL.

After a while, Rikal reverted back to his normal self and went to the audience area.

“Phew… Damn it.”

“…Rikal? I thought you said you weren’t coming.”

“I don’t know, I just came… What about Leo?”

Just then, Leo returned to his seat.

Seeing his face made Rikal feel annoyed all over again.

“…Rikal. I thought you said you weren’t coming, but you did.”

“…Shut up, please, brother. I’m begging you.”

“Haa… You really are. Please be careful in places like this.”

Leo spoke with a completely different expression from earlier.

Rikal didn’t respond.

And amidst that atmosphere, the ban-pick phase ended, and the first match began.

***

“Hmm… Even after hearing JeBbit’s explanation, I still don’t really understand it.”

“It seems to be a completely different game from Maple Leaf Story.”

“Do you fight on the same map every game? Sounds like it would get boring quickly…”

It was the first match of the Arcane War between the Wind Magic Tower and the Illusion Magic Tower.

When the game first started, the reactions weren’t great.

It was only natural. No one could truly grasp what COL was like through verbal explanations alone.

—Right at that moment, Nitalri is ganking mid lane—!

A voice echoed.

It was Rai, watching and commentating on the game.

Thanks to Rai’s commentary and well-timed narration, the audience quickly became immersed in the game.

“Ah! He missed that!”

“Why does that Nitalri character keep missing her spear? Is it really that hard to hit?”

“I feel like I could easily land that. I want to try it myself.”

“Wow… but it does look fun. Turning into a cougar from a human.”

The captivating champions and dazzling skills.

The thrilling kill angles and spectacular plays by both teams’ aces soon had the audience completely engrossed in COL.

—Both teams are facing off at mid lane. At that moment, Illusion Magic Tower’s Warwick starts attacking the dragon! If they lose the dragon, it’ll be a tough game for the Wind Magic Tower. They have to stop it no matter what.

Warwick started attacking the dragon while the Wind Magic Tower lacked vision.

The top laners on both sides were split pushing, while the rest were facing off at mid lane.

Seeing Warwick secretly attacking the dragon, the audience watched in suspense.

—Nitalri. She’s entering the jungle camp. This could be dangerous if she’s spotted. Ahhh—!! Nitalri places a ward!

Before Warwick could finish off the dragon.

The opposing jungler, Nitalri, roamed through the jungle and gained vision near the dragon.

The Wind Magic Tower spotted Warwick.

“What’s going on? What happened?”

“It seems like Warwick got caught?”

—As soon as they’re spotted, both teams converge on the dragon. Nitalri and Warwick are now facing off at the dragon. Nitalri throws her spear—!

Thwack—!

Oooooh—!

—Ahhhhhhh—! It hit! Warwick got hit by the spear! And it was from maximum range! Nitalri’s spear deals more damage the farther it travels!

The moment Nitalri’s spear struck Warwick, his health plummeted in an instant.

The audience collectively gasped at the massive damage.

“Isn’t Nitalri way too overpowered? How could a single spear do so much damage…?”

“That’s what I’m saying. It’s almost like Phantom Thief Reset’s Mesos Explosion.”

“But isn’t it that hard to land a hit?”

—Warwick tries to heal while attacking the dragon. He’s recovering a bit thanks to his passive and the Blade of the Ruined King.

Warwick held on by life-stealing.

Just as both teams were about to reach the dragon.

“Can’t they just dive in with that much health?”

“Exactly. This Nitalri is so frustrating.”

—At that moment! Nitalri transformed into a cougar and charged at Warwick.

At almost the same moment, both teams arrived.

And the top laners teleported to the dragon as well.

Ooooooh—!

The audience cheered loudly in anticipation of the upcoming battle.

However, the target of their cheers was slightly different.

—Ahhh! Warwick uses his ultimate, Infinite Duress! He’s not dying!

Warwick immediately used his ultimate on the approaching Nitalri.

With an incredible amount of life-steal, Warwick’s health was actually recovering.

“What the! Warwick’s completely broken!”

“Aren’t they all broken? Look how powerful these beings are…”

“Oooooh! He’s still not dying?”

Even after his ultimate ended, Warwick persistently recovered health through basic attacks and Hungering Strike.

While Warwick held on, all the other players converged at the dragon.

Both teams’ champions crowded into the confined space.

—Now everyone except the ADCs has gathered at the dragon’s nest! This means…!

Amidst the chaos, Nitalri secured the dragon with a Smite.

The Wind Magic Tower was relieved to have stolen the dragon, but that wasn’t the important part.

—Diana uses Moonfall! She dives into the heart of the battle!

Diana dove straight into the fray.

Snap—

Diana’s ultimate, Moonfall, dealt massive damage to the entire enemy team.

With the remaining teammates cleaning up, the team fight ended in an instant.

Uooooooohhhhhhh!

The audience roared in excitement over Diana’s multi-kill.

Even though it was their first time watching a COL match, the exhilaration from that moment was undeniable.

—Diana’s ultimate, Moonfall! Wind Magic Tower is wiped out in an instant! And the game ends!

The Wind Magic Tower team was completely annihilated.

Taking advantage of the opportunity, the Illusion Magic Tower team quickly pushed mid.

—The Nexus is being destroyed—! GG—!

T/n: GG (Good Game)! Gaming Term.

With that, the game ended, and the first set went to the Illusion Magic Tower.

“Wow! That was thrilling! Did you see Diana’s ultimate at the end?”

“Just watching it makes my heart race. I want to play this game as soon as possible.”

“When is it going to be released? Have the mages made something like this and been playing it all by themselves?”

The audience was still buzzing with excitement even after the match full of spectacular moments came to an end.

The same was true for Galliard, who had been watching the match intently.

“Again with something like this… What kind of game has Riot created this time…!”

What caught his attention was the top lane champion wielding a sword.

Although the fighting style was different from his own, Galliard was determined to play a champion like that.

It wasn’t just Galliard—everyone felt the same.

Each person found at least one champion that drove them mad with a desire to play.

The fact that they could actually become these champions and fight fuelled the fire within their hearts.

And in the next set—

—Ahhh! The Wind Magic Tower picks jungle Master Yi!

“Master Yi…?”

That was how Galliard encountered the champion known as Master Yi.

 

—




Chapter 31

 

“Diana’s 5-man Moonfall was amazing, Tower Master.”

“I-It was nothing.”

“Let’s keep this momentum and win the next game to move up!”

The Illusion Tower basked in the glory of their first set victory. With Hina’s ultimate, the Illusion Tower secured a spectacular win.

Each match was a best-of-three, meaning if they won the next set, they would advance to the round of 16.

“Hey, we focused all our resources on the mid-lane, and now Diana is fed. What do we do?”

“No, Diana’s skill is unreal. She’s playing too well!”

“But Diana kept coming to top lane, and it made things hard up there.”

“Ah, mid-lane difference.”

“No, you try dealing with her! She’s impossible to beat.”

On the other hand, the atmosphere in the Wind Tower was grim after losing the first set to Diana’s carry performance. The Wind mages feared the gaze of their Tower Master, watching from above.

“Still, Diana is playing exceptionally well. We need a strategy to counter her.”

“Right. Honestly, aside from mid-lane, everything else was pretty even, but Diana carried the game…”

“Diana freed up all the other lanes early on as well…”

“Ah… we need to win, but how…”

In reality, the other lanes were quite evenly matched. But the clear skill gap in the mid-lane was undeniable. The skill level of the Illusion Tower Master was far superior, as if they hadn’t played for the same amount of time.

If they couldn’t figure out how to deal with her, the Wind Tower was destined to be eliminated.

“…There’s no other way. Everyone, lock down the early game,” said the Wind Tower’s jungler with a determined tone.

“Just don’t give them any kills early and hold on. And no matter how well their mid-laner plays, we need champions that can win the game.”

“Are there any champions like that? I thought the game was pretty balanced.”

“There are. Just hang in there. I’ll pick Master Yi.”

For the next set, the Wind Tower’s jungler picked Master Yi.

***

“Huh? Master Yi.”

As the second set started and the ban-pick phase unfolded, Medeia spoke up upon seeing the Wind Tower jungler pick Master Yi.

“Master Yi? Hmm…”

Illusion Tower’s jungler, Seris, contemplated. Master Yi was certainly an interesting champion. His fast attack speed and swordplay were fun, and his one-strike kill skill was impressive.

However, compared to other champions, his ganks weren’t that good, at least that was Seris’ opinion. While he seemed good at diving, there were other champions better suited for ganks. But Master Yi wasn’t all about ganks, after all.

Having played fewer games, they weren’t yet familiar with every champion. In the end, Seris picked Amumu.

“Hmm… what should I pick…”

As the last pick, the support, Rain, was undecided.

Hina spoke up.

“R-Rain, could you pick something like Leona? Something with a lot of crowd control…”

“But we already have Amumu, don’t we?”

“That’s true, but since the enemy has Master Yi, we need more crowd control…”

“But Tower Master! I’m Amumu! We lack damage; something like Sona might be better,” Seris chimed in.

“U-Um, u-uh…”

Hina instinctively felt they needed to counter Master Yi. However, the voices of the other team members were louder, and in the end, Rain picked Sona.

Though Hina’s instinct was right, the team, still inexperienced, couldn’t think that far ahead. They hadn’t practiced against Master Yi much either. Rai had once said that champions like Master Yi weren’t fit for team games.

And so, the second set began.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): Oh, oh. Their Master Yi is already level 6.

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): I did gank top and bottom once.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): S-Still, we shouldn’t let him get that big…

While Amumu was still level 4, Master Yi had already hit level 6. Of course, Master Yi hadn’t ganked even once. The kill score was in Illusion Tower’s favor, but Hina still felt uneasy.

She hadn’t faced Master Yi much during practice, but her gamer instincts were screaming at her to stop his rapid growth.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): We need to shut down Master Yi…! Let’s invade his jungle, Amumu…!

(Team) PhantomMagicTrash (Caitri): If you help bot now, it’s a free kill!

LeBlanc, predicting Master Yi’s jungle path, suggested invading. But Caitri’s call led Amumu to head for the bottom lane instead.

Meanwhile, Master Yi continued to grow stronger.

The sense of danger hit them around the 14-minute mark.

-An ally has been slain.

(Team) CloneTechniqueMaster (Darius): Ah! He’s being way too passive!

Darius, frustrated with the top lane stalemate, overextended and died to a gank from Master Yi. Until then, no kills had been exchanged in the top lane.

Darius, a champion that needed to snowball early, hadn’t gotten any kills, a critical disadvantage.

And now, after dying first, Medeia, the top laner, was feeling frustrated.

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): It’s okay, Master Yi got the kill.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): N-No, it’s not okay! We need to shut him down!

For the first time, Hina raised her voice, uncharacteristically angry. Hearing her outburst, Seris, the jungler, finally began to follow her lead.

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): O-Okay, Tower Master.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): He’s probably at his blue buff now. Let’s invade together. Watch for backup from bot.

Hina’s words were calm but precise, unusual for her.

This only signalled how bad the situation had become.

Swish!

Amumu placed a ward in the enemy blue buff bush, and sure enough, Master Yi was there, taking the buff.

Swoosh!

Amumu immediately threw his bandage toss. At the same time, LeBlanc’s chain (E) and distortion (W) followed.

However, at that moment, Master Yi’s figure vanished.

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): Huh?

Master Yi used his Alpha Strike (Q) on LeBlanc, closing the gap in an instant.

He immediately activated his ultimate and began melting LeBlanc with rapid attacks.

LeBlanc’s passive triggered, allowing her to survive once, but Master Yi’s ultimate was still active.

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): “Don’t hold back, use your ult!”

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): “Y-Yes!”

Paang—

Amumu hastily activated his ultimate, Curse of the Sad Mummy.

But by then, Master Yi’s Alpha Strike (Q) had already come off cooldown.

Master Yi avoided the stun and killed LeBlanc.

—An ally has been slain.

He then turned his attention to Amumu, beating him down quickly.

With no damage output, Amumu was swiftly defeated.

—Double Kill!

(Team) PhantomMagicTrash (Caitri): “W-What is that?!”

(Team) LifeGachaFailure (Sona): “H-Huh?!”

—Triple Kill!

—Quadra Kill!

Master Yi swiftly took down the bot lane duo who had arrived to join the fight.

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): “What in the world…”

(Team) BackroomTowerMaster (LeBlanc): “I told you we needed to stop him early…!”

(Team) PhantomIllusionAuthority (Amumu): “We wouldn’t be in this mess if we hadn’t invaded in the first place!”

In no time, Master Yi from the Wind Tower had grown too powerful to stop.

With a Quadra Kill under his belt, he became unstoppable.

With the growing difference in power, Master Yi roamed freely around the map.

—Penta Kill!

In the final team fight, Master Yi secured the first Penta Kill in COL history and destroyed the Nexus.

***

“What kind of champion is that?! He wiped everyone out on his own!”

“That skill Alpha Strike is so romantic! It’s even cooler than the skills in Maple Leaf Story!”

Woooooooaaahhh—!

As the second set ended, the crowd erupted into an even louder cheer than before.

Male spectators, especially those with a fascination for swords, reacted fervently to Master Yi’s performance.

Master Yi’s swift swordplay ignited something primal in them.

“Master Yi… that sword…”

And one man in particular was more excited than anyone else.

Galliard watched Master Yi’s play, his whole body trembling.

It was the first time he had felt this kind of excitement since his battle with the Demon King.

No, even back then, the thrill and anticipation of the fight weren’t as intense as they were now.

Master Yi. The champion known as Master Yi embodied every swordsman’s romance.

Like a lone general cutting through a million enemies.

Wielding a thin sword with incredible speed, constantly breaking through the frontlines.

With his Alpha Strike (Q), he dodged all attacks, slicing through space itself.

And with his ultimate, fitting for a warrior’s last stand, he withstood all enemy fire and annihilated his foes.

Finally, he stood as the last survivor, calmly meditating atop a mountain of corpses.

That was the pinnacle, the final destination of every swordsman.

During the break between sets, Galliard immediately rushed to the commentary desk.

“Riot!”

“W-Whoa!”

Rai fell over in his chair as Galliard, with his large frame, dashed toward him.

“Galliard?”

“You’ve been hiding something like this and only letting mages play it?!”

“No, I told you before, it’s because of the mass production issues…”

“Give me the artifact right now!!”

Galliard’s roar created a massive vibration.

However, neither the council building nor the stage set up by the mages wavered.

“Please, calm down! I told you, it’ll be released after the Arcane War!”

Rai shouted as he held his pounding head.

Of course, the release wasn’t officially approved yet.

But if the Arcane War continued to generate this much excitement, approval was certain.

Rai finally managed to calm Galliard down.

“But won’t this create a gap between the mages and regular users? This game will have a ranking system, right?”

“Yes, but when it’s officially released, everyone will start at level 1. You’ll have to collect champions one by one too. The version the mages are using now is just for the Arcane War.”

“But the skill difference will still be there.”

“Well… in my experience, this game isn’t something you’re good at just because you’ve played it a lot.”

Galliard still seemed dissatisfied, but it was true.

Even Rai, who had played for nearly 10 years in his past life, only managed to reach the Gold tier at best.

And many people played even longer without ever reaching Gold.

“Anyway, just keep watching. You’ll get a feel for it, which will help when it officially releases.”

“Huff… fine. Release it as soon as possible. I can’t stand it anymore—I need to play as Master Yi.”

“Master Yi? That broken champion…”

Smack!

Galliard slapped Rai’s head when he tried to insult Master Yi.

“How can you say that after witnessing that majesty?!”

“No, it’s just that players couldn’t stop him from scaling. Later on, Master Yi will just be used by low-rank players…”

Smack!

Rai passed out for about three seconds before waking up again, deciding to keep his mouth shut.

“When COL launches, I will only play Master Yi.”

“…Huh.”

“I will stand at the pinnacle of the COL world with Master Yi.”

“……”

Rai opened his mouth, then shut it again.

The game hadn’t even officially launched yet, but there were already Master Yi fanatics like this.

Rai decided to just hold his tongue. It wasn’t a statement he wanted to engage with.

“Rai! Didn’t you say Master Yi wasn’t that good?!”

Galliard left, and the representatives of the Illusion Tower approached Rai.

“We should’ve shut him down early. He’s strong late-game, but you should’ve picked more crowd control if Master Yi was going to be in the game…”

“What are you talking about? You played terribly and just complain all the time! Just nerf Master Yi!”

“What? You guys were the ones who couldn’t play properly…”

Seris vented her frustration directly at Rai.

Rai responded incredulously.

“Well, from the in-game chat, it seemed like the Tower Master gave good orders. Seris, it’s your fault for not listening!”

“Ugh…”

“Just ban him next time. You could’ve won if you’d kept him from scaling.”

“Argh! Rai, you’re terrible at playing but always running your mouth! It’s so annoying!”

Seris continued to rant.

The other members, however, began planning for the next game.

Fortunately, they banned Master Yi in the next game, and Hina carried the team to victory.

Illusion Tower advanced to the round of 16.

After that, three more groups competed, and the first day of the Arcane War came to an end.

 

—




Chapter 32

 

The Arcane War proceeded swiftly, drawing great interest.

The Round of 32, which required 16 matches, spanned four days in total.

From the Round of 16 onward, the number of matches began to decrease rapidly.

“No, it can’t be…”

“Hahaha! You’ve been beneath us since ancient times!”

“I can’t accept this… Let’s settle this again with magic!”

There was a small incident during the last match of the Round of 16 between the Fire Tower and the Water Tower.

Thankfully, the interference of other Tower Masters prevented the Water Tower Master from going on a rampage.

It was only natural that the Water Tower lost.

The underqualified Water Tower Master had been forced into representing her tower.

Even so, she blamed her disciples who accompanied her.

“T-This can’t be happening… Defeated by such evil darkness…”

“Heh heh…”

Then, a rivalry match between two adversarial towers took place.

The match that drew the most attention was between the Light Tower and the Dark Tower.

When the Dark Tower, perceived as the villains by the public, emerged victorious, the audience was left in shock.

Though darkness is merely another magical attribute, the perception of it as evil has persisted since ancient times.

Light is holy, and darkness is wicked.

Curiously, dark magicians seemed to enjoy such perceptions.

This time, too, the Dark Tower appeared like villains, defeating the Light Tower.

Some spectators even cheered for the dark mages.

“Heh… heh heh… Hehhh…”

And then, the finals arrived.

In the end, the two towers that made it to the finals were the Illusion Tower and the Electric Tower.

“Tower Master, relax. You’re about to pass out.”

“H-H-H-But… this is the first time…”

“First time the Illusion Tower has made it this far in the Arcane War?”

“I-I’ve always just been watching…”

Before the finals, Hina trembled nervously.

It was the first time the Illusion Tower had garnered so much attention, so she was extremely anxious.

“You’ve come this far; you should try to win.”

“Y-Yes…!”

With clenched fists, Hina and the other members stepped onto the stage.

Despite the initial worries, the mages were thoroughly enjoying COL.

There were concerns that some might be dissatisfied since they weren’t competing with magic.

But, more than that, everyone seemed to enjoy the competition itself.

They were also completely immersed in COL.

Of course, even if the Illusion Tower were to win, it wouldn’t necessarily elevate the standing of illusion magic.

However, at the very least, the usefulness of the Illusion Game Artifact and their skill in COL would be acknowledged.

It was the kind of response one would expect from mages who understood the essence of things.

“Oh, Tower Master.”

Soon, the Electric Tower made their entrance.

Electra approached and spoke to me.

“So, the Illusion Tower finally made it to the finals.”

“Our Tower Master is obsessed with the game. You did really well too.”

I was already aware of Hina’s gaming talent.

But Electra’s skill was also impressive.

In particular, the Electric Tower had been so dedicated to COL that they set aside their usual work to focus on the game before the Arcane War.

“The more I played, the more my skills improved. Facing various opponents allowed me to see the game from different angles.”

“You’re really talented. It’s not easy to improve this much in such a short time.”

Even after 10 years, I’m still stuck in gold.

The skill level of Electra and the Electric Mages improved dramatically as the Arcane War progressed.

What was even more impressive was their teamwork.

Led by Electra’s calls, the Electric Tower had the best team synergy among all the towers.

Electra played mid lane sometimes, and at other times, she went bot lane as the ADC.

Usually, a person specializes in just one role.

But since her teammates’ skills were lacking, she seemed to change roles as needed.

“…Thanks for creating this.”

“Pardon?”

“Thanks to you, I’ve felt joy for the first time in a long while.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Electra flashed a gentle smile and ascended the stage.

Unconsciously, I found myself smiling along with her.

“…Hmph!”

Lea, who was standing behind me, glared at me disapprovingly before following Electra onto the stage.

Some things never change, whether in the past or present.

“Hoo… I’m really looking forward to this. I can’t believe it’s already the finals.”

As I headed to the commentary desk, I saw Galliard sitting there.

Galliard, now fully engrossed in COL, had even begun watching the matches on his own recently.

I was about to say something to him, but I decided to keep quiet.

Instead, I activated the voice amplification artifact.

“Now!”

My voice, amplified by the artifact, spread across the entire city of Trinity.

In response, the previously restless audience’s attention shifted to the stage in an instant.

Woooooo—!

Simultaneously, the stage lights illuminated.

As the final battlefield was revealed, the audience began to cheer.

Matching the rising cheers, I raised my voice to the sky.

“With the roar of everyone gathered here at Trinity, the centre of all magic and the source of all knowledge and wisdom in this world! Let the finals of the Arcane War begiiiiiiin—!!”

—Now!!!

Waaaaaah—!

With explosive cheers, the final match of the Arcane War began.

***

“Argh! We could’ve won if we just took that last team fight…!”

After the first set ended, the Electric Mages exited the game, shouting in frustration.

Back in reality, the audience erupted in applause for Hina’s final play.

“It’s all my fault.”

“No, Tower Master! Their mid lane was just too…”

The cause of their defeat was the Illusion Tower’s mid-laner, Tower Master Hina.

Electra had given it her all.

But she couldn’t keep up with Hina’s mechanical skill.

Hina didn’t miss a single opportunity.

That one kill they conceded by mistake snowballed into a victory for her.

“It would have been better to lock down bot lane and focus on the other lanes. I made the mistake of thinking I could beat the Illusion Tower Master.”

“It’s okay. If it had been us instead of you, we would have lost even more miserably.”

Electra was blaming herself, but her disciples tried to comfort her.

But rather than wallowing in regret, they needed to focus on winning the next set.

“Tower Master, this time, I’ll take mid.”

“Will you be okay?”

“Yes. I’ll hold the lane without giving up a single kill, and it’ll be better for you to grow and carry the game.”

Lea said to Electra.

She was right.

As long as Hina and Electra were in the same lane, Electra couldn’t carry.

It would be more effective for her to grow stronger by taking another lane and increasing her carry potential.

“…That sounds like a good plan. Let’s win this.”

“Yes!”

With that, the next set began.

“Huh? Something’s off with the Electric Tower’s picks.”

“Malphite and Kennen… who’s going top?”

As soon as the Electric Tower’s picks appeared, the audience began murmuring.

Even the commentators, Rai and Galliard, were surprised.

“Ah, it looks like the Electric Tower Master has gone bot as the ADC. This is a pattern we’ve seen from the Electric Tower before.”

“But what’s going on with Malphite and Kennen? Is it a mid Kennen?”

“Hmm, considering that Mage Lea has taken mid for the Electric Tower Master in the past, it’s likely that Malphite is going mid.”

As the game began, just as Rai predicted, Malphite appeared in the mid lane.

“Mid Malphite?”

“Is that even viable? I’ve never seen that pick before.”

The audience’s questions were answered by Rai’s commentary.

“Given the matchup, Zed will have a hard time dealing with Malphite. It seems the Electric Tower is banking on this. Malphite will hold mid while the other lanes carry. Of course, mid Malphite isn’t a standard pick.”

True to his words, Zed couldn’t secure a kill against Malphite.

Malphite, meanwhile, used his abilities freely to push the lane and hinder Zed’s roaming.

As a result, Zed’s growth slowed significantly.

Double kill!

And meanwhile, in the bot lane, the Electric Tower was dominating.

Within the first 10 minutes, they secured two double kills against the enemy bot duo.

“Oh! The Electric Tower’s ADC, Vayne, already has 4 kills! Zed has abandoned his lane to gank bot, but he can’t secure any kills!”

Zed’s failed roam.

Because of it, Zed fell further behind.

Desperate, Zed entered the enemy jungle to find a kill.

But by that point, the Electric Tower’s ADC, Vayne, had grown too strong to stop.

“Oh my! The Electric Tower’s Vayne is on a rampage! She’s wiping out the enemy team on her own!”

Quadra kill!

“The Nexus is destroyed!”

“GG!”

Thanks to Vayne’s carry performance, the Electric Tower won the second set.

They had secured the victory by picking mid Malphite and support Leona, fiercely protecting their ADC.

“Waaaah!”

“Nooo…”

“We’re sorry. It’s our fault for letting Vayne get so fed.”

“I’m sorry…”

After the second set, Rain and Gos looked defeated.

It was true that they lost because of bot lane.

“We can’t underestimate the Electric Tower Master’s skill either. As long as they keep protecting Vayne, we’re helpless.”

“I should have grown stronger… I didn’t expect the Malphite pick…”

The jungle player, Cerys, complained in frustration, while Hina looked dejected.

They were upset that they hadn’t anticipated the Electric Tower’s unexpected strategy.

“You’ve done well so far, Tower Master. It’s us who should apologize.”

“At this point, we should focus on locking down bot lane too, right? It seems like it’s a battle of who can carry between our Tower Master and the Electric Tower Master.”

Medeia, who seemed to be in a relatively good mood, chimed in.

She was in a better mood because she had won her top lane matchup.

Of course, her teammates were frustrated that she hadn’t left top lane to help.

“Then I’ll focus on ganking mid. I’ll camp mid for you, Tower Master.”

“Ugh… even if you do that, if they pull another pick like Malphite, we’ll be out of position.”

The key for both teams was to prevent the opposing Tower Master from growing.

At the same time, their own Tower Master had to grow strong enough to carry.

“Bot lane should hold out as much as possible… let’s focus on top.”

“Huh?”

“Me? You’re finally coming top to help me?”

“So we’re going to feed the top lane maniac… I mean, the top lane god? No matter how much we help top, they’ll just end up feeding anyway.”

“Hey! The enemy jungle was top more often!”

“What are you talking about? The enemy jungle camped bot!”

What kind of place is top lane anyway?

Top laners were so focused on their own battles that they’d earned the nickname “top lane crazies.”

Medeia and other top laners were no different.

As a result, very few games in the Arcane War had been focused around top lane.

“Well, anyway, the enemy jungle is going to focus on mid and bot. Cerys, stay on the bottom side and keep Electra in check.”

“Isn’t that the same strategy as last game?”

“It’s hard for me to get kills in mid anyway… I’ll roam to top and break through there.”

Hina flapped her arms as she explained her strategy.

It was a strategy that hadn’t been tried yet, but it made sense.

“Hmm… I’m not sure, but I’ll hold out in bot!”

“We should follow the Tower Master’s plan.”

“Just trust me!”

Thus, the final set of the Arcane War began.

It was the moment the first-ever backdoor play in COL history would be executed.

 

—




Chapter 33

 

Electra became the Tower Master, no, the Head of the Electric School.

This was before the Trinity was established.

“Electra. I’ve given you a heavy burden. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? This is an honor for me.”

“…Is that so? Indeed, when you first set foot on the path of transcendence, you smiled so brightly.”

For a long time, the Electric School had not seen a mage with an S-grade Electric attribute.

Thus, the next Head of the School was inherited by Electra, who had an A-grade Electric attribute.

Fortunately, Electra had entered the path of transcendence, qualifying her for the position.

“Yes. It’s an honour to succeed you, Headmaster.”

The Head of the Electric School was a reserved person.

Outside of magical instruction, they never had personal conversations with the disciples.

It was only after Electra began the path of transcendence that she managed to speak with the Head.

“…Did you think I was cold-hearted?”

“Sorry?”

“From your perspective, I must have seemed heartless.”

The Head of the Electric School spoke while looking at some point in the air.

“That’s the nature of being a Head. Especially in a school like ours, where so few can walk the path of transcendence.”

The Electric School had very few mages with fundamental S-grade or A-grade talents.

Indeed, such top-tier talent is rare.

But even so, it was far fewer than other schools.

Among them, Electra was the only one who began walking the path of transcendence.

“I’ve said goodbye to many disciples. Since the foundation of the mage society and the establishment of schools. I’ve bid farewell to so many. At first, I even grew attached. I shed tears as I watched my younger disciples’ hair turn gray.”

Electra quietly listened to the Head’s words.

It was the first time she had heard the Head speak of themselves.

“It was painful. Losing someone precious. Being left behind alone in their place. So, at some point, I stopped forming attachments to my disciples.”

The Head of the Electric School was a deeply warm person.

That warmth was what eventually prevented them from forming bonds.

Because it returned as pain.

“Electra, you are warm and love people. That’s why I worry you might end up like me.”

Electra couldn’t find the words to respond.

At that time, she did not understand what those words meant.

“However, my care for you remains unchanged. Perhaps more than any other Headmaster’s. And you, too, might become the same.”

“Headmaster…”

Instead of responding, Electra held the Headmaster’s hand tightly.

The Headmaster closed their eyes with a serene smile that had never been seen before.

And Electra ascended to the position of Headmaster and led the Electric School.

In time, the Trinity was established.

The Electric Magic Tower continued to rise higher with each achievement.

And gradually, Electra began to understand.

The meaning behind the words of the former Head.

“Tower Master… I’m sorry…”

“There’s no need to apologize. Rest in peace.”

One by one, the disciples aged and passed away.

And new disciples arrived.

As this cycle repeated, Electra thought one day:

Ah, in the end, they will all leave too. I will be left alone.

Gradually, Electra stopped interacting with the disciples.

She was tired of giving and then suffering the pain of parting with those she had grown attached to.

It was the fate of those who had transcended.

But that fate came as suffering to someone as warm as Electra.

Thus, little by little, Electra faded into a shade of gray.

Without realizing she was feeling lonely.

Without knowing that her emotions were drying up.

What awakened her feelings was COL.

***

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): I’ll focus on targeting the Tower Master just like last time.

The final set of the Arcane War Championship.

As soon as the game started, Rhea, who was in the mid lane, spoke.

Just like last time, Rhea planned to pick Malphite to block the growth of the Illusion Tower Master.

This time, the Illusion Tower Master picked Nocturne as their mid laner.

If things went well, they could counter Nocturne like they did with Zed.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): I’ll focus on freeing up the bot lane.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Alright. Let’s make sure to win.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Yes!

(Team) TowerMaster’sFootrest (Sona): Yes!

With a vow to win, the game began.

Both sides started out safely, following the textbook strategy.

The early game flowed similarly to the previous one.

The main difference was that the enemy bot lane, wary of Electra’s threat as the ADC, played more cautiously.

Even when Lee Sin tried to gank, they managed to fend it off without giving a kill to Ashe.

Moreover, the enemy jungler continued to patrol the bottom lane, hindering Ashe’s growth.

‘This isn’t good. We need to start snowballing before level 6. The enemy mid is Nocturne.’

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Let’s look for a dive opportunity at bot.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Rotating down.

The frustrating situation prompted Electra and Ashe to plan a dive with the jungler.

Though they were impatient, they didn’t overcommit.

She calmly pushed the lane and looked for an opportunity to dive.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Now!

And at the right moment when the enemy support’s health was low,

Lee Sin landed a Sonic Wave and dove in, securing a kill on the enemy support.

-First Blood!

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Pulling back!

Unfortunately, the enemy ADC’s movements were sharp, and the dive ended with just the support kill.

It wasn’t as advantageous as they had hoped.

But securing the first blood was still significant.

Electra pushed the wave in, recalled, and bought items.

Thanks to the kill, she had more gold than the enemy ADC.

Now, they could proceed with the laning phase with a small item advantage.

With a resolve to snowball with the long sword advantage, she returned to the lane.

-An ally has been slain.

In the top lane, Volibear had been solo killed.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Sorry, I made a mistake. I’ll play safe from now on and avoid giving any more kills.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): It’s fine. Take it slow.

It wasn’t ideal to have given up a solo kill in the top lane.

But in the previous game, they had also lost the top lane but still won the match.

With the Illusion Tower’s top player being a genuine ‘top lane fanatic,’ Electra wasn’t too worried for the time being.

She thought it could be resolved by dominating the bot lane.

With that, the laning phase resumed.

The enemy bot lane played even more cautiously, resulting in no kills.

‘The Illusion Tower Master is still not doing much in the mid lane either. There’s no need to rush. Once I hit level six, I can secure a kill.’

Electra remained patient, waiting for the right moment.

But just before she reached level six…

– Darkness…

Suddenly, the map went dark, and Nocturne’s voice echoed.

Nocturne had used his ultimate from the mid lane.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Fall back!

(Team) TowerMaster’sFootrest (Sona): Yes!

Electra hurriedly began to retreat with her support.

She was certain that the Illusion Tower Master would target her, as she was the biggest threat.

But her prediction was completely off.

– An ally has been slain.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Aaargh! Seriously, why target me? Sorry, I didn’t expect Nocturne’s ultimate…

The kill sound came from the top lane again.

Nocturne had ulted to the top lane, taking down Volibear once more.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): It’s fine. Just think of Volibear as a tank for later, and hang in there for now.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Got it. I won’t die again, I promise!

The top lane was falling behind significantly, but Electra still thought they were okay.

Nocturne had likely used his ultimate on the top lane just to secure a definite kill.

Meanwhile, the carry, Ashe, continued to grow stronger.

And with Malphite pushing in the mid lane, the situation wasn’t dire yet.

– Enemy slain.

Once again, they secured a kill in the bot lane.

This time, they could only take down the support.

But it forced the enemy ADC to recall, widening the growth gap.

At that moment, however…

– Tower destroyed.

– An Ally has been slain.

A tower fell, and Volibear died once again.

It was the result of the constant pressure since the early game, leading to heavy damage to the turret.

This was one of the rare times they lost the first turret so quickly.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Aaargh!! Damn… Sorry, everyone.

Volibear was clearly frustrated.

It’s understandable; his lane phase had been a disaster, so he wouldn’t be feeling good.

But being in front of the Tower Master, he held back his emotions and focused on building tank items.

Understanding Volibear’s feelings, Electra said nothing.

She simply resolved to grow even more.

Instead of getting angry at a teammate, it was better to think of ways to win.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Don’t worry. Jungle, keep an eye on the top and catch Jax if he overextends.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Are you sure you don’t need help at bot?

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): We’ll try to handle it ourselves.

– Enemy slain.

– Double kill!

As Electra had said, she awakened and secured a double kill against the enemy bot lane.

They succeeded in diving without any help from the jungle.

With a significant lead now in the bot lane, Electra’s confidence returned.

With Malphite holding strong in mid, it felt like victory was within reach.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Jax is crossing the line this time…

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Heading top. Let’s catch him.

In the top lane, Jax continued to push aggressively even after taking down the first turret.

It was definitely an overextension.

At that depth, he was asking to be punished.

Lee Sin went straight for the top lane.

– Darkness…

But at that moment, the map darkened again, as if waiting for it.

Nocturne used his ultimate on the top lane, cutting off Lee Sin.

– An ally has been slain.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): They just keep coming in!

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): I’m on my way!

With Lee Sin down, Volibear barely managed to survive.

But the Illusion Tower’s Jax and Nocturne ignored Volibear and relentlessly attacked the turret.

Malphite rushed up from mid, but…

– Tower destroyed.

Jax and Nocturne had pushed all the way to the second turret with incredible speed.

– Enemy slain.

– Double kill!

However, the Illusion Tower’s overextension came at a price.

Malphite arrived and landed his ultimate.

He secured a double kill against Jax and Nocturne.

They traded the second turret for the kills.

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): At least we got them.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Let’s prepare for a team fight now.

Electra, after taking down the bot lane’s first turret, rotated to mid.

It was the first time they had lost a second turret so quickly in the top lane.

But with the significant lead in the bot lane and Malphite’s double kill, they had a temporary advantage.

They had to seize the moment for a decisive team fight.

And following Electra’s command, the Electric Tower began pushing mid.

The Illusion Tower had no choice but to defend the mid lane.

(Team) TowerMaster’sFootrest (Sona): Jax is missing.

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): Should I use my ultimate now, Tower Master?

Jax’s whereabouts were unknown during the mid standoff.

With their advantage, there was no reason to hesitate.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Let’s go in now!

At Electra’s call, Malphite immediately ulted towards the enemy.

But the enemy team flashed away, and only their support was caught by the ultimate.

– Enemy slain.

The Electric Tower team quickly took down the support and began pushing the mid tower.

The Illusion Tower team had no choice but to retreat and wait for their minions.

(Team) TowerMaster’sFootrest (Sona): Oh? In the top lane!

At that moment, Jax appeared on the map.

While the battle was happening, Jax had gone up and was hitting the inhibitor turret.

– Tower destroyed.

– You have destroyed a turret.

With incredible attack speed, Jax took down the inhibitor turret.

The Electric Tower team also pushed the first mid turret, but they couldn’t reach the second one yet.

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): I’ll go back home!

Malphite recalled to stop Jax.

– Inhibitor destroyed.

In the meantime, Jax swiftly destroyed the inhibitor.

Now, super minions would spawn in the top lane.

– Darkness…

At that moment, the lights on the map went out.

Nocturne had used his ultimate and jumped onto Malphite, canceling his recall.

– Enemy slain.

– Tower destroyed.

Though they quickly took down Nocturne, Jax managed to take out one of the twin turrets in the meantime.

Now, there was no time to waste.

The Electric Tower team hurriedly recalled.

They managed to catch Jax just as over half the health of the last remaining twin turret was gone.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): What is this tower pushing speed… Someone needs to stay back and guard the base.

It was now a situation where someone had to defend the base.

But fortunately, Ashe’s carry potential was still strong.

It was clear that if they fought, the Electric Tower would win.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Volibear stays behind while we pressure mid and aim for Baron. Join us with Teleport if needed.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Yes, understood.

The game entered a brief lull as both sides regrouped.

The Illusion Tower seemed to be growing by farming jungle camps and minions.

(Team) TowerMaster’sFootrest (Sona): I think if Volibear just defends the base, we could try for Baron.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): I think so too.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Set up vision and go for it. Even if we fight at Baron, we should win.

Taking advantage of this window, the Electric Tower team started attacking Baron.

Realizing it too late, the entire Illusion Tower team rushed toward Baron.

– Darkness…

With Nocturne’s entry, the Illusion Tower team unleashed a barrage of damage.

With Baron’s damage adding up, the situation was tougher than expected.

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): I’m using Teleport!

Clearing the incoming super minions, Volibear teleported in.

It was a logical choice since all five members of the Illusion Tower were engaged in the fight.

– An ally has been slain.

– Enemy slain.

– Double kill!

In the chaotic fight, both sides were quickly killing and being killed.

In the end, the Electric Tower emerged as the victor.

– Quadra kill!

With a quadra kill and Baron secured, the Electric Tower team pushed forward.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Rush mid!

With the Baron buff, they rushed down the mid lane.

Three members of the Electric Tower team remained.

On the other side, only Jax had survived and recalled to defend.

As the game reached the late stages, the respawn timers were long.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Finish it now!

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Yes!

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Understood!

The three champions quickly reached the inhibitor turret.

Illusion Tower’s minions were pushing down the top lane, but slowly.

Position-wise, they were only at the second turret area.

Moreover, they were meeting Electric Tower’s minions, so there was no concern of their base being overrun by minions.

And the only remaining Illusion Tower champion was Jax.

With Lee Sin, Volibear, and Ashe, they could handle Jax.

It was obviously the right call to finish the game.

As the Electric Tower team confidently pushed the inhibitor…

Swoosh—

Jax gave up defending and used Teleport onto the top lane minions.

Then, ignoring the minions, he charged straight at the twin turrets.

– You have destroyed the enemy inhibitor.

While destroying the Illusion Tower’s inhibitor, Jax began striking the last remaining twin turret of the Electric Tower, tanking the turret’s damage.

The Electric Tower team also began attacking the twin turret at an incredible pace.

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): What do we do, Tower Master?!

Lee Sin shouted in a panic.

And Jax delivered the final blow, destroying the Electric Tower’s last twin turret.

In that moment, as if time slowed down, Electra’s mind raced.

‘With the Baron buff, recalling takes 4 seconds. It will take at least 5 seconds to stop Jax, and considering Jax’s attack speed…’

In less than a second, Electra finished her calculations.

Despairingly, she realized that at this rate, Jax would destroy the Electric Tower’s Nexus first.

And even if they recalled, they likely wouldn’t stop him in time.

(Team) ElectricMagicElite (Malphite): No, we can’t lose like this! We had it won…!

Realizing the same, Rhea shouted desperately from her death screen.

Electra made her decision.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Don’t stop, keep pushing!

(Team) ZzapZzap (Lee Sin): Yes!!

(Team) TowerMaster’sPawHug (Volibear): Got it!

Without a trace of doubt, the Electric Magic Tower team continued hitting the turret.

It was a moment that showed just how much trust they had in Electra.

Of course, Electra knew.

No matter how fast they attacked, Jax would destroy the Nexus first.

But it didn’t mean she was choosing to lose.

(Team) COLFun (Ashe): Hyah—!

Electra immediately turned and launched her ultimate magic, the Enchanted Crystal Arrow, toward the Electric Tower base.

The arrow illuminated the map as it flew toward Jax.

‘Please, let it hit…!’

The fate of the long Arcane War rested on this one last arrow.

If this final shot hit, the Arcane War would end in victory for the Electric Tower.

Conversely, if it missed, the Illusion Tower would claim victory.

The last Enchanted Crystal Arrow flew rapidly across the map.

By then, Jax had only one more attack left to destroy the Nexus.

…And a moment later, the victor of the Arcane War was decided.

 

—




Chapter 34

 

The third set of the finals that would determine the winner of the Arcane War.

The excitement of the last match was intense.

“It looks like the Electric Tower is going to win! The gap in Ashe’s growth is too wide. Nocturne hasn’t gotten many kills either.”

“Even in this situation, Jax is only pushing the top lane. This Arcane War’s top lane master must be that mage.”

“But strangely, Nocturne is also focusing on the top lane.”

“Exactly! If they want to win, they should be targeting Ashe!”

From the previous two sets, it was clear. The outcome of the game depended on which team’s Tower Master could carry.

But in the final third set, the Electric Tower Master seemed far more likely to carry.

On the Illusion Tower’s side, Jax had secured some kills.

However, it was hard to expect Jax to have a significant impact in team fights.

Moreover, Medeia, who specialized in the top lane, had consistently shown weaknesses in team fights.

– Jax! He’s heading straight for the twin turrets! The Electric Tower team has no choice but to recall!

– Oh… even after winning the team fight, they couldn’t gain much advantage.

Commentary by Rai and Galliard.

A team fight had broken out in the mid lane while Jax opened a highway in the top lane.

– The Electric Tower has defended their base. The game is entering a brief lull.

– The Electric Tower needs to finish the game quickly. If the Illusion Tower grows any further in this situation, it’ll be dangerous.

– Yes, that’s right. They need to secure victory while they still have the advantage… And right as I’m saying this! The Electric Tower is starting Baron!

Oooooh—!

The Electric Tower team takes a risky move.

As Baron’s health quickly dropped, the crowd was in awe.

“No…! The Illusion Tower Master must win!”

“If they lose Baron, they’ll lose the game right away!”

By now, the match had garnered a solid fanbase.

Unlike her usual cute and clumsy self, her gameplay carried the team, a surprising charm that many fans had fallen for.

“The Electric Tower Master is so cool!”

“Step on me, Noona!”

“Ah… I just want to be trampled by the Electric Tower Master once.”

“What expression will she make when she wins the Arcane War? Just imagining it makes me so excited…”

On the other hand, the Electric Tower Master also had many fans.

Electra’s breathtaking beauty, her sharp gaze, and the way she looked down at people.

Her strict personality and stern tone contrasted with the warmth she sometimes showed as a leader.

Some fans with unique tastes cheered for those qualities.

– Illusion Tower! They’re gathering all five members to stop the Baron. It’s a critical moment!

The Illusion Tower moves in.

All five members rush in to stop Baron.

– Volibear is clearing the lane and teleporting!

In response, Volibear joined with teleport.

A 5v5 battle broke out at Baron.

– Oh! The Electric Tower got Baron! They immediately took down the Illusion Tower’s marksman! Ashe’s damage is insane!

– Her kiting skills are no joke!

– Double kill! Triple kill! Quadra kill! They couldn’t catch Jax, but Ashe carries this game too!

“No…! Hina!”

“Go! Finish it!”

“Noona, I’m dying—!”

The fans of the Electric Tower cheered, while those of the Illusion Tower despaired.

With the Baron buff, the Electric Tower pushed down the mid lane at full speed.

– Oh no—! At this rate, the Electric Tower! Can Jax stop them?

– Honestly, even Jax would struggle against a 3v1. If this continues…

With about 40 seconds left before the Illusion Tower’s champions could respawn.

It was practically certain that the Electric Tower would win.

As the fans of the Electric Tower celebrated,

suddenly, cheers erupted from the Illusion Tower’s fans.

– Oh! As I’m saying this! Jax teleports! He’s ignoring the minions! He’s throwing his body at the twin turrets!

Wooooo—!!!

Jax abandons defense and teleports to the Electric Tower’s twin turrets, smashing them.

He intended to destroy the Nexus first.

– Jax! His turret pushing speed is incredible! Really fast! If this keeps up, he might push it faster than the Electric Tower! The Electric Tower is also pushing without recalling! Did they decide to push faster than returning?

“Wow… At this rate, Jax is going to destroy it first.”

“Jax’s turret-pushing speed is just insane.”

“How did it come to this?”

“No! Electra, push faster!”

It was the most chaotic moment in all of the Arcane War matches.

All the spectators stood up, thrilled by the final race to destroy the last towers.

As Jax continued to strike the turret, the spectators realized that his speed was indeed faster.

If this continued, the Illusion Tower would win.

“It’s, it’s happening! The Illusion Tower is going to win!”

“Go, Jax! This is where you come in handy!”

– Jax starts hitting the Nexus at incredible speed! The Electric Tower is slightly behind! If this keeps up…!

Just as everyone was sure of the Illusion Tower’s victory,

a huge enchanted crystal arrow began to streak across the map.

– Ahhh! As I was saying! Ashe fires! Her ultimate, Enchanted Crystal Arrow! Could it beeeee—!!

– Hitting at this distance would be incredibly difficult. But if this last arrow hits Jax, then…

“Please, hit! Please!”

“It looks like Jax doesn’t know it’s coming!”

“Please…!”

In the very brief moment that the arrow flew across the map,

all the spectators watching the match held their breath.

Everyone’s eyes followed the path of the enchanted crystal arrow.

– Jax! Now just two hits away from destroying the Nexus…!

With incredible speed, Jax was only two hits away from destroying the Nexus.

At that moment, the crystal arrow appeared on Jax’s map.

“Please…!”

“Please let it hit!”

“Is it even possible for it to hit?”

“He has to dodge it!”

“Jax doesn’t have Flash!”

Spectators wished for Jax to be hit or for him to avoid the arrow.

The enchanted crystal arrow fired by Ashe flew dangerously close toward Jax,

– The enchanted crystal arrow is here! Jax seems to have noticed! But it’s already right in front of him…

Rai’s voice rose with intensity as he commentated.

At that final moment, everyone focused their attention.

And then, as the outcome was decided—

Wham—

-Aaaaahhhhhh! It hit! The Enchanted Crystal Arrow hit! Jax is completely stunned!

Waaaaaaaahhhhhh—!!

Cheers erupted, echoing through Trinity as if it were about to collapse.

Rai and Galliard stood up from the commentator’s booth, shouting at the top of their lungs.

A legendary moment created at the end. Thrilled, everyone kicked their chairs back and shouted.

-Jax! With victory right in front of him, he’s completely unable to do anything! The stun is too long! Meanwhile, the Electric Tower starts attacking the Nexus! The Nexus’s health is dropping rapidly!

It was an incredibly long stun from being hit at maximum range.

During that time, the Electric Tower began destroying the Nexus in an instant.

-Electric Tower! While Jax is stunned! The Electric Tower! And…! The Nexus is—destroyed!

-GG-!!

The game ended as the Electric Tower destroyed the Nexus first.

The crowd erupted in even louder cheers.

“Electra—!”

“Noona, you’re amazing!!!!”

“Please, just look over here once!!!”

Fans of the Electric Tower cheered, while those of the Illusion Tower despaired.

This was the Electric Tower’s moment.

With the game over, the representatives of each tower came out of the illusion.

“Tower Master-!!”

“Tower Master, that was amazing!”

“Kyaaaaaa—!”

Electric Tower teammates rushed toward Electra without hesitation.

Electra, still smiling with excitement, spread her arms to embrace her disciples rushing toward her.

“Phew, phew… Everyone, you did well.”

“It was all thanks to you, Tower Master! I didn’t think that last ultimate would hit either!”

“I had faith in you, Tower Master! You’re truly the best, our Tower Master!”

The disciples clung to Electra, refusing to let go.

Normally, it would be disrespectful for disciples to behave this way toward their Tower Master, but for now, Electra said nothing.

Instead, she embraced them with a light-hearted smile, enjoying the cheers that filled Trinity.

“What were you doing, Medeia!!”

“Ah, well, how could I have known that Ashe’s arrow would come flying then? I thought… I thought we had already won.”

“You should’ve stayed focused until you destroyed the Nexus! How could you just stand there, auto-attacking without knowing what might happen?”

“You must have been really unfocused to just stand there while the arrow was flying, senior!”

“I-I said Ashe’s ult was coming…!”

“I’m telling you, I thought we won! I was getting ready to log off and do the victory celebration…”

“Noooo!!!”

In contrast, the mood at the Illusion Tower was far from good.

Criticism rained down on Medeia, who had stopped moving and was just auto-attacking, thinking they had already won.

It was a situation she could have avoided if she had stayed focused until the end.

But it happened because Medeia had stood still, convinced of their victory.

“T-Tower Master…”

“M-Medeia, you’re banned from games from now on…!”

Even Hina turned away from her in the end.

“I-It’s possible. Well, not really, but… Still, second place is good too, so you all did well!”

Rain, trying to lighten the mood, stepped in a little too late.

But it was clear that everyone had worked hard, so things wrapped up on a friendly note.

“It was a good match, Hina.”

“U-uh, yeah. You did well too, Electra.”

After the match, the two tower masters shook hands.

Hina was a little surprised when she shook hands with Electra.

It had been so long since she’d seen Electra smile like this.

Although she lost, she thought that maybe she could accept this outcome with a sense of peace.

“S-Still, let’s play again next time. If it weren’t for Medeia, we would have won…”

“Sure. Let’s do that, Hina.”

Hina and Electra smiled at each other.

And with that, the intense and legendary match of the Arcane War came to an end.

***

“It was truly a great match, Tower Master.”

“The Illusion Tower was excellent too, but we performed just a little better.”

“…If I had played, we would have won.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of how mediocre your skills are in COL. Just because you made the game doesn’t mean you’re good at it.”

“…”

Rai and Electra exchanged words after the finals.

Electra was smiling happily as she conversed with Rai.

And Lea, with a dissatisfied expression, waited for Electra.

“You smile much more now.”

“…?”

“Electric Tower Master. When we first met, your expression was so rigid I thought you didn’t have any facial muscles. But you look beautiful when you smile like this.”

“…Ah. Did I seem like that?”

Rai spoke with a smile.

Only then did Electra realize that the corners of her mouth had been up this whole time.

It was an uncharacteristically undignified expression.

But Electra decided to just let it be.

Just as she hadn’t pushed away the disciples who had clung to her after the finals.

“…Yes. I suppose so. It’s all thanks to COL. It reminded me of what truly matters.”

“What truly matters?”

“Yes. Even if it eventually passes, the value of the happiness in that moment doesn’t change.”

“…?”

Electra, Muttering words that were difficult to understand,

Rai looked puzzled, but she didn’t bother to explain further.

Instead, she lightly patted Rai’s head.

“The young mage has done something truly great. Let’s play a match of COL together next time.”

“Yes, understood. Let’s do ranked games together soon.”

“Ranked?”

“Yes. It’ll be added when the official release happens… but knowing in advance wouldn’t be fun, so try it when it’s released.”

“Sure. I’ll do that.”

Rai bowed to Electra.

Electra accepted his bow and returned to her fellow Electric Mages.

“Now, let’s head back. To the Electric Tower.”

It was time to return to the Electric Tower with the news of their victory.

Those who had won the Arcane War walked away with smiles on their faces.

Everyone except for Lea, who looked somewhat glum.

With each step, Lea’s pace slowed, and she gradually fell behind.

“…Lea? Is something wrong with your leg?”

“N-no, Tower Master.”

Lea said that, but her expression remained downcast.

She kept her eyes on the ground, walking slowly.

“If there’s something on your mind, tell me. I won’t move until you do.”

“Well…”

It wasn’t a big reason.

They had won the Arcane War, and Lea was genuinely happy about it too.

But from before the Arcane War began, she had felt a strange sense of disappointment toward Electra.

“It feels like… you care about Rai a lot…”

Lea had put in endless effort to earn the favour of the Electric Tower Master.

Even with her A-rank status, she studied magic relentlessly to qualify as the next Tower Master.

Lea admired Electra and wanted to be a disciple that her master cherished.

Yet, Electra had always been distant.

Lea never felt acknowledged or loved by Electra.

But now, Rai had appeared and was receiving so much of Electra’s attention.

Naturally, feelings of jealousy had begun to arise.

“That’s not it. I’m simply grateful that he created COL.”

“W-well, I understand that… but I…”

Lea’s voice faltered as she spoke.

She felt childish for harbouring such thoughts, even though she wasn’t a child anymore.

It was all understandable, really.

Lea tried to hide her feelings and just lift her head. But then—

Swoosh—

Somehow, Electra had approached and took hold of Lea’s hand.

When Lea looked up, she saw Electra smiling gently.

“You’ve been doing well enough, Lea. It’s all my fault.”

“…Pardon?”

“Today is a day for celebration, so let’s go back and have a party. I’ll join, and we’ll eat all the delicious food we want.”

“Y-yes? The Tower Master too?”

“Yes.”

Electra, who usually ate alone.

Lea was so surprised that she opened and closed her mouth like a fish.

But before Lea could say more, Electra pulled on the hand she held.

“Let’s hurry back.”

“Y-yes…”

And so, Electra continued holding Lea’s hand.

Whatever the case, there was no longer a need for Lea to speak of her disappointment.

And with that, Electra’s Arcane War truly came to an end.

Not long after, COL was officially released.

 

—




Chapter 35

 

After the final match of the Arcane War ended,

the excitement from the last game spread throughout the world.

COL began to attract immense attention.

“If COL gets officially released, how about hosting a tournament like the Arcane War in the Empire, Galliard?

Wouldn’t it be thrilling if nations and factions participated and fought?”

“I was thinking the same, Your Majesty. If it happens, I’d definitely want to join.”

The Emperor, greatly impressed by COL, shared such a conversation with Galliard.

The other nobles had similar thoughts as well.

The Illusion Magic Tower received an influx of inquiries about the official release date.

Only a select few invited guests were able to watch the Arcane War.

Nobles who weren’t invited went from party to party, seeking information about COL.

Meanwhile, the nobles who did attend the Arcane War became instant celebrities at these gatherings.

“Have you heard? They say even the Second Princess is showing interest in COL.”

“Oh… does that mean the Arcane War was that impressive?

For the Second Princess, who never cared about ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ to take an interest… just how fun must it be?”

In the capital, interest in COL was high.

Even the royal family occasionally discussed it.

“Rikal, how does one buy COL?”

“Why are you asking me? And it’s not even released yet.”

“Don’t think I don’t know that you’re always sneaking into the Illusion Magic Tower.

Next time, I was thinking of tagging along.”

“To the Illusion Magic Tower? Seriously, just stay out of it.”

“This brat…!”

Rikal and the Second Princess Eliya had never gotten along.

But lately, Eliya had been asking Rikal many questions about the Illusion Magic Tower.

“Brother, when COL is released, will you try it out?

It seemed like you were quite fascinated by the Arcane War.”

“If I have time, I might give it a try. Actually… I promised to play with JeBbit.”

“With JeBbit? When did you make such a promise… was it that time?”

“Yes. I briefly exchanged greetings with him on the first day of the Arcane War, thanks to Riot.”

Eliya and Leo conversed as Rikal listened in.

Rikal’s expression soured rapidly.

‘When did we ever make a promise to play together? Seriously, damn…’

He had never made such a promise.

What kind of delusion led to this imaginary promise?

Rikal wanted to punch his delusional brother, but he held back.

“He said he wanted to play games with JeBbit?”

“Yes. He even recommended it to me.”

“Ah, seriously… don’t do it. Brother, just don’t play. Focus on your work; the state is in chaos, and yet you think about games?”

“What… do you think you have the right to say that, Rikal?

If your troubles were cut in half, my work would decrease significantly!”

“Seriously, just… I promise I won’t cause any more trouble, so don’t play the game! Just stop, please, because I can’t stand it!”

“Hah, this is unbelievable…

What right do you have to complain? You play ‘Maple Leaf Story’ every day, don’t you, Rikal?”

“N-no, that’s… seriously… just… I hate it, okay?

I’m telling you, JeBbit hates you, so please don’t play!

Arghhhhh!”

“This brat…!”

The fights between Rikal and Leo became more frequent lately.

Only Rikal knew the reason behind it.

In any case, COL was attracting immense interest.

But it wasn’t just this kind of attention.

“Humans… were up to some interesting things.”

A certain nobleman with pale skin wandered through the social circles, gathering information about the illusion games.

Though he didn’t dare enter Trinity due to the risk of his identity being exposed,

there was still plenty of information about COL and ‘Maple Leaf Story’ everywhere.

It showed just how central these things were to humans at that moment.

“This is something I need to report to the Demon King.”

The man’s true identity was Malphas, a Demon.

Assigned the mission to conceal himself and gather information in the human world,

he returned to the Demon Realm with information about the Illusion Magic Tower’s artifact that was sweeping through all the conversations.

“Th-this, th-this… this… could mean… my dr-dream… huff, huff…”

And there was another man interested in the Illusion Magic Tower’s game, though from a completely different angle.

He was Count Pophos, a central nobleman of the Imperial Court.

With an unremarkable appearance and a protruding belly,

he had never married or even held hands with a woman, despite being over thirty.

His personality was far from masculine, and he had a habit of stuttering.

“Heh heh heh, heh heh…”

With a rather perverse smile,

he wrote a lengthy letter to the Illusion Magic Tower.

Thus, after the Arcane War,

many new challenges awaited the Illusion Magic Tower as it prepared for the mass production of artifacts and the release of COL.

***

“31 in favour, 0 against. It is approved.”

Finally, the mass production approval for ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and COL was granted.

There was no longer a need to stay up for months to meet the demand.

We could finally proceed with the delayed updates as well.

The people of the Illusion Magic Tower cheered at the news.

Especially the newcomers, who no longer had to work through the night, were thrilled.

“We should be able to officially release it in about two weeks. By then, I think the quantity I have in mind will be produced. The number of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ players will increase too.”

The release date for COL was set for two weeks later.

And during that time, access to COL was restricted.

We needed to maintain the system and complete the features that hadn’t been implemented yet.

Because of that, complaints flooded in from mages who couldn’t play the game for two weeks.

Even the people of the Illusion Magic Tower were constantly clamouring about when the game would reopen.

Hina, in particular, was pushing hard. As expected from someone who plays a lot, it seemed like her temper was getting worse.

“Hurry up and reopen…! Po-po-po-po-pok—”

Hina lightly punched my back like a fluffy cotton ball.

Ignoring her, I continued my explanation.

“Also, the council will be coming soon for the tower expansion. On that day, make sure not to go up to the top floor.”

“Wow! So, our tower is finally expanding?”

“At last… I’m so touched, Tower Master…!”

“Y-yes…!”

The people of the tower were filled with emotion.

It was, of course, the first time we had ever experienced a tower expansion.

Rumour had it that the council would use an ancient artifact called the Babel Tower Builder.

This ancient artifact calculates the tower’s contribution points through some unknown method.

And it raises the tower’s height based on those points.

No one knew exactly what the criteria were, but all the Tower Masters agreed to the artifact’s method of determining contribution points.

“What is the method for calculating contribution points, Tower Master?”

“W-well, it was decided before my time, so I don’t really know…”

I asked Hina, but she didn’t know the details of the method either.

In any case, our Tower Master wasn’t very helpful.

“Anyway, since it’s come to this… it’s time to tidy up the interior and make the place look like a proper tower. Let’s use these two weeks to organize the interior and arrange the tower’s structure.”

We had made some money, after all.

It seemed like it was time to turn our place into a proper tower.

While I finished up COL during these two weeks, I planned to leave that task to others.

Thus, the time for our tower to finally grow had come.

“By the way, Rai, this letter came again. What should we do with it?”

“…Just throw it away.”

As the status of the tower improved a bit, we started to attract new attention.

One of those sources of attention was this persistent letter that arrived daily.

At first, we politely declined, but the letters kept coming.

“What kind of letter is it, anyway? From Count Pophos? It comes every day.”

“…He’s asking us to create a fantasy world where he can cozy up with beautiful girls. To be precise, a game where you, uh, ‘capture’ them.”

“Ugh. That sounds perverted. I bet that Count Pophos guy looks creepy too. Ugh…”

“It’s not good to have such prejudices, Medeia.”

Medeia shuddered at the thought.

While it might be a prejudice to judge someone’s appearance based on their letters, as Rain said,

it was true that the letters were disturbingly detailed.

They included descriptions of the girls’ appearances, the settings… all very specific.

In other words, he wanted us to create the ultimate dating sim.

I never thought there would be someone who could come up with such an idea on their own.

Well, people like that existed in my past life too, which is why dating sims were invented.

In any case, I had no time to create such a thing now, so I ignored Count Pophos’s letters.

“Okay, let’s get started then.”

Yes, sir—!

Thus, the Illusion Magic Tower began to take on a proper shape at last.

All the shabby robes were replaced with new ones.

We decorated the interior with various artifacts.

As the space increased with the tower’s expansion, there was more room for interior design.

We replaced most of the decorations with illusion magic.

Since they were illusions, we could create an expansive world that left people in awe.

But we made sure that the illusions wouldn’t cause any dangerous misconceptions.

Soon, the Illusion Magic Tower began to look like a real tower.

“It’s the first time I’ve seen someone accumulate so many contribution points at once.

Of course, it could be because this is the first time we’re doing an expansion.”

The tower expansion allowed us to reach quite a high level.

Of course, we were still far shorter compared to other towers.

But just that alone put smiles on our faces.

“I can’t believe our tower is growing this tall…”

“Even though it’s illusion magic, we managed to get recognition for our contribution points.”

“Doesn’t that mean we’ve had a significant impact on the world?”

After the tower expansion was completed,

we moved the giant artifact containing the main servers of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ and COL to the rooftop.

Just like how mana stones glowing with each attribute shine atop the other towers,

our tower too began to light up the streets of Trinity.

Thus, two hectic weeks passed,

and the official release of COL immediately created a massive sensation in the world.
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Leo’s days were always hectic.

From morning until evening, he was constantly caught up in the imperial duties.

Sometimes, he even had to handle overtime work after sunset.

Just seeing him handle such an unreasonable workload was enough to show that he was fit to be the next emperor.

“Hoo… Finally, some free time.”

Then one day.

He had a rare evening where he finished his work early and found himself with some free time.

Leo took out the COL that had been collecting dust in the corner of his room.

It was something he had bought a few days ago when he had business outside.

When Leo went to purchase it from the merchant guild, unlike the time of “Maple Leaf Story,” there weren’t many people lining up.

He heard that many people had gathered on the first day of release, but…

Leo had bought his a few weeks after the release.

This time, production had been approved, so supply was stable.

Of course, within just a few weeks, sales exceeded three million units, far more than before.

Anyway, thanks to that, Leo successfully purchased COL without revealing his identity.

“I feel… a little nervous.”

Leo lay down on his bed, holding the artifact.

He didn’t have much time to sleep, but he felt he had to try COL because of the promise he made with JeBbit.

The reason he felt nervous was that he was thinking of playing COL with JeBbit.

Paak—

As he activated the artifact, his vision shifted.

He found himself in Summoner’s Rift, a place filled with mysterious creatures and magic.

Leo began to create his account in COL as a summoner.

“For my nickname…”

When it came time to choose his nickname, Leo hesitated a bit.

The fact that the emperor and even the second princess, Eliya,

and the other royals enjoyed COL was already well known.

But he still worried about whether it would be okay if it became known that someone as busy as him was playing games too.

He was known as the “Light of the Empire,” receiving all the expectations.

No matter how popular COL was, if he played it, rumours might spread that he was neglecting state affairs for a game.

<Rogue Empire’s Prince>

After pondering for a moment, Leo eventually decided on that nickname.

With a name like that, he could hide his identity.

And in case something came up, he could pretend to be Rikal.

Lately, Leo had been annoyed with Rikal, who kept picking fights related to JeBbit.

Of course, he could have completely hidden his identity.

But as Leo was not yet used to the concept of anonymity, it was a sort of mistake on his part.

Anyway, with that, Leo officially started playing COL.

He learned the basics through a simple tutorial and a bot match.

Thanks to watching the Arcane War, he didn’t find it difficult to adjust.

“Time has already flown by.”

Glancing at the time displayed in the corner of his view, Leo muttered.

It was almost 10 PM.

Leo decided to play one last normal game with other players and then go to bed.

He started the matchmaking process.

Once it was complete, Leo was transferred to the champion selection map.

(Team) FurryLove: tttttt

(Team) BadChampCollector: mdmdmdmdmd

(Team) BorderGuardCaptain: tt ttah

As soon as the pick phase began, his teammates started shouting consonants in an incomprehensible manner.

Then they picked their lane champions without any regard for others.

(Team) BorderGuardCaptain: I’m going jungle.

With his keen sense, Leo quickly understood the situation.

‘T’ likely meant “top,” and ‘md’ stood for “mid.”

‘They’re deciding lanes on a first-come, first-served basis.’

During the Arcane War, teams were predetermined, but…

After the official release, he had heard that teams were formed through random matchmaking.

Leo had been curious about how lane assignments worked, and now he had his answer.

He could also tell that solo lanes like mid and top were the most popular.

Since he wanted to play ADC (Attack Damage Carry) anyway, it wasn’t a problem for him.

(Team) <Rogue Empire’s Prince>: I’ll go ADC.

Leo picked Ashe.

Up until this point, he was feeling quite excited.

This was his first real match with other players in COL, and he thought it would be fun.

If they had just played according to their roles, it would have been a fun game.

But if the pick phase ended peacefully, it wouldn’t be COL.

(Team) JustPlaysAssassin: Oh wait, let me take mid.

<JustPlaysAssassin> showed up late.

From his nickname, he didn’t seem like the type to play support.

(Team) BadChampCollector: Mid was already picked.

(Team) JustPlaysAssassin: No, I only play mid. I can’t do support. I was late because I went to the bathroom.

(Team) BadChampCollector: That’s unreasonable. You should’ve picked before you went.

In games like COL, even if you temporarily exit the artifact, the game in progress continues on the server.

Since it’s a team-based game, it’s designed so that the game doesn’t get interrupted just because one person steps away.

It allows for a player to take a quick bathroom break during a game, without stopping the entire match.

(Team) JustPlaysAssassin: What could I do when it was urgent? Ah, I can only play mid. Let’s just go double mid.

Then <JustPlaysAssassin> picked Zed.

In this rather perplexing situation, Leo was at a loss for words.

Rogue Empire’s Prince: Ah, no. Does that mean I’ll be alone without a support?

(Team) BadChampCollector: What the heck are you doing? This is absolutely ridiculous… Someone just dodge, please.

(Team) JustPlaysAssassin: It’s just a casual game anyway. Let’s just go double mid.

(Team) BadChampCollector: Ah **, seriously. If no one dodges, I’m just throwing this game.

Rogue Empire’s Prince: No… Is this really okay?

Leo tried to persuade <JustPlaysAssassin> in a hurry, but it was no use.

(Team) JustPlaysAssassin: I’ve already picked Zed, what do you expect me to do? It’s just a normal game, so let’s just play.

Rogue Empire’s Prince: What on earth…

(Team) BadChampCollector: Ah, seriously, I’m so pissed off…

And with that, the game started just like that.

No one came to play support.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Am I really going to the bottom lane alone?

Leo desperately called out in the Rift.

But no one responded.

As soon as the game started, the two mid players bought items and rushed to the mid lane.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): What is this…?

Leo was bewildered by the situation, but he started playing the game anyway.

He helped with the jungle leash and headed to the bottom lane.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): What’s going on?

Unlike Leo, the enemy bottom lane had two players.

But it seemed something happened on their side too, as Master Yi and Aatrox ended up in the bottom lane.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Hah, hah… I mean…

Now, the situation was so absurd that Leo couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh.

The enemy Master Yi and Aatrox were calmly splitting the minions.

– Defeat

It was a close fight, but in the end, they lost the game.

“Is this really how it’s supposed to be…?”

This normal game was quite different from the Arcane War.

In the end, Leo decided to play just one more game before going to sleep.

It felt like it would be a waste to go to bed without playing a proper game.

Thus began the next game.

Fortunately, this time, all five players went to their designated lanes properly.

Leo picked Ashe again as ADC and started the game feeling good.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Ah, for real, the ADC is so bad.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Sorry, this is my first time playing.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Then you should have played something like support, not ADC…

About five minutes into the game, the jungle came for a gank.

But due to Leo’s mistake, they missed the kill.

Immediately, Fiddlesticks started hurling insults.

Leo endured it and apologized, acknowledging his mistake.

After all, he was the Crown Prince who would lead the Empire’s future.

He could tolerate that much once or twice.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Ah, Ashe, you **!

In the middle of a team fight, Ashe missed her ultimate.

After losing the fight and even having their inhibitor pushed, Fiddlesticks started berating Ashe again.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Isn’t it just because the enemy jungler is strong?

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): No, if you had hit your ult on Yi, we would have won.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): But Yi came in from the side, how was I supposed to…

Anyone could see they lost due to the jungle difference.

Of course, Ashe wasn’t playing well either, but aside from missing the ultimate, there was nothing else to criticize.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Ah, seriously, so frustrating. Your nickname is trash, and so is your skill, **…

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): ?

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Are you pretending to be that moronic 3rd Prince? Seriously, you have the worst personality and play terribly.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Aren’t gaming and personality two separate things? Why are you resorting to personal attacks? And I’m not the 3rd Prince.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Then why did you choose that nickname? Want to be royalty or something? You’re probably just a commoner who farms. Haha. You wouldn’t dare speak in front of me in real life, right?

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): No…

If this were in person, it would have been a situation where the offender would deserve execution for insulting the royalty.

But in a game where the other’s identity is unknown, there wasn’t much he could do.

Of course, he could report them and possibly get them banned.

But the humiliation and unpleasant feeling from being personally attacked wouldn’t easily go away.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): You’re being too harsh. Even if you don’t know who I am, saying such things isn’t right.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Yeah, well, then come meet me. I bet you wouldn’t dare to say a word if we met in person.

Part of Leo wanted to rush to the Illusion Magic Tower and ask them to find out who this user was.

But the rules of the Illusion Magic Tower clearly stated that they couldn’t reveal the other party’s identity.

Besides, it wouldn’t look good if rumours spread that the Crown Prince sought out someone because of a game dispute.

And above all, he would need to explain his “Rogue Empire’s Prince” nickname.

He had the urge to have Fiddlesticks executed on the spot.

The words were enough to make even Leo, who was called the future of the Empire, lose his temper.

Just as he thought about holding back his anger and ignoring it.

(Team) WorldTreeIsJustABigTree (Fiddlesticks): Let’s meet tomorrow. I’ll tell you the location. Haha, time for a commoner pretending to be the 3rd Prince to get disciplined.

‘This guy…!’

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Ashe): Tell me right now. Where.

In the end, Leo lost his cool for a moment.
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-Defeat

The game ended predictably in defeat.

<WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>, who kept provoking Leo until the end, eventually left without giving an address.

“Aaaaaah! That bastard!!”

Leo screamed and logged out of COL.

Hearing his yell in the middle of the night, the knights guarding his room rushed in.

“What happened, Your Highness?”

“Oh, uh…”

Leo regained his composure upon seeing the startled expressions on the knights’ faces.

“Ah, it’s nothing. I just had a bad dream for a moment.”

Leo made up an excuse and sent the knights away.

“Hah…”

It was truly time for him to get some sleep.

Leo turned off all the lights and lay down on his bed once more.

In hindsight, it might have been a good thing.

Even if he had gotten the address, he wouldn’t have been able to go meet the person anyway.

It wouldn’t be a good look if rumours spread that the Crown Prince went out to fight someone over a dispute that started while gaming.

Leo took a deep breath and tried to sleep.

But he couldn’t fall asleep at all.

“No, that guy…! What kind of person is he?!”

Even though he understood logically, his anger didn’t subside easily.

The more he thought about <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>’s words and behaviour, the angrier he got.

Because of him, they ended up losing a game they could have won.

“If he had just played properly, we would’ve won. But he got mad alone and ruined the game…”

Leo, still seething, tossed and turned in bed, and eventually picked up COL again.

Thinking, “Just one more game, and then I’ll sleep.”

But Leo ended up playing six more games before he finally managed to catch a bit of sleep.

***

“…What is this?”

About three months after the release of COL.

As more players became accustomed to the game and the rankings stabilized.

Among the daily flood of COL-related articles, Rikal came across one.

“Rogue Empire’s Prince. Acting like a rogue in COL? Which bastard wrote this…!”

It seemed like the article was directly targeting Rikal.

It would be insane to insult the royalty so directly.

But upon closer inspection, the article wasn’t actually about Rikal.

“Recently, the player <Rogue Empire’s Prince> in COL has been drawing attention. Known for his aggressive chat…? Famous for aggressive chat? It’s not like he’s the only one who talks like that.”

The article was about a certain player in COL.

Apparently, that player had chosen the nickname <Rogue Empire’s Prince>.

And they seemed to have gained a reputation for using inappropriate chat in the game.

In reality, there were countless players in COL who behaved inappropriately in chat.

However, <Rogue Empire’s Prince> drew special attention due to suspicions that he might be the 3rd Prince because of the nickname.

“…It’s not me, though? Who the heck is this guy!”

Rikal threw down the newspaper in frustration.

He felt a strong urge to find out the identity of this imposter and teach him a lesson.

Of course, it wasn’t really an impersonation, just a nickname.

And considering that the term “Rogue Empire’s Prince” was not exactly untrue when it came to Rikal, it was hard to argue.

In any case, Rikal was furious.

A few days later, media outlets even started requesting interviews, asking if Rikal was indeed <Rogue Empire’s Prince>.

Naturally, Rikal declined all interview requests.

Finally fed up, Rikal lashed out at the reporters loitering near the palace and headed to the Illusion Magic Tower.

***

“…So, you want us to reveal the identity of <Rogue Empire’s Prince>?”

“Yes.”

One day, Rikal suddenly appeared, seemingly out of nowhere.

His business was related to COL.

Now that some time had passed since the release of COL and the rankings had stabilized,

rumours were circulating that the player <Rogue Empire’s Prince> might actually be Rikal.

“As I’ve mentioned before, we can’t reveal that information.”

Naturally, I refused.

It’s only right not to disclose personal information recklessly.

We had already made it clear that even we, the server operators, could not identify a player’s true identity.

But Rikal wasn’t easy to deal with.

“Don’t lie. Then how did you know my identity?”

Rikal was surprisingly sharp.

I knew Rikal’s identity.

Rikal thought I had read the server data to find out player information.

Of course, I had never explicitly said that I discovered it that way.

I’d always skirted around the truth, using the knowledge to occasionally pressure him.

“That’s because you made it obvious, Your Highness. If someone comes in person and reveals themselves, anyone would notice.”

“Stop with the nonsense and tell me.”

“No, I can’t. Either way, I haven’t revealed Your Highness’s identity to anyone, have I? And honestly, we can’t find out that kind of information. In any case, I can’t do it. Personal information can’t be used carelessly.”

It’s only natural that the game operator has user information.

We just don’t use it carelessly.

…Though I might have pressured Rikal a little.

But in the end, I hadn’t told anyone, nor did I intend to.

I kept my mouth shut.

“By the way, I recently received an invitation to a royal banquet.”

“It’s Leo’s birthday soon. Looks like they’ve decided to get cozy with the mages over at Trinity.”

The conversation shifted to the topic of Leo’s birthday banquet.

Usually, nobles don’t invite mages to social gatherings.

Mages tend to keep their distance from aristocrats.

And the mages from Trinity maintain a somewhat independent stance.

But ever since the Zatum Expedition, I’ve occasionally received invitations to banquets.

I am a bit more open-minded than most mages.

Perhaps it’s also because of my role as a developer of COL and Maple Leaf Story.

Though I usually don’t attend, I was thinking of going this time.

After all, I knew that the identity of <Rogue Empire’s Prince> was Leo.

Of course, I had no intention of revealing it.

I was just curious if something had changed with Leo recently, since it seemed unusual for him to act that way in COL.

“So, are you coming?”

“I’m thinking about it. By the way, JeBbit, have you played games with the Crown Prince?”

“Do you want to die?”

“No, but come to think of it, couldn’t you just deny it? If Your Highness isn’t <Rogue Empire’s Prince>, why not just clear it up?”

“Then they’ll ask what my nickname is. If my nickname gets exposed, I won’t be able to play games in peace.”

“Hmm…”

Rikal probably didn’t want to reveal that his nickname was <Light of the Empire>.

If that got out, he’d be bombarded with questions about being <Light of the Empire> from ‘Maple Leaf Story’.

Why did he have to use the same nickname, anyway?

“In any case, I can’t do it. Just go. I’ll see you at the banquet. If it bothers you that much, clear it up yourself.”

And so, I sent Rikal away.

Soon enough, Leo’s birthday banquet approached.

 

***

Leo was born with high expectations from an early age.

The former Emperor, who led the Empire to its golden age, and the current Emperor.

Naturally, everyone hoped that Leo would also become a powerful ruler.

Those gazes and voices shaped Leo’s sense of self during his childhood.

As the next Crown Prince, Leo had to be perfect at all times. He began managing state affairs at a young age.

He was called the Light of the Empire, serving as a role model and inspiration to the people.

From birth, he had no choice but to live such a life.

It was a dazzling life, and everyone only showered him with praise.

“Congratulations, Your Highness.”

“Thank you, Duke. I always rely on your support.”

Leo’s birthday banquet.

As always, many people came that day to offer their blessings.

“I see the 3rd Prince has also attended.”

“Do you think the 3rd Prince is really <Rogue Empire’s Prince>?”

“No way, would he really reveal his identity so openly?”

The banquet hall buzzed with talks about COL.

Among those conversations, discussions about the recent hot topic, <Rogue Empire’s Prince>, were inevitable.

Leo forced himself to ignore those talks and put on a fake smile.

“By the way, Your Highness, do you also play COL? I heard that even the 2nd Princess enjoys playing COL these days.”

“Oh, I…”

Leo couldn’t escape questions about COL either.

A drop of cold sweat trickled down his face as he pondered his response.

“…Yes, I’ve tried it. I don’t get to play often due to lack of time, though.”

“Oh…! Is that so! What rank are you, if I may ask…”

The Duke of Velvet immediately started probing for details.

“I’m still unranked, so it’s a bit embarrassing to mention. I’ll tell you once I start ranked matches.”

“Ah, I see. It must be because you’re so busy managing state affairs.”

In reality, Leo was already ranked Silver 4, but he decided to keep that part hidden.

Leo continued to greet the nobles attending the banquet.

The same conversations, the same smiles, the same pretense.

Though he usually endured it well, today, it felt especially exhausting.

Or maybe it wasn’t just today.

Ever since he started playing COL,

He found himself inexplicably frustrated with his role as the Crown Prince, deemed the future of the Empire.

And he found satisfaction in venting his frustrations while playing COL.

At first, he was careful with his words even in COL.

But after a few months, he was chatting just like any other toxic player.

He felt a strong urge to play COL.

Caught off guard by this thought, Leo quickly shook his head.

For a moment, his carefully controlled expression slipped.

– No, that’s not true!-

Just then, Rikal’s voice echoed from somewhere nearby.

Rikal was angrily raising his voice in front of a group of nobles.

As usual, Leo approached to prevent Rikal from causing any trouble.

“Rikal. Stop…”

“- Me, <Rogue Empire’s Prince>? Do you think my skills are the same as that Silver player’s?”

“…!”

But Rikal’s words made Leo freeze for a moment.

Rikal was angrily refuting a group that was speculating whether he was <Rogue Empire’s Prince>.

“Rikal. Enough.”

Leo approached, forcing a calm expression.

“…Brother. Did you hear what this person said to me? They accused me of being <Rogue Empire’s Prince>…!”

“Oh, no! I didn’t mean to insult you, Your Highness! It’s just that such rumours were circulating, so I…”

A young nobleman stammered, trembling as he tried to explain himself.

It seemed like he had never faced Rikal’s wrath before.

“You’re slandering a member of the royal family right in front of me?”

“N-no, that’s not what I meant…”

The young nobleman was in a tough spot, caught by Rikal.

He wasn’t the only one discussing such matters,

It was just unfortunate that he happened to be nearby when Rikal overheard.

But if Rikal decided to give him a hard time, it wouldn’t end well.

At that moment, Leo spoke.

“…That’s enough, Rikal.”

“What?”

“They were just talking about the player named <Rogue Empire’s Prince>. Don’t cause unnecessary trouble on a good day.”

“But brother! This is…”

For some reason, Leo took the young nobleman’s side.

When Leo spoke, the nobleman’s frightened expression brightened.

Perhaps there was a selfish part of Leo that wished Rikal would continue taking the blame.

That way, Leo could keep expressing himself freely in the game.

“All you need to do is tell them your username. If you’re not <Rogue Empire’s Prince>, that should settle it.”

“Th-that…”

Or maybe he felt guilty towards Rikal.

Rikal had taken on the false accusations because of Leo.

If Rikal revealed his username here, the rumours would end.

Logically, Leo hoped for that outcome.

“Th-that…”

But strangely, Rikal couldn’t bring himself to reveal his username.

Instead, he stammered, sweating, which was unlike him.

– What, what is this… Could it be…?

– Could it be…

The nobles murmured at Rikal’s reaction.

Leo was just as baffled.

< Rogue Empire’s Prince> was clearly him, so why couldn’t Rikal speak?

“Haha! Hahahaha!”

Then, Rai appeared, laughing awkwardly.

“It seems like there’s been a misunderstanding. Prince Rikal is not <Rogue Empire’s Prince>. I recently played a duo match with him, after all.”

“You…!”

Rai quickly led Rikal out of the banquet hall.

Thanks to Rai, the suspicions were temporarily cleared, but since the username wasn’t disclosed, some doubts remained.

In any case, the situation was defused for now.

Feeling guilty towards Rikal, Leo tried to find a moment to follow the two outside.

“Wh-where are you going, Your Highness…?”

Count Pophos blocked his way.

“Ah, Count Pophos. I was just going to check on Rikal.”

“Ah, if that’s the case, I-I will… go instead…”

“You, Count Pophos?”

“Hmph… I just have some personal matters to discuss…”

“Ah…”

Count Pophos waddled away.

Leo wasn’t sure when Pophos and Rikal had become close.

Because of that, Leo had to remain in the banquet hall.

A little while later, Count Pophos eavesdropped on the conversation between Rikal and Rai.
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Count Pophos attended the Crown Prince’s birthday banquet with a heavy heart.

Lately, not even his favorite meat dishes and sweet desserts could ease his sadness.

The source of his sorrow was the letters he had sent with great ambition to the Illusion Magic Tower.

He had already sent the same letter over twenty times, but no reply had come.

“Chomp, chomp… sniff.”

Count Pophos chewed on his meat alone in a corner of the banquet hall.

“Was my scenario lacking… cough…”

The letters contained the ideas he had fantasized about for a long time.

Count Pophos had not been able to enjoy his academy days due to his unattractive appearance.

Even at his age, he had never dated or even been in a relationship.

He enjoyed fantasizing about his academy days.

His fantasies were usually about being surrounded by many beautiful female cadets and winning their hearts.

When he saw the Arcane War, he thought that with such illusion magic, he could turn his fantasies into a game.

Count Pophos roughly outlined the scenario for the game and sent it to the Illusion Magic Tower.

He offered as much money as they needed, asking them to create a game like COL or Maple Leaf Story, set in an illusionary world.

“No, I’m telling you it’s not true—!”

While he was eating alone, not talking to anyone,

He heard Rikal shouting angrily nearby.

It was because of the recent rumours about the player <Rogue Empire’s Prince>.

Since Count Pophos didn’t play COL, he didn’t pay much attention to it.

And Rikal causing a scene wasn’t a new thing.

Soon after, Leo approached, seemingly trying to calm Rikal down.

If that had been all, Count Pophos would have continued to ignore the situation.

“Ha, haha! Hahahaha!”

But amidst the commotion, a strange laugh echoed.

Count Pophos raised his head to find out who was laughing.

The source of the laughter was none other than a mage.

It was Riot, the Illusion Mage who created COL and Maple Leaf Story.

‘Wh-what, what, the Illusion Mage came to this banquet too?!’

Riot spoke up to clear up the misunderstanding on Rikal’s behalf, then led Rikal out of the banquet hall.

Count Pophos thought this was his chance.

It was the perfect opportunity to ask directly for his fantasies to be made into a game.

‘H-however, this meat is just too delicious, I can’t seem to move… (thud) What am I doing! I need to act now!’

But the meat in his hand was so tasty that he couldn’t stop himself.

After a mental battle with himself, Count Pophos managed to get moving.

But just then, someone else was trying to leave the banquet hall too.

“Wh-where are you going, Your Highness…?”

Count Pophos spoke to Leo.

He was about to have an important conversation with Riot, and it would be troublesome if Leo overheard.

“Oh, Count Pophos. I’m just going to check on Rikal.”

“If that’s the case, I-I will… go instead…”

“You, Count Pophos?”

“Hmph… I have some personal matters to discuss…”

And Leo’s destination was the same as Riot and Rikal’s.

It was even more critical that they didn’t leave together.

In the end, Count Pophos left Leo behind in the banquet hall and followed Riot and Rikal alone.

As he stepped out of the banquet hall, the vast royal garden unfolded before him.

The royal garden, lit up with bright lights, was a splendid sight.

Panting heavily, Count Pophos waddled through the garden.

-…So…-

From a secluded part of the garden, he heard the voices of Riot and Rikal.

They were hiding in a corner, as if discussing a secret.

Gasping for breath, Count Pophos followed the voices.

The previously faint voices grew clearer.

“…So why did you use ‘Light of the Empire’ as your nickname again? You should have used a different one for your COL username.”

Count Pophos froze as he overheard Riot’s irritated words.

***

I helped Rikal out and led him into the garden.

Then, I guided him to a secluded corner where no one would come.

“Whew… I helped you once, okay?”

“Ugh! Those annoying brats! I should’ve just killed them all…!!”

Rikal, now full of anger, kicked at the ground.

Just moments ago, he had been flustered, unsure of what to do.

But his temperament didn’t change that easily.

“So why were you so hesitant back there? Acting like that will only make people more convinced.”

“And what, you think I should just reveal my username there? In front of all those nobles?”

“Well, you could have just said you were a fan or something. Either way, the suspicion will keep following you unless you fully reveal your username. Or you could find out who the real <Rogue Empire’s Prince> is.”

“And who is it then? You know, don’t you!”

“No, I keep telling you I don’t know.”

“Argh!”

Rikal clutched his head in frustration.

It must be a tough situation for Rikal.

Being suspected as <Rogue Empire’s Prince> was clearly annoying.

But he couldn’t reveal his real username either.

It made sense that he was upset.

Of course, that didn’t mean I planned on revealing the true identity of <Rogue Empire’s Prince>.

“Sigh… So why did you use ‘Light of the Empire’ as your nickname again? You should’ve just picked something else for your COL name.”

“I didn’t think much when I made it. How could I have known it would come to this?”

“Weren’t you just trying to play the idol even in COL?”

“…Do you want to die?”

“If you kill me, your secret will be posted in a Maple Leaf Story announcement, you know?”

As always, our conversation veered back to me teasing Rikal.

Well, since there’s no immediate solution, it’s better to lighten the mood, right?

That’s what I thought when I made that joke.

But it ended up causing a big problem.

Rustle—

“…!”

“…Oh.”

In the middle of our conversation, we heard a rustling sound.

And we could hear suspicious breathing as well.

Rikal and I quickly lowered our voices.

“Is someone there? Could it be…?”

“It’s too dark to see. Surely, they didn’t hear us…?”

Rikal, uncharacteristically, seemed genuinely fearful.

It seemed like he was nearly in a state of panic.

If that sound was from a person and they had overheard our conversation, Rikal would probably wish he could just disappear.

I could see from the trembling in Rikal’s eyes what he was thinking.

“No, no way. It’s not a person.”

In these situations, it usually turns out to be a passing cat. That’s how it typically goes.

The cliché is to build tension like something is about to happen, only for nothing to occur.

“H-H, Your Highness…”

But, unkindly, that cliché did not occur.

Instead, a twist that would cause an enormous ripple.

From between the bushes emerged a portly noble with a protruding belly.

“Count Pophos…?”

Seeing who it was, Rikal murmured in a surprised tone.

It seemed like Rikal knew this noble too.

Judging by his attire, he seemed to be a central noble.

But wait, Pophos? For some reason, that name sounds familiar.

More importantly, he didn’t overhear, did he?

“Wh-What do you mean, ‘Light of the Empire’… What are you talking about…?”

Oh no. He heard.

I slapped my forehead, thinking that we were in serious trouble.

Rikal was already trembling like a leaf, drenched in cold sweat as if it were raining.

“S-Surely… the Third Prince is JeBbit…?”

“N-No, haha! What are you talking about? The Third Prince being JeBbit? How could a rogue like him possibly be JeBbit? Hahahaha!”

I tried to cover up the situation urgently in place of the stunned Rikal.

Even though I openly insulted him, Rikal was too out of it to react.

Now that he had been caught, it was as if Rikal was socially dead.

He must have felt like the sky was falling.

I desperately hoped that this Count Pophos hadn’t heard the whole conversation, forcing a smile.

“D-Don’t lie! I heard everything about the nickname and the idol stuff…!”

“Ah…”

Thud—

In the end, Rikal collapsed to the ground.

This Count Pophos guy. He might look foolish, but he’s not as gullible as I’d hoped.

He seemed needlessly stubborn about things.

“Th-The Prince is JeBbit… Then, was the JeBbit that appeared until now a double…?”

Rikal and I both remained silent.

Rikal seemed to have completely lost his mind.

And I didn’t dare to answer, unsure if I could handle the consequences for Rikal’s future.

But why does this Count Pophos speak like this?

Is it really okay for him to talk like that to a prince?

After a while, Rikal, who had regained some of his composure, spoke.

“…Count Pophos.”

“Ugh, wh-what?!”

Rikal suddenly stood up and placed his hand on Count Pophos’s shoulder.

Then he gripped Count Pophos’s shoulder so hard it seemed like he might break it.

Count Pophos let out a strange sound as if he were in pain.

“…You’re going to have to die here.”

And then Rikal drew his sword.

I hurriedly grabbed Rikal’s arm.

“W-Wait, Your Highness! No matter what, this isn’t the way! And if you kill him here, it’ll be discovered eventually!”

“So what if they find out? It’s not like Count Pophos has a wife or kids to come looking for him.”

“Well, that’s a bit hurtful…”

“But that doesn’t mean it’s okay to kill someone! Please, put the sword away!”

I managed to calm Rikal down.

In the end, we decided to explain the situation to Count Pophos and ask him to keep the secret.

Rikal still thought it would be better to just kill him.

But I didn’t want to see an innocent person die right in front of me.

Besides, it was Rikal’s mistake, so killing Count Pophos made no sense.

“I-I can keep the secret… But not for free…!”

“Is there something you want?”

“I-Illusion Mage Riot… Why haven’t you responded to my letters?!”

“Letters?”

Letters?

I tried to recall any recent letters I’d received.

Nothing special came to mind…

“…Ah! Count Pophos!”

Then it hit me.

The long letters I had been throwing away without reading for some time.

The ones with uncomfortably detailed storylines and character settings, asking me to create a dating sim.

The name of the sender on those letters was Count Pophos.

“A dating sim… No, so you were the one who asked me to make that game, Count.”

“That’s right…! Why haven’t you responded?!”

“I did reply at first. I said it wasn’t possible.”

“But…! Please make it…! I even wrote up to the 28th revision of the scenario because I thought my story was lacking…!”

“No, that’s not the issue here…”

How could a hopeless otaku like this exist in this world?

Was the person who first thought of a dating sim in my past life like this too?

Comparing them to Count Pophos seemed too disrespectful, so I apologized inwardly to the original dating sim creator.

“A-Anyway, if you make it, I’ll keep the secret…!”

“But I’m a developer of online games…!”

So, the condition Count Pophos proposed was this:

If I made him a dating sim, he would keep the secret.

I glanced back and forth between the desperate Rikal and Count Pophos, deep in thought.
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Chapter 39

 

Of course, if I tried, I could probably make it.

And to be honest, I didn’t want to see Rikal’s identity revealed.

Maybe it’s empathy. After all, it’s basically socially killing a person.

But just killing someone here? That wouldn’t be right either.

Of course, I didn’t like the idea of listening to this unpleasant pig… I mean, Count Pophos.

But more importantly, the fact remains that making it wouldn’t be easy.

For one, I’ve never played a dating sim before.

And creating a dating sim in virtual reality requires a vast amount of data, in a different way from online games.

For example, to create just one heroine, you practically have to create a whole personality.

Of course, since it would follow a predetermined story, it wouldn’t need to be as detailed as creating a real person.

But still, to make it seem human, a huge amount of modeling work would be required.

At the very least, I’d have to bring in a real woman, have her act out various behaviors, and create a character based on that.

And since you need to create the lives of the heroines even in the unseen parts…

But I didn’t have the courage to ask someone to be a model just to make a dating sim.

Actually, I didn’t even want to let the world know that I was making a dating sim.

I’m a developer of online games, after all.

“I could… make it, but I’d need a female model. It’s almost like replicating a person with illusions.

But finding a model and asking her to act out the lines and actions Count Pophos wrote… honestly, would anyone really like that?

Sure, if you paid a huge sum, someone might do it, but,”

“M-Money is not a problem!”

I could sense desperation in Count Pophos’s voice.

Did he really want a dating sim that badly, even in front of Rikal?

“Money isn’t the only issue. Count Pophos, your scenario includes… sexual content.”

“You, you filthy pervert!”

Thud—

Rikal kicked Count Pophos with a look of utter disgust.

Honestly, anyone in this world would react that way, not just Rikal.

“Huff, huff…”

Count Pophos muttered, looking wronged.

“T-Then… I’m willing to cut those scenes, just until then… is that not possible…?”

In the end, Count Pophos gave up on the 19+ scenes.

But that didn’t completely solve the problem.

“We’d still need a female model. I don’t want to have to ask a woman to do these things and be met with scornful looks.”

“T-Then, I’ll reveal the prince’s identity to everyone…!”

“Maybe we should just kill him…”

“Gaaah—!”

Rikal drew his sword again.

Held by the collar by Rikal, Count Pophos squealed like a pig being slaughtered.

A headache-inducing situation.

Honestly, this has nothing to do with me.

Whether Rikal kills Count Pophos or Rikal’s identity gets exposed…

“Die, you pig!”

That prince, who was ready to kill on impulse, left me speechless.

Despite everything I’ve done to help so far.

I was getting fed up with both Count Pophos and Rikal.

As if I wasn’t already busy and tired, my anger flared.

“Hah…”

But I am a person of intellect. And of morals.

Not like these two irrational individuals.

As a game operator, revealing a user’s personal information is unacceptable.

And thinking, ‘Well, if my identity is exposed, I’ll just kill them,’ is equally unreasonable.

“…!”

At that moment.

A way to teach these two fools a lesson while resolving the situation came to mind.

“I’ll make it for you.”

“Wh-What?!”

“R-Really?!”

“Yes. But there’s a condition.”

I glanced at Rikal’s expression before speaking my mind.

“Let’s add JeBbit as one of the heroines.”

“W-What?!”

“H-Huh… What? Y-You son of a…!!!!!!”

Rikal, wearing a disbelieving expression, charged at me.

While Rikal grabbed me by the collar, I said,

“If you kill me, your identity will be posted on the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ notice board…”

“But why would you make me a heroine?!”

“Well… there’s no character quite like JeBbit, is there…?”

“Aaaahhhh!!”

“Or you could just let your identity be exposed…”

I just wanted to mess with Rikal a bit.

It was my way of telling him to get a grip.

And it was something that might come in handy later, too.

“Count Pophos! Tell me! Do you want to do something like that with me right now?”

“Huff, huff… Having JeBbit as a heroine… might actually be good…”

“You bastard!!!”

“Je-JeBbit and Your Highness are d-different…!”

“Just die!!!”

Anyway, Count Pophos seemed to have different tastes.

I didn’t bother trying to understand his mindset.

“It’s my condition. Otherwise, it’s off the table. And of course, I’ll be taking a lot of money. Do as you wish.”

After that, Rikal raged for over thirty minutes.

Of course, I made sure Rikal didn’t kill the count. That wouldn’t be right.

After a while, the commotion attracted a crowd.

When Count Pophos threatened to reveal Rikal’s identity, Rikal finally made his decision.

***

“Huff, huff… Fine!”

Sometime later, in my room in the Illusion Magic Tower.

Rikal, Count Pophos, and I were working on the modeling for the dating sim.

“…Shut up.”

“Being scolded by Miko-chan… somehow doesn’t feel too bad…!”

“…Damn it.”

Rikal said with a look of disgust.

He was now acting out various actions and lines, not as JeBbit but as another cute girl.

I made several artifacts similar to the JeBbit transformation artifact.

All of them were illusions of beautiful girls that matched the character Count Pophos described.

Instead of modeling each action of a beautiful girl illusion one by one, it was easier to place an illusion over someone, have them act out the behaviour, and then directly apply that in-game.

And so, Rikal transformed into various heroines, performing each action as instructed by Count Pophos.

As time went on, he grew so accustomed to it that I sometimes forgot that he was Rikal.

Rikal got angry at times, but the modeling progressed smoothly.

It seemed he had already given up on himself.

He had acted as JeBbit so much that it wasn’t particularly awkward for him.

“…L-Like this?”

“G-Good…!”

In reality, the direction of the heroines’ actions was entirely up to Count Pophos.

Since it was Rikal inside, he couldn’t behave exactly like a real woman anyway.

That part was more or less given up on.

After all, it was a game meant for indulging a man’s hidden desires.

I just wanted to finish this quickly.

…But then, I wondered, was there even a need for Rikal to be the model for this?

I couldn’t really involve anyone else.

And so, Rikal and Count Pophos came to the Illusion Magic Tower almost daily for about two weeks.

“…I think this should be enough.”

“I-Is it finally complete?!”

“It’s not complete yet, this is just the beginning. The real game development starts now. I’m not sure how long it’ll take. I’ll try to finish it within the year.”

With that, the two returned to the palace.

“So, why have those two been visiting so often lately, Rai?”

After Rikal and Count Pophos left, Rain asked.

Behind her, Hina, who had been hiding somewhere, peeked out.

She was shy and had been hiding because strangers kept visiting the tower.

“They won’t be coming anymore. Well… let’s just say I took on a commission.”

“A commission?”

“A commission…?”

“Yes. The details are… a secret.”

“Hm…”

In terms of magical prowess, Hina was higher than me.

Rain, though a lower rank, was still an exceptional illusion mage.

They probably had a rough idea of what I was up to inside.

Moreover, Hina, who had strategized the Zatum raid with JeBbit, knew that JeBbit’s appearance was an illusion.

If she was perceptive, she might have already figured out the situation.

Hina hadn’t mentioned anything about JeBbit yet.

“Well, anyway. It’s a secret. Hurry up and prepare the next champion balance patch.”

“I-I don’t want to work—”

I quickly changed the subject.

Then Hina fled to her room.

“T-Then, I’ll go handle the update.”

Taking the chance, I also escaped from Rain and went back to my room.

No matter what, I didn’t want anyone to find out… that I was making a dating sim.

If asked, “Are you embarrassed by dating sims?” I would answer yes.

It was definitely a tough project for someone who had never played one before.

Anyway, I collected myself and started development.

Since it was rated 15 and up, most of the sexual actions would be restricted.

Holding hands or hugging would be possible.

But undressing or anything beyond that would not.

There would be no… sensory feedback in that regard. And if any unnecessary touches happened, the heroine’s affection level would drop drastically.

If the player crossed the line, the game would forcibly end.

The heroine’s clothing would be implemented as a part of the illusion, making it impossible to remove.

However, there would be a kissing scene, so I had to implement the sensation of a kiss.

The problem was, I had never kissed anyone.

I would need to think about that part.

Since the kissing scene comes at the end, there’s still some time.

“For now, let’s review the scenario one more time.”

Before officially starting, I went through the scenario written by Count Pophos.

Surprisingly, it was a decent dating sim scenario.

I kept reading until I reached near the ending scenario and then stopped.

“In the end, the heroines fall in love with the protagonist… just a standard happy ending.”

At the end of each heroine’s route, there was a happy ending where they fall in love.

It even included harem endings and hidden endings.

Naturally, since it’s a game about dating beautiful girls, those endings made sense.

“Hmm…”

I grinned wickedly and began revising the endings.

***

Recently, Leo found himself thinking this sometimes.

‘What am I dedicating myself to?’

If he thought about it, his life had never been close to happiness.

Just because a life was glamorous and dazzling didn’t mean it was happy.

He hadn’t questioned this until he played COL.

In his world, nothing existed beyond his duties as the crown prince.

But after discovering the world of COL, Leo learned how to express himself.

As he released all the things he had long suppressed, he realized how foolish his life had been.

A life not lived for himself.

That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It could be a life of happiness for someone else.

But it wasn’t the right life for Leo.

(Team) Rogue Empire’s Prince (Caitri): lol, jungle diff

In COL, Leo lived as he pleased.

He said whatever rude words came to mind.

He violently released the stress that had built up from a life of restraint.

Of course, his skill in COL wasn’t great.

His rank barely hovered around Silver.

But COL had a meaning beyond just a game for him.

“…So, the trade fees with the Kingdom of Franken need to be adjusted.”

“To continue exchanges with Trinity, the budget for the Magic Department must be cut. Honestly, the current Magic Department…”

“So you’re suggesting we get rid of the Magic Department?!”

Leo continued the national meeting with a disinterested expression.

He wanted to finish quickly and go back to playing COL and obsessing over JeBbit.

He longed for another world where he could freely express himself, outside of this stifling reality.

He liked COL, but sometimes he got tired of a world where all there was to do was fight.

Leo heard about that story while he was returning from the meeting.

In the corridor that connected the inner and outer walls of the Imperial Palace. He overheard some nobles gossiping.

“…That kind of thing exists? Who would even…”

“Of course, it must be the Illusion Magic Tower. Rumour has it that Count Pophos possesses it.”

“Count Pophos…? Somehow, that seems just like him…”

“Yes. It must be. A game where you can date an illusion of JeBbit…”

“But did they get JeBbit’s permission?”

“…?!”

It was a conversation Leo couldn’t help but stop and listen to.
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Somewhere in the capital, inside Count Pophos’s mansion.

One day, a discreet package was delivered there.

It was a box small enough to hold with one hand.

The sender was the Illusion Magic Tower.

Count Pophos carried it into his room and began to carefully open it.

“Ohhh… Uhoooot…!!!”

Inside was a small figurine modeled after JeBbit as a cute character.

At first glance, it just looked like JeBbit merchandise.

However, the small figurine was made of high-quality mana stones, embedded with layers of illusion magic as an ‘artifact.’

The design had been chosen at Count Pophos’s request.

Initially, Rai had wanted to make it look like a simple stone.

That way, others wouldn’t recognize it if they saw it.

But that went against Count Pophos’s principles.

He wanted at least one of the heroines’ faces to be on it.

After much deliberation, the design ended up being the current JeBbit figurine.

If people thought it was just JeBbit merchandise, they wouldn’t think it odd.

It was a design that he liked because he could get a heroine’s figurine as well.

Count Pophos, too, was a fan of JeBbit.

“J-JeBbit-chan… Huff… Hoo…!”

Of course, Count Pophos knew JeBbit’s true identity.

But JeBbit and Rikal were distinctly different beings.

It was similar to how some people become fans of a character played by an actor.

Neither Rai nor Rikal could agree with this mindset, but that was how Count Pophos felt.

“P-Puuu… T-Then, let’s begin…! Huff huff… How… exciting…”

With a flushed face, Count Pophos lay down on his bed.

He held the JeBbit figurine-shaped artifact tightly with both hands and placed it on his chest.

His excited body was sweating profusely, and for some reason, there was tension in his lower half.

“G-Go…! Jebbit-chan…!”

Count Pophos departed into the world of illusions.

He used the artifact to enter the world of the dating sim created by the Illusion Magic Tower, ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’

***

One day, Viscount Persig visited Count Pophos’s mansion.

Viscount Persig was a relative of Count Pophos and one of the few people he interacted with.

“The Count said he would be right back after finishing some extra work. Please wait a moment.”

“It’s fine. I’ll wait in the Count’s room.”

“But the Count’s room is…”

“It’s fine. I’ve been there more than a few times.”

Recently, Count Pophos had been very strict about letting anyone into his room.

The butler tried to guide Viscount Persig to the drawing room, but the Viscount headed straight for the Count’s room.

The Count and the Viscount were quite close, so they had always chatted in the Count’s room before.

Knowing this, the butler simply nodded.

“Sigh… This is why he’s still single.”

The Viscount sighed at the sight of the messy, disorganized room.

There was a strange, unidentifiable smell.

The room was filled with JeBbit merchandise, pictures of cute girls, and suggestive novels.

The reason he hadn’t managed to get married or even date was clear.

“This is new merchandise.”

As he looked around the room, the Viscount noticed a collection of JeBbit merchandise in a corner.

Among them was a JeBbit figurine that he hadn’t seen before, and it didn’t look ordinary.

“An artifact?”

It wasn’t just a figurine; it was an artifact.

The Viscount, curious, activated the artifact.

And he was immediately sucked into the world of illusions.

About thirty minutes later.

“W-W-What are you doing?!”

Count Pophos, who had just returned from his work, saw the Viscount lying on the floor and shouted, his cheeks jiggling.

He hurriedly forced the Viscount to log out, but the Viscount had already experienced ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’

“C-Count, this… Just now, JeBbit was…”

“A-A-Arrgh…!”

Count Pophos had promised the Illusion Magic Tower never to reveal the secret to anyone.

He begged the Viscount to keep the secret.

However, not long after,

Rumours began to spread around the capital that there was a game where you could simulate dating JeBbit.

The rumours spread rapidly, capturing the public’s attention.

Count Pophos, the owner of the game, took a long vacation and went into hiding.

***

“Huff… Huff… Today, I can finally see the first ending…!”

Count Pophos, who had taken a vacation and gone into hiding.

He was now laying low with the much-talked-about ‘JeBbit Dating Simulation Game.’

“M-M-Maybe they won’t find me…!” he muttered as he ran away.

He ignored the situation outside and focused on clearing ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’

After playing the game all day, he finally reached the end of Miko’s route.

Today was the day he could see the ending.

Count Pophos logged into ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’

[Today is the day I confess to Miko. We agreed to talk behind the building after class.]

The narration played.

After class, the Count headed behind the building.

Between the main building with various storage rooms and the gymnasium.

He was supposed to meet Miko somewhere near the sports equipment storage.

“Huff… Huff… Miko-chan… wait for me.”

Breathing heavily with excitement, the Count arrived in front of the storage.

Miko hadn’t arrived yet.

“W-When will she get here… Huff…! Did they make the game wrong or something…!”

Miko still didn’t show up as time passed.

Annoyed, Count Pophos paced around and mumbled to himself.

-…Mm… Ahh…

A delicate voice suddenly came from somewhere.

It sounded vaguely like Miko’s voice.

“Miko-chan?”

Count Pophos looked around, but Miko was nowhere to be seen.

As he wandered nearby, he heard her moaning again.

It was coming from inside the sports storage.

-…Ahh… Ha… Renton…

“…Renton?”

Renton was the name of a delinquent male character in the game.

Feeling uneasy, Count Pophos hurriedly tugged on the storage door, but.

Clunk- Clunk-

“Wh-What…! Why won’t it open…!”

The door wouldn’t open and just rattled.

He tried hitting it with various objects, but it wouldn’t break or open.

“Miko-chaaan—!!”

Miko’s voice continued to echo, as did Renton’s.

Realizing what was happening, Count Pophos banged on the door desperately.

The pain in his hands was surprisingly vivid, as if the game had even implemented tactile sensations.

“A-At… Why…”

With his strength fading, Count Pophos sank down, exhausted.

A moment later, the storage door opened, and Miko and Renton emerged.

The storage room was filled with a hot, stuffy heat, and Renton had his hand on Miko’s shoulder.

“Hey, isn’t it Count Pophos! What are you doing here?”

“I-Iik… I-Iik…!”

Miko’s face flushed red.

And Renton, looking down at the Count with a sneering smile.

Even though Renton hadn’t laid a finger on him, the Count felt immense pain.

It was a searing pain in his chest, as if his heart was being torn apart.

“Ugh, Ughhhh-!”

Filled with rage, Count Pophos lunged at Renton.

But Renton easily kicked him away with a single strike.

“Why… Why, Miko-chan!!!”

“Miko, it seems like Count Pophos has something to say?”

“Uh, uh-huh… Let’s go, Renton.”

Miko glanced disdainfully at the Count and then clung to Renton as they left.

Watching their retreating figures, Count Pophos screamed until his throat felt like it would tear.

“Why… Why are you doing this, Miko-chan!!!”

A situation he couldn’t comprehend. They had been fine just yesterday.

He had no idea why this was happening.

Screaming until he coughed up blood, Count Pophos fainted and logged out of the game.

“Cough… Cough…”

Suffering severe internal wounds, Count Pophos writhed in pain for days without eating.

After barely regaining his senses, he tried pursuing the other heroines’ routes, but the result was the same.

“Ugh… Ughhhh…!!! Cough…”

And so, his vacation filled with endless suffering continued.

***

Rikal had nothing special going for him.

From a young age, he was distracted and couldn’t focus on his lessons, nor did he show any qualities of a ruler.

He wasn’t skilled in politics, nor was he cunning enough to survive in the capital.

And in the year Rikal turned ten.

“Oh dear…”

“C-rank, and it’s even an illusion type…”

“He has no magical talent either. How unfortunate…”

Rikal took the Attribute Affinity Test.

It was a C-rank, low-tier attribute of the Illusion type.

A power that was practically useless in any field.

Had it been a C-rank of a different attribute, it might have been usable.

But as an illusion type, it was even more looked down upon.

Yet he was born into his status.

He was royalty, the most noble of birth.

Some might say that this alone meant he was born with many privileges.

But aside from that, Rikal had nothing else.

So, being called royalty was more of a curse to him.

“The 3rd Prince seems hopeless.”

“At least the 1st Prince is intelligent, so it’s alright, isn’t it?”

“But it’s embarrassing for royalty to be so incompetent… If he’s like this now, it’s obvious how he’ll turn out when he’s older.”

The murmurs about his incompetence.

Young Rikal was innocent and unaware of the gossip behind his back.

But as the years passed.

And as Rikal grew older, he began to notice the way people looked at him.

An incompetent prince.

After realizing how people saw him, Rikal’s innocence disappeared.

The only thing he enjoyed was swinging a sword.

So, he would practice swordsmanship alone in the corner of the training grounds every day.

Gradually, people’s interest in Rikal faded.

No one cared if he skipped meals.

And the nobles who once initiated conversations with him began to diminish. They flocked to the Crown Prince, Leo.

Instead, some nobles who were known as troublemakers approached Rikal, pretending to be friendly.

They were the so-called delinquent noble heirs.

“Give it a try, Your Highness. It’s a lot of fun, hehe.”

“Yeah. This prank is something only Your Highness can pull off.”

They incited Rikal to misbehave.

At first, Rikal hesitated, but eventually, he went through with it.

“Kyaa-!”

“The sculpture that His Majesty cherishes…!”

“Who could have done such a thing!”

Rikal had smashed a sculpture displayed in a hallway of the capital.

Naturally, the Emperor was furious and scolded the young Rikal.

“…Sigh. Enough. Leave now.”

For anyone else, it would have been a crime deserving of execution.

But for Rikal, a scolding was the extent of his punishment.

No matter what, the Emperor couldn’t bring himself to kill his own son.

A normal person would have stopped after being scolded like that.

But young Rikal didn’t.

He continued causing trouble, big and small, and people both within the royal family and throughout the capital whispered about him.

Of course, Rikal didn’t enjoy being treated like this.

But he kept doing it.

‘…Because no one else would pay attention to me.’

It was the only way he could get attention.

In the vast, grand, and splendid capital.

That empty, terrifying feeling of being completely ignored by everyone.

The sensation of being forgotten by all simply because he was deemed incompetent.

When he thought about that, this was better.

Humans are social creatures.

What they fear most is being ignored.

And so, Rikal gradually became a complete troublemaker.

Continuing to act out for reasons he no longer remembered.

That’s how he became the Rogue Prince he is now.

“Ha… That idiot really…!”

Rikal threw the newspaper aside in frustration.

It was filled with articles about the JeBbit dating simulation game.

“I told him to be careful. How did he get caught? What was he doing…”

He never should have trusted that foolish pig Count.

On top of that, when things turned out like this, Count Pophos took a long vacation and disappeared.

“I should’ve just killed him back then…”

Rikal regretted not killing Count Pophos at the time.

The next day, a letter arrived from the Illusion Magic Tower, and Rikal headed to Trinity.
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Chapter 41

 

“Hmm. I see.”

One day, after sending Count Pophos the completed dating simulation game,

I was having a conversation with the Second Imperial Princess, Eliya, over coffee.

Lately, she had been visiting the Illusion Magic Tower even more often than Rikal.

I didn’t know why, but she would come and chat about various topics before leaving.

We were just talking about Rikal a moment ago.

“That’s the kind of person he is. Lately, he’s been getting into games, so he’s causing less trouble, though.”

“You’re siblings, after all, Your Highness.”

It felt like I’d heard stories about Rikal’s childhood.

It was a bit pitiful, but given all that I’d endured from Rikal, I couldn’t really feel sympathy.

“…So, did you come here today just to talk about that?”

When the conversation ended, I hinted to Eliya.

Though Eliya was a user of COL, she didn’t play as obsessively as Rikal or Leo.

Yet she often visited the Illusion Magic Tower to chat.

To be honest, I barely had enough time to work, so entertaining her was challenging.

“T-that’s not it! Um…”

She looked as if she were trying to come up with something to talk about.

Just go back, please.

“Oh! Have you heard the recent rumour going around the capital?”

“A rumour in the capital?”

“Yes. I heard there’s a rumour that Count Pophos has a dating simulation game with JeBbit? There’s no place other than the Illusion Magic Tower that could create something like that, right?”

“…!!”

I froze on the spot.

Wait, they found out about that? There’s no way he told anyone directly.

“Is it true?”

“Huh? That’s what I wanted to ask you. Is it true?”

“N-no way. I couldn’t have made something like that.”

“Right? Then why is there such a rumour?”

“Haha, hahaha…”

“Recently, Count Pophos took an extended vacation, so it’s impossible to confirm the rumour. Because of that, the capital is in quite an uproar.”

I forced an awkward smile.

Even after Eliya left, I anxiously paced around the Magic Tower.

“I told him not to let anyone find out…!”

Of course, for some fans, this could be good news.

But with COL and Maple Leaf Story currently attracting so much attention,

if it were revealed that I made a dating sim, the attention would only grow.

Not that there’s anything wrong with dating sims… but I really didn’t want to be associated with people like Count Pophos.

Yet, my fears became a reality.

.

.

.

[“Rumours of a ‘JeBbit Dating Simulation Game’ starting from the capital. Is it real?”]

[Count Pophos repeatedly declines interview requests. “On vacation,” says the capital.]

[Investigating the source of the rumour. An in-depth interview.]

[Fans eagerly hope that the ‘JeBbit Dating Simulation Game’ actually exists.]

[Only the Illusion Magic Tower could create the ‘JeBbit Dating Simulation Game.’ Tracking recent Illusion Magic Tower activities.]

[JeBbit remains silent. How would she react if she knew about this situation?]

[Criticism arises from some, accusing it of exploiting JeBbit for sexual desires…]

.

.

.

Articles gradually filled the newspapers over time.

Reading them, I closed my eyes tightly.

And lately, even journalists have been bombarding me with interview requests.

“Wh-what’s this, Rai…? A dating simulation…?”

People in the Magic Tower began asking me.

Some of them looked particularly disgusted.

“N-no! It’s not… Anyway, it’s not… No… Well, sort of… Anyway!”

“Then hurry up and explain yourself. Journalists are coming here every day, and it’s exhausting.”

I awkwardly dodged their words and wrote a letter to Rikal.

This was the situation I had anticipated when I included JeBbit as a heroine.

***

“…Ha. So you’re telling me to say I asked you to make it?”

“Yes. Right now, we’re facing all sorts of accusations for making a game that treats JeBbit as a sexual object.”

“Then we should’ve just killed him off from the start… Ha…”

“Anyway, the Count must be close to dying from stress by now.”

Eventually, Rikal decided to explain as JeBbit.

The plan was to create an excuse and say he agreed to make the game.

“So you thought of this situation from the beginning and included JeBbit’s character. Ha…”

Ultimately, Rikal accepted it with a half-resigned heart.

And not long after, journalists and countless people flocked to the Illusion Magic Tower.

‘…What am I even doing?’

Rai held a press conference to explain the situation.

‘How did it come to this…’

Outside the tower, he could hear the murmurs of the crowd.

In the form of JeBbit, Rikal blankly stared at the wall.

Initially, this was just something he did to amuse people by surprising them in Maple Leaf Story.

He found it funny watching people fawn over the “Rogue Prince” with smiles.

But after appearing in reality as JeBbit, things felt different.

It was a type of attention he was experiencing for the first time. Warmth.

At first, it felt incredibly strange.

It was the first time in his life he’d received so much affection.

The fact that he gained attention without doing anything bad was also new.

He thought he was foolish.

Standing in front of people while acting as a cute girl, smiling like a fool.

Though he acted like he disliked it in front of Rai, maybe that wasn’t entirely true.

Maybe he just enjoyed that feeling.

“JeBbit!”

Rai, who was dealing with journalists outside, called for JeBbit.

JeBbit slowly rose from the chair.

Rikal also realized now that something had gone wrong.

He’d continued deceiving the world, feeling good while receiving attention in the form of a cute girl, like an idiot.

Knowing it wouldn’t end well, he kept going anyway.

Looking at himself in the form of a girl, he felt pathetic.

Creak…

As he opened the door of the Illusion Magic Tower, countless people were waiting for JeBbit.

The crowd cheered for JeBbit.

In one corner of the crowd, there was a familiar silhouette with a hood pulled low.

Though others didn’t seem to notice, JeBbit recognized Leo just by the shape of his body.

It made him hate himself even more.

“JeBbit! Is it true that you agreed to create this dating simulation game?”

The reporter’s question.

Now, Rikal just had to say what he had coordinated with Rai in advance.

But, JeBbit couldn’t speak.

The situation would be resolved for now, but the fundamental issue remained unchanged.

He would have to keep acting as JeBbit, and JeBbit would be loved.

But Rikal would still be called the “Rogue Prince” and be mocked.

No matter how much JeBbit was loved, people didn’t like Rikal.

Such a situation could happen again someday.

Then, Rikal would have to transform into JeBbit, receive the sickening affection, and act cute.

And then, he would return to being Rikal and be hated again.

“Nothing will change anyway.”

The noise of the crowd grew distant.

It felt as if his vision was floating, like he was watching himself from a third-person perspective.

Thinking about how this situation would repeat, he grew sick of everything.

If he was going to be hated anyway, what was the point of doing this?

It only left a horrible feeling of emptiness, over and over.

“…JeBbit?”

At the sound of Rai’s voice, JeBbit’s eyes regained focus.

JeBbit began to move again.

Instead of speaking, JeBbit reached for the brooch on his chest.

“…Ah! Wait…!”

JeBbit—or rather, Rikal—manipulated the brooch to release the transformation.

As soon as he impulsively did it, regret flooded him.

But he couldn’t take it back now.

Rikal tightly closed his eyes and clenched his fists.

People would now be shocked at seeing Rikal’s appearance.

Rikal would reveal everything and explain.

And, in the end, people would throw stones at Rikal, as they always had.

Everything would simply return to the way it was.

“Let’s just stop this now.”

Rikal’s eyes slowly opened.

But the people’s reaction was different from what he expected.

They were still cheering enthusiastically.

“Wh-what…?”

Surprised, he looked to the side and saw Rai with an exasperated expression.

[What are you doing! Are you crazy!]

Letters appeared in front of Rikal’s eyes.

Rai had used illusion magic to show the words only to him.

As soon as Rai noticed Rikal releasing the transformation, he cast an illusion on him again.

Thanks to Rai’s skilful magic, the crowd hadn’t noticed anything.

[Please transform again! This is exhausting!]

Rikal shook his head.

Rai could see Rikal’s true expression, without any illusion.

Letters continued to appear in front of Rikal’s eyes.

[I understand how you feel, but please, just act as you were doing for now. What good will it do to give up and go back to being the “Rogue Prince” again?]

Rikal looked surprised.

It was as if Rai was reading his thoughts.

[There’s no need for you to go out of your way to be hated. If you just put in a little effort, you can be loved as the prince you are. Your personality might be abrasive, but at least you’re skilled with a sword, aren’t you? And you’re not so dim-witted. You secretly studied state affairs despite being mocked as incompetent, didn’t you?]

How did he know?

As this thought crossed Rikal’s mind, his pupils trembled.

No one knew that he was constantly studying.

No one had ever shown interest in it anyway.

[The Second Princess told me. So, stop trying to bear all the hatred alone. Whether you’re JeBbit or Prince Rikal, you are someone who can be acknowledged. For now, please help me.]

The crowd murmured as JeBbit stood still.

Rikal looked at Rai with a dazed expression, as if he’d been hit over the head.

JeBbit’s illusion, created by Rai, was smiling at the people.

[You are someone worthy of acknowledgment. At least, that’s how I see it.]

Could he be recognized as Rikal himself?

The question, which had always haunted him, circled through his mind once again.

But Rai’s gaze held unwavering belief in him.

It was a feeling he was experiencing for the first time.

Hesitantly, Rikal eventually turned toward the crowd.

Rikal and JeBbit’s smiles became one.

“Haa… I almost became a national pervert.”

He was able to clear his name after the press conference.

And soon, Count Pophos’s vacation would be over, and Rikal wondered how he would react.

He would have likely at least seen one ending.

Much had happened since the clarification press conference.

Firstly, it was decided to officially release “Heart-pounding Academy!”

Instead, it would be sold as a limited edition of 500 copies at an extremely high price.

There were several reasons for making it a limited sale.

First of all, the outcry from JeBbit’s fans was overwhelming.

Exaggerating a bit, they were willing to give up their entire fortune to buy “Heart-pounding Academy!”

And this was an offline game.

Unlike COL or Maple Leaf Story, which were hosted on a main server and accessed via shared illusion magic, this was not the same.

Creating each copy took much more time.

He didn’t plan to get approval for mass production; the demand was mostly concentrated among die-hard JeBbit fans anyway.

The last reason was that he needed a lot of money.

Though he had plenty of funds for COL and Maple Leaf Story,

he needed money to make the next game.

While the game itself wasn’t complex, he needed a vast server and storage space.

The next game would require an enormous amount of mana stones.

“I should change the ending.”

He planned to change “Heart-pounding Academy!” to a proper happy ending.

He had originally included the NTR ending to annoy Count Pophos.

Rikal thought Count Pophos might protest or say something stupid again.

But Rikal seemed capable of handling it.

After that incident, Rikal’s position in the palace seemed to be changing.

Perhaps there was some change in his mindset, as he was gradually participating in state affairs.

He seemed to be restraining his temper and getting some work done.

It might be partly due to Leo being engrossed in COL, leading to occasional gaps in state management.

In any case, the release date of “Heart-pounding Academy!” approached.

Wanting to keep things relatively quiet, he refrained from creating a fuss.

.

.

.

[“‘Heart-pounding Academy!’ draws massive attention despite negative perceptions.”]

[“JeBbit fans flock to Trinity to buy ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’ lining up a week before its release…”]

[“Limited edition of 500 copies. Even at astronomical prices, JeBbit fans are willing to buy. Selling their estates just to buy ‘Heart-pounding Academy!'”]

[“Limited edition ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’ Will there be issues like reselling?”]

[“Changed princes? Recent palace gossip.”]

[“Waiting to buy ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’ Smaller in scale than Maple Leaf Story but equally intense. Celebrities spotted among the buyers.”]

.

.

.

Despite his desire for things to stay quiet, “Heart-pounding Academy!” created an immense wave.

 

—




Chapter 42

 

“This… This is a must-buy…!”

Leo paced the room, biting his nails.

It was a rare sight to see him so anxious.

The reason for Leo’s agitation was none other than “Heart-pounding Academy!”

The game, limited to 500 copies, featured none other than JeBbit as the heroine.

The price was astronomical, but as the Crown Prince, he could afford it.

However, despite having the money, he couldn’t buy it due to a lack of time.

“Your Highness. You need to handle these documents promptly.”

“Your Highness, regarding the supply issue at the northern border…”

“This budget proposal…”

Endless tasks continued to pile up on him without a moment’s rest.

Even leaving the palace for a few hours caused his workload to surge.

The wait for “Heart-pounding Academy!” was as long as “Maple Leaf Story,” so if he delayed, he might miss his chance to buy it.

“…Brother. May I handle that matter?”

“…Rikal?”

Amid his hectic work, one day, Rikal approached Leo with a hesitant expression.

It was the first time Rikal had volunteered to take on state affairs.

“Ha… Enough with the jokes since I’m busy.”

“This isn’t a joke. Considering the situation at the northern border, rerouting the supply route through Count Hickton’s territory would solve the issue.”

“…!”

Rikal proposed a sharp solution.

It was something even Leo hadn’t considered.

“How did you…”

Leo dropped his pen in surprise, mouth agape.

Rikal avoided his gaze and continued.

“Since His Majesty has been deeply engrossed in games lately… I thought I could help, somewhat.”

What on earth had gotten into him?

How did Rikal, whom he thought was utterly incompetent, come up with such an idea?

It was something he couldn’t have thought of without any interest in state affairs.

“…Then, give it a try.”

Leo decided to take a chance and entrusted him with a task.

Rikal completed it flawlessly and gradually took on more responsibilities.

At first, the royal family’s perception of him wasn’t favourable.

They worried constantly, fearing he might cause another incident.

But as time passed, the murmurs quieted down.

Rikal no longer caused any mishaps and tackled many tasks smoothly.

No one asked why this change had come about.

They simply recognized that he was gaining acknowledgment within the palace.

And so, a week before the release of “Heart-pounding Academy!” came around.

“Kuh, cough… I owe you, Rikal… Eliya.”

Leo lay down, feigning illness.

“It’s alright, Brother. Rest as much as you need.”

Eliya spoke in a concerned tone.

Meanwhile, Rikal looked at Leo lying down with an enigmatic gaze.

“Rikal will do well. I’ll do my best, too.”

“Thank you, both of you…”

Rikal had already taken on numerous tasks.

While there would be minor issues, he and Eliya could manage state affairs for about a week.

“Then please rest well.”

After leaving Leo in bed, everyone exited the room.

Shortly after, Leo’s prearranged stand-in entered.

And then Leo swapped places with the stand-in and secretly slipped out of the palace.

In truth, his illness was a lie, and his real reason was to join the line for “Heart-pounding Academy!”

It was a reckless move, but he wanted to buy “Heart-pounding Academy!” no matter what.

Fortunately, with Rikal managing things well, he had fewer worries about state affairs.

When he arrived in Trinity, a long line had already formed.

Once one person started lining up, others began to rush in, creating a line.

Leo was no exception.

‘…I should still be able to buy it.’

Eyeballing the line, he guessed there were fewer than 500 people.

Leo set up a tent, preparing to wait for a week.

And after a week of camping out, Leo finally purchased “Heart-pounding Academy!”

When he returned to the palace, Rikal’s standing had risen even further.

Yet Leo didn’t care.

Being able to play “Heart-pounding Academy!” made him happy.

***

Rikal gradually solidified his position within the palace.

He accomplished a lot during the time Leo was supposedly bedridden.

Of course, Rikal was aware that Leo’s illness was just an excuse to buy “Heart-pounding Academy!”

It still annoyed him, but he decided not to care.

As Rai had said, he was learning how to be acknowledged as Rikal.

“Hey. Count Pophos. You’re back?”

One day, Count Pophos returned from his vacation.

He looked unusually thin and deathly pale.

Rikal felt a strong urge to kill him at first glance but held himself back.

He had decided not to do such things anymore.

Of course, he didn’t plan to let Count Pophos off easily either.

“Y-your Highness…! What is the meaning of this…!”

Count Pophos approached Rikal, looking very agitated.

In the past, no one in the palace would have paid him any attention.

But now, eyes filled with disapproval were directed at Count Pophos, who dared approach the prince like this.

Realizing the situation wasn’t the same as before, Count Pophos hesitated for a moment.

But the pain he’d suffered overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t hold back.

“Everyone, listen! This 3rd Prince here is JeBbit! He’s been deceiving everyone with an illusion artifact!!!”

The palace murmured in response to Count Pophos’s outburst.

Rikal’s expression momentarily showed surprise but soon returned to calm.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Count. In the first place, I’ve spoken to JeBbit himself through the Illusion Magic Tower. Are you insulting me? Are you wishing for death?”

“JeBbit is the 3rd Prince? That’s ridiculous…”

“Exactly. It’s even more unpleasant than usual, Count.”

Count Pophos’s cheeks trembled, and sweat began to trickle down his face at this unexpected reaction.

Rikal was no longer the reckless, untrustworthy prince he once was.

“By the way, I heard something. I heard that Count Pophos stole the only copy of ‘Heart-pounding Academy!’”

“??? What are you talking about! I never…”

“Hmm, is that not the case? I assumed someone must have stolen the artifact made for JeBbit when it went missing. Rumour had it that Count Pophos had it from the beginning.”

“W-w-w-w-what…!”

Voices of contempt towards Count Pophos grew louder.

Sweat poured from Count Pophos, soaking his clothes.

Rikal placed an arm on Count Pophos’s shoulder and spoke quietly.

“Count… if you want to live, you’d better listen to me. You used to threaten me back then with such confidence.”

“U-u-uh-uh?!”

From then on, Count Pophos suffered immensely because of Rikal, and there were even more things he had to do.

“This is good. Both for the Count and for Your Highness.”

“Count Pophos is naturally pathetic. He has no real support. But what did you do with the game?”

“Just a little something. Though I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”

“Even as a pig, he has his uses. There’s a reason he’s still a noble in the royal family despite being treated like this.”

In this transformed routine, Rikal hadn’t visited the Illusion Magic Tower for quite some time.

Rai was absorbed in the development of the next game.

“What kind of game is that?”

“Oh, this? It’s… a game where you can create a world. There’s a bit of adventure, and various elements… you start by chopping wood and gradually progress your life from there.”

“Isn’t that basically a caveman?”

“It’s a game where you start primitively. But it’ll be fun, I’m sure. Perhaps it’ll even be more enjoyable here.”

“Hmm…?”

Rai spoke enigmatically as he worked on the game.

Since Rai always came up with outlandish ideas, Rikal didn’t pay much mind this time either.

Instead, Rikal placed one of his reasons for visiting on the table for Rai.

Thud—

“…Why are you giving this to me?”

Rikal put down the brooch, the artifact for transforming into JeBbit, on the table.

“…I probably won’t be needing it anymore. Do whatever you want with it—throw it away or recycle it.”

“Huh? Are you abandoning JeBbit just because you’re gaining some standing in the royal family?”

“It’s a bit regretful, but I have many things to do. I can’t keep doing this forever.”

“…I see. I’ll keep it for now. There might be a time when you need it again.”

“…There won’t be a need.”

Rikal decided he wouldn’t hide his identity any longer.

Of course, no one knew what might happen in the future.

And the second reason for his visit.

“It’s about time you head back. I’m busy as well.”

“Oh, I’ll go. But…”

Though he had resolved himself before coming, Rikal struggled to find the words.

Both of his ears gradually turned red.

“Is there something you want to say?”

Rikal took a deep breath.

After gathering his courage, he slowly opened his mouth.

“Th-thank you.”

“What?!”

“T-thank you for helping me.”

“Urgh…!”

Rai made a face as if he’d seen something terrible.

Without seeing Rai’s expression, Rikal hastily stood up from his seat.

“Th-then, I’ll be going.”

For the first time, Rai felt not just surprise but fear at hearing words of gratitude from Rikal.

And for the first time in his life, Rikal, who had never expressed thanks, couldn’t handle his embarrassment and ran away.

For some reason, on his way back to the palace, his heart beat irregularly.

***

Kilia pulled a thick hood over his head and left Dihelium.

Dihelium was a forest contaminated with dark energy after the past war with the Demon Army.

Dark Elves had taken root there.

They were naturally resistant to dark energy.

But that didn’t mean that Dark Elves were related to the Demons.

They were born under the same World Tree as the Elves.

The difference between Dark Elves and regular Elves was that Dark Elves could hardly handle mana.

They were born with very little mana they could release.

Instead, they were once masters of construction and blacksmithing.

They created the weapons of countless heroes and many historic relics were crafted by them.

However, with the establishment of Trinity, magic quickly advanced.

Many things were replaced by magic engineering, and the Dark Elves’ skills gradually became obsolete.

Of course, even then, the value of craftsmanship did not change.

But one event ultimately pushed the Dark Elves into the shadows of history.

“…It’s hot.”

Kilia muttered under his hood on the sunny day.

In the distance, the towering World Tree stood at the heart of the forest.

“…Hmph.”

The war between Elves and Dark Elves that started from a small skirmish.

The Dark Elves, defeated by the Elves, were driven out of Elium, the forest with the World Tree.

The people gradually stopped seeking the Dark Elves who had migrated to Dihelium.

They were forgotten, and the world’s technology was mostly replaced by magic.

Kilia headed toward Trinity.

Though it was a long way, it was the nearest city.

Unlike Elves who could gather all they needed under the grace of the World Tree,

the Dark Elves had to hunt or go to the city to buy supplies.

“Did you hear? They say the Illusion Magic Tower is releasing a new game again.”

“I heard, but it doesn’t sound that interesting. Just being thrown into the wild with nothing?”

The Illusion Magic Tower’s games were still a hot topic among humans.

Kilia was enjoying COL quite a bit himself.

Above all, he was fond of his username.

But his skill wasn’t particularly good.

‘…A new game. Maybe I should buy it.’

Kilia thought as he made his way back to Dihelium.

Perhaps he would buy the new game next time he visited Trinity.

The name of the new game released shortly after was ‘Minecraft.’
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Clang clang clang clang—

Riana was busily swinging her pickaxe, mining ore.

Her pickaxe was made of wood.

After days of trial and error, she had discovered the crafting recipe herself.

“Whew…”

She wiped her forehead with her arm as if to clear away sweat.

Although she wasn’t actually sweating in the game, doing this made her feel refreshed.

“That’s enough for today.”

Riana stored the collected items in a chest inside her house.

Actually, it was more of a giant wooden chest than a house.

But Riana was quite fond of the house she had cobbled together herself.

Satisfied once again with her time in ‘Minecraft,’ Riana logged off.

“Mmm…”

As the illusion faded, her senses returned to reality.

She took a deep breath of the fresh air from the World Tree Forest and stood up.

“It’s already this late…”

She hadn’t thought much time had passed, but it had flown by.

Riana felt that ‘Minecraft’ had this effect even more than ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

She had tried playing COL as well, but this type of game suited her better.

Riana had always preferred adventure and storytelling games like ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

While ‘Minecraft’ didn’t have the thrill of intense action, she enjoyed how she could easily build her own world and embark on adventures.

However, ‘Minecraft’ wasn’t catching on with explosive popularity like ‘Maple Leaf Story’ or COL.

After all, it wasn’t the kind of game that offered flashy excitement.

But Riana thought ‘Minecraft’ was a game that offered fun in a different way.

She believed it would soon gain plenty of popularity.

Other elves, like Riana, were also enjoying it.

“Ugh… arghhhh! Segekeunna… Segekeunna that…!!”

Of course, not all elves felt the same way.

Even though the elven race had some common traits, each individual’s personality was naturally different.

Riana approached the queen, who was grumbling with a frown.

“Your Majesty, have you been playing COL again?”

“Uh, ah, Riana, hero of the elves. Yes, I have.”

“It seems there’s a game that isn’t going your way. It’s fine to enjoy it, but perhaps you should be cautious not to get too heated. The nature of COL often leads to conflicts.”

“Of course, Riana. I always strive to foster a wholesome gaming culture.”

The queen spoke with a serene smile, as if nothing had happened.

In fact, the queen was quite famous in the game.

With the username <ElfQueen>, she always remained polite, even amidst offensive messages.

She would report malicious users with lengthy explanations after each game.

Lately, she’d often been muttering to herself in reality, but regardless, she continued to uphold the dignity of an elven queen in COL.

“But what is Segekeunna?”

There was one player who particularly irked the queen.

The user’s nickname was <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>.

Known for their cunningly toxic chat messages, this player would insult the World Tree and the elves without hesitation.

“<WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>… is the user. They didn’t hesitate to insult Mother in the chat. For the first time during a game, I even asked for their address, but… they just laughed and refused to tell me.”

“That’s…! Just from their username, they sound truly despicable!”

“Exactly…! As an elf, it’s an intolerable offense. But finding out their identity is nearly impossible…”

“Oh dear…”

After briefly listening to the queen’s lament,

Riana recommended that she relax by playing ‘Minecraft’ and then headed towards the World Tree to work.

“Riana, you play ‘Minecraft’ too, don’t you?”

As she pruned the branches of the World Tree, the elves chattered among themselves.

They weren’t typically a talkative race.

But ever since the games from the Illusion Magic Tower were released, they hadn’t stopped talking.

“Of course. I’ve already built a house, and I’ve crafted quite a few things out of wood. Today, I even did some mining with a pickaxe.”

“It’s really a fascinating game, isn’t it? In reality, things require a lot of effort, but in the game, you just swing your arm, and things get done instantly. Thanks to that, we can do everything ourselves in ‘Minecraft,’ from gathering resources to building homes. It’s fun to survive in the world and see each step of progress. It makes me wonder if this is how humans felt when they discovered fire.”

“Well, we’ve built our history under the grace of Mother.”

‘Minecraft’ was a game that felt similar to reality, but more intuitive.

For elves who spent their lives in Elium, it was a precious experience.

“But have you tried Creative Mode?”

“Creative Mode? I’ve seen it, but I haven’t tried it yet.”

“I tried it briefly, and in that mode, you can use nearly all materials without limit. You can even fly.”

“Flying would be quite an amazing experience. But if you have everything, you wouldn’t get that fulfilling feeling from earning it, would you?”

“That’s what I think too, but some users make incredible things in Creative Mode. It’s hard to imagine just by hearing about it, so I’m planning to explore other users’ public worlds today.”

‘Minecraft’ was composed of two main systems.

‘Survival Mode’ and ‘Creative Mode.’

Survival Mode, as the name implied, was about surviving in the world from scratch.

In Creative Mode, players could use all blocks without limitations to build whatever they wanted.

If users set their worlds to public, other players could visit and explore them.

Depending on the settings, visitors could either interact with the world or just observe.

“Hmm… Creative Mode.”

As Riana continued pruning the branches, she thought about Creative Mode.

To her, it was hard to fully understand.

Elves were a race that could nurture a small sapling into a tree that reached the sky.

If there was no value in the process, it seemed meaningless to her.

“Still… quite a lot of users…”

That night, Riana logged into ‘Minecraft’ and looked through the list of public maps created by users.

Next to each world name, there was a number like 2/50.

It seemed to represent the maximum number of users allowed in that world and the current number of users inside.

Additionally, information about whether the world’s blocks could be modified or not was displayed.

As she browsed through the list, one particular public map caught Riana’s eye.

Its name was ‘World1 of WorldTreeIsJustABigTree.’

It was a username she couldn’t simply ignore.

But,

“100/100? All one hundred slots are filled?”

Other public maps only had one or two users in them at most.

Yet that particular map was packed to its maximum capacity.

In a brief moment, the number dropped to 99.

Riana managed to enter the world of ‘WorldTreeIsJustABigTree’ by sheer luck.

Then, as her view changed, she found herself in his world.

“What… oh… what is…?!”

The moment Riana saw the world of ‘WorldTreeIsJustABigTree,’ her expression turned to one of astonishment.

Enormous structures, completely different from her own, filled the world.

It was so magnificent that she wondered if they had really been playing the same game.

“It’s like… an ancient continent…”

Looking around, she realized that the world’s structure resembled that of a continent.

Though, it was slightly different from the present.

As Riana recalled, the continent looked like this several hundred years ago.

Back then, it was an era when Dark Elves created almost all the famous architectural marvels.

“Wow… this is incredible.”

“Did he build this all by himself? No, even a master architect wouldn’t be able to pull this off.”

“How could someone even imagine something like this? These days, magic does everything for us…”

“The city layout and such are similar to the continent’s.”

Other users, like Riana, were also admiring the world.

Among those in the know, it seemed to have already gained quite a reputation.

“Hey, did you see that? That huge forest?”

“Just from its layout, it looks like Elium, doesn’t it? But the World Tree…”

“I actually thought it was cooler that way. Doesn’t it look like Elium would if it were destroyed?”

“Elves would lose their minds if they saw this. Heh heh.”

Riana overheard the passing users’ conversations.

She immediately headed toward the direction they had pointed out.

In Creative Mode, as she had heard, she could fly through the sky.

The sensation of freely flying was certainly refreshing.

It was an experience she would never have in reality.

But that feeling didn’t last long.

As she got closer to the enormous forest that the users had pointed out, Riana’s brow furrowed.

A giant tree towering as high as the sky, like the World Tree itself.

And surrounding it was a vast forest.

The structure resembled Elium. But,

“What…!”

The massive tree looked as if it had been struck by lightning, half-collapsed.

The forest was filled with skeletal, black trees devoid of branches, as though they were tainted by dark energy.

“Who would create such a world…”

To her, it seemed a blatant insult to Elium.

As Riana floated in the air, staring at the scene that resembled a devastated Elium,

she couldn’t close her mouth for a long time.

***

The thought of creating ‘Minecraft’ had been on her mind for quite some time.

It was a simple game but one that allowed people to create enjoyable lives.

Also, if the various user-created mods spread, there would be endless things to enjoy.

Personally, she thought the timing of ‘Minecraft’s’ release was ideal.

Since COL had just come out, after all.

She thought people might need a bit of relaxation.

“‘Minecraft’ isn’t selling as fast as ‘Maple Leaf Story’ or COL.”

But the response to ‘Minecraft’ wasn’t as explosive as she had anticipated.

Of course, plenty of people were buying it.

It just wasn’t as overwhelmingly popular as her previous games.

She thought that, with time, as more information about ‘Minecraft’s’ world accumulated, its popularity would increase.

“It’s alright. It’s a fun game that will get better with time. Various users will join eventually. It’s really a game that’s built by the players.”

“Really? That’s a relief, then. Compared to the flashy previous games, this one feels a bit plain.”

“This kind of game is needed right now. And later, it won’t feel so plain.”

Rain looked a little worried.

It was understandable since a lot of money had been invested in ‘Minecraft.’

But she still believed in it. She was certain this was the right time for such a game.

Honestly, her previous games hadn’t been entirely free from issues.

She’d even recently heard that the Emperor had been scammed in a ‘Maple Leaf Story’ trade.

Since she had been busy with recent development, she hadn’t checked on how the situation progressed.

She thought she’d heard the scammer was eventually killed, but she would need to verify it later.

Anyway, she thought a calm, constructive game like ‘Minecraft’ was needed in this climate.

Just as she expected, ‘Minecraft’s’ popularity gradually rose day by day.

But amidst all this, one piece of news caught her attention.

“‘Minecraft’ architect <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree> is wildly popular… Elves are furious?”

It was news about the first architect associated with ‘Minecraft.’
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“Have you ever entered the world of <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>?”

“You mean ‘Minecraft,’ right?”

“I bought it too, hoping to get into BigTree’s world, but it was full all day, so I couldn’t even try.”

“I heard only 100 people can spectate at once. Some people wait all day just to get into BigTree’s world.”

‘Minecraft,’ which initially had less popularity, was recently spreading by word of mouth.

This was due to a user who became famous for his incredible building skills.

<WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>. Also known as BigTree.

It was the same username as a notorious player in COL.

However, toxic chat in the deep ranks of COL was common, so not many paid attention to it.

“Hahaha! So you were talking about BigTree’s world, huh? I was lucky enough to get in last night.”

“R-Really? How did you…?”

“I got lucky. It was truly a spectacle. It felt like witnessing an ancient continent where ruins, now desolate, seemed alive. The most impressive sight was Elium.”

The merchants were gathered, sharing stories.

As they spoke, a man who had been quietly listening approached with a hearty laugh.

“If Elium were to be destroyed by demons, it might look just like that. The pillar of the World Tree was split wide open, and the forest was entirely tainted, leaving only skeletal black branches.”

“Even if it’s a game, doing something like that… The Elves wouldn’t stand by quietly.”

“That’s why there’s such an uproar. I heard the Elves are furious about the Elium map BigTree created.”

“To the Elves, it’s an insult, but as a viewer, it’s an unparalleled spectacle. There’s an inexplicable beauty and wonder in seeing ruined relics, isn’t there? The tainted Elium, too, had an oddly majestic look. Even the interior of Elium was intricately detailed, making it fascinating to see.”

“Well, after all, the World Tree is just a big tree. He really did justice to his nickname.”

“Hahaha! Everyone’s saying that!”

Hahaha!

The World Tree is just a big tree.

This was a famous saying even among humans.

While Elves claimed the World Tree’s grace was boundless.

For other races that couldn’t enter the depths of Elium, that was the common perception.

“Hahaha! Hah… oh, oops?!”

While laughing heartily, one of the men suddenly bit his tongue as he felt a chill.

An Elf was watching them with a murderous glare.

“Haha! The World Tree is indeed just a big tree. It’s just that the air in Elium is a bit fresher!”

“Wait, hold on. B-Behind you…”

“Hahaha! Oh, um.”

She was a famous Elf even among humans.

Riana, once a member of the Hero Party in the past.

Her hand briefly reached for her bow, but after clenching her fist in trembling anger, she turned and walked away.

“W-Why is Lady Riana here…”

“Did she come to visit the Illusion Magic Tower?”

Leaving the trembling merchants behind, Riana headed toward the Illusion Magic Tower.

In an unpleasant mood, she knocked on the door of the Illusion Magic Tower.

***

“What exactly are you doing right now?”

Before Riana reached the Illusion Magic Tower,

this was what had happened in the world of <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>.

After seeing the ruined Elium, Riana searched for BigTree, the owner of the world.

BigTree was busy creating the snowy northern region, block by block.

“…?”

He wore a light blue T-shirt and dark blue jeans.

It was the default outfit of a ‘Minecraft’ character.

Above his head, the name <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree> was clearly displayed.

“I’m making a snowy mountain and a castle. Originally, there was a castle of the northern ruler on the mountainside, though the border has since fallen.”

Riana was familiar with this.

After all, there had been a warrior from the north in the Hero Party long ago.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. What did you do to my mother and Elium?”

“…Mother? Huh?”

BigTree turned around, looked at Riana’s username, and tilted his head.

Then, with a face tinged with annoyance, he let out a low chuckle.

“<ElfSupremacy>? Are you that Elf hero?”

BigTree’s tone shifted with a hint of sarcasm.

“…Since you seem to know who I am, I won’t beat around the bush. Restore Elium to its original state immediately.”

Though her identity was exposed, Riana, unfazed, spoke firmly.

She was accustomed to being recognized by many since she used the same nickname as in the ‘Zatum Expedition.’

“What for? It’s just a split-in-half big tree and a forest tainted with dark energy.”

“Split-in-half…?”

“Yeah, it’s a term that means ‘split and dead.’ Don’t noble Elves know gaming terms?”

“It’s less of a gaming term and more just… No, that’s not the point. Isn’t it clear that you made it to insult my mother and Elium? The Elves will not stand for this!”

Despite Riana’s strong tone, BigTree only snickered.

“Elium? I didn’t specifically make it as Elium. And mother, what’s that… it’s just a big tree.”

“…What did you just say?”

“Isn’t it? I just made a big tree, and seeing you react like this, I’d say the World Tree really is just a big tree.”

“Ha…!”

BigTree’s mocking tone.

Riana was filled with rage at his attitude, which blatantly insulted the World Tree and the Elves.

If she could, she would go to him directly and demand an apology for his disrespect.

“Tell me your address. I need to meet you in person. You need to understand the gravity of your irreverence.”

“No thanks. Why would I?”

“Even after doing that to my mother…”

“Like I said, it’s just a big tree, lol.”

“You…!”

Riana swung her hand, but it had no effect.

As a spectator, she was set to be unable to exert any physical force in BigTree’s world.

“Elves, always acting noble and self-important, fussing over the World Tree’s branches… It’s laughable, really. Acting like that oversized tree is some mother of the world or whatever… Oh, but I guess you guys would starve without that forest, wouldn’t you? Can’t even build a proper house on your own.”

“What did you say? We can build houses ourselves! It’s our sacred duty to manage our mother’s forest!”

“Sacred duty? Ha! All you can do is pick fruits from trees.”

“You…!”

BigTree ignored Riana’s furious rant and continued working on the snowy mountains.

Then, as if something had occurred to him, he stopped and began bouncing up and down.

“Oh, should I do it like this?”

“…What?”

“If the Elves build something greater than mine, I’ll reveal my identity and address. But if not, you’ll admit to the world that the World Tree is just a big tree.”

“What are you saying? That makes no sense… My mother is…”

“Then don’t bother me and get lost. Other users who logged in earlier loved the ruined World Tree. Maybe I’ll make an even bigger one in the next world.”

“You said it’s not the World Tree!”

Riana’s lips trembled.

If she focused solely on her anger, she wanted to win and uncover BigTree’s identity somehow.

But thinking rationally, it was impossible to surpass BigTree’s constructions.

As BigTree mentioned, Elven construction skills amounted to building simple tree huts at best.

But as an Elf, the insult was unbearable.

“Wait!”

Riana shouted and then logged out.

She immediately reported this to the Queen and other Elves.

“…What? He dared to insult Mother like that…!”

“Just from his words, it sounds like he’s the same player as BigTree from COL, Your Majesty. We cannot tolerate this!”

“Indeed. If we leave it, the whole world will see the ruined image of our Mother and mock her!”

“We must defeat BigTree, no matter what!”

The Elves, upon hearing the story, were filled with rage.

For them, mocking the World Tree was even worse than an insult to themselves.

The Queen, while equally angry, maintained a rational outlook as their leader.

“I agree. However… can we really defeat BigTree in terms of building skills?”

“That’s…”

“If everyone puts their heads together, might it not be possible?”

The Elves pondered, hesitating.

They were not confident in construction at all.

Elves, after all, lacked the talent of craftsmen.

“…How about this?”

Then a young Elf, not even a hundred years old yet, spoke up with fresh ideas.

“We may not be able to build a grand structure, but if we all unite, perhaps we can create Mother herself? Not the ruined Elium and Mother that BigTree made, but the true grandeur and beauty of Mother!”

“That’s a good idea. Anyone who sees her true form can’t deny her beauty.”

“Young people have such good ideas!”

Everyone praised the young Elf in unison.

For the Elves, the most beautiful and awe-inspiring being was the World Tree, of course.

After a bit more discussion, the Queen made a decision.

“…Let’s proceed with that. If we can replicate Mother’s grandeur, no one can question our victory. Also, staying silent when Mother has been so gravely insulted would not be right for her children. Let us show them Mother’s greatness!”

“Yes! We cannot allow the world to mock Mother!”

“Let’s defeat BigTree!”

Thus, the Elves, knowing nothing beyond the World Tree, accepted BigTree’s building contest in Minecraft.

“…So, you decided to challenge BigTree?”

“Yes.”

Riana, who had come to the tower for the first time in a while, sipped her tea as she spoke.

It seemed they agreed to hold a vote among all Minecraft users to determine the winner.

“Well… if both sides agreed, then it’s fine. But to do that, it would be good if the number of users allowed in the world could increase beyond the current 100.”

“That’s why I came here.”

“It would also help if there’s some promotion so that many people can vote and ensure a fair judgment.”

“Yes. It would be great if we could set up a system to let people enter our world and BigTree’s world temporarily for voting. We’ll ensure you’re rewarded appropriately.”

“Well, it’s not difficult, and there’s no need for rewards…”

Allowing more users to enter just the two worlds isn’t hard.

Besides, if this contest attracts attention, it would boost Minecraft’s popularity, which is beneficial for us as well.

Sales haven’t been great, and we’ve been looking for alternative promotion methods, so this is a good situation for us.

“It’s a good thing for us as well, so we’ll do it for free. But are you sure? BigTree’s builds are quite remarkable.”

The future of the Elves worried me.

I had seen BigTree’s buildings myself.

Honestly, I didn’t think the Elves could surpass them.

In Minecraft, construction isn’t physically challenging.

What’s more important is the creativity and sense of design.

And even more critical is BigTree’s true identity.

It wasn’t something I intended to find out, but so many reports about the same username in COL led me to discover it.

If BigTree in COL and Minecraft are the same person, it would be even harder for the Elves to win.

BigTree’s true identity is none other than a Dark Elf.

Though they’ve faded into history, they were once said to be masters of architecture and technology.

Honestly, it seemed clear that the Elves would lose.

“It’s all right. All the Elves have already agreed. And with Mother being so gravely insulted, we cannot just stand by.”

“Well… understood.”

After saying this much, I decided to allow a temporary update for the contest.

Moreover, I agreed to help promote it so that more people could vote.

I could already envision the future.

The Elves publicly declaring, “The World Tree is… just a big tree…” in defeat.

“We also have a plan. Please cast a fair vote for us, Riot.”

“Oh, sure.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“I’m grateful to the Elves too. Well… soon, I’ll ensure that many people can log into both worlds and vote.”

“Thank you. Then, I’ll head off to prepare for the contest.”

With a determined expression, Riana left the illusion tower.

Though I didn’t think the Elves would win, I made the update.

.

.

.

[“Minecraft’s best builder <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree> creates a second world. Is it for a contest with the Elves?”]

[The Elves’ contest draws public attention. What structure will the Elves showcase?]

[A tour of <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>’s builds. What new creation will be revealed this time?]

[Can the Elves win? The public eagerly awaits the outcome of the contest.]

[<WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>’s Minecraft world has become a tourist hotspot. No need to go on vacation.]

[Notable artists and aristocrats praise <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>’s creations. A major departure from the current standardized magic-tech architecture, reminiscent of ancient Dark Elf craftsmanship. Renewed interest in the lost Dark Elves.]

.

.

.

And so, in the midst of public attention, the contest between <WorldTreeIsJustABigTree> and the Elves began, and the Elves were soundly defeated.
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Chapter 45

 

“Oh…”

“An incredibly… big tree.”

“It’s an incredibly big tree.”

“A… an incredibly big tree…”

Rikal, Eliya, Hina, and I raised our heads as if our necks were going to snap.

In front of us was, quite literally, an “incredibly” big tree.

This was the “Minecraft” world created by the Elves.

The Elves, who had entered a contest with BigTree, built the World Tree as their structure.

“It looks several times larger than the original World Tree, doesn’t it? It practically fills our entire view.”

“Hmm… looks like the Elves were really determined this time.”

“Well, considering how nasty BigTree is, I’m sure they wanted to win.”

We were currently touring both worlds to vote in the Elf vs. BigTree contest.

It wasn’t just us—many users were exploring every corner of each world.

Because the contest between the Elves and BigTree had become such a hot topic, the number of players had increased significantly.

It also seemed that people were starting to understand how to play “Minecraft.”

“B-boring.”

After examining the tree—or rather, the World Tree—for quite a while, Hina spoke.

Indeed, the number of users entering the Elves’ world was gradually decreasing.

All the Elves had done was create a massive tree, but there was nothing else to enjoy.

Perhaps if they had built a city within the tree, it would have been more interesting, but that was apparently beyond the Elves’ capabilities.

“Shall we go see BigTree’s construction, then?”

“Yes!”

“Sure!”

“Why not?”

I opened the public map list and moved to BigTree’s world.

I couldn’t help but laugh at the three avatars trailing right behind me.

The reason we ended up sightseeing with this particular group was nothing special.

Originally, Hina and I planned to explore together, but Eliya, who happened to be online, tagged along.

Then Rikal joined after seeing us in the capital.

The two of them hadn’t visited the Illusion Tower lately because of the workload in the capital.

It had been a while since we last met, even if only in the game, so they poured out the conversations they hadn’t been able to have.

Eliya was usually chatty, but even Rikal’s attitude seemed uncharacteristically friendly, which didn’t feel great.

“Oh…!”

“Wow… Are you saying a person built that?”

“W-w-whoa…”

“A-amazing…”

There were far more people in BigTree’s world.

We slowly approached the structure BigTree had built.

It was situated between enormous canyons.

[This structure was made from wood harvested from a massive tree.]

A sign posted at the entrance of the structure.

It was written like that.

“It seems like he wrote it deliberately to mock the Elves. After all, in Creative Mode, resources are unlimited.”

“That’s funny.”

“Hehe…”

Eliya and Hina chuckled in amusement.

Especially Hina—she seemed to find it particularly funny, as if the joke was perfectly tailored to her taste.

We made our way toward the massive hourglass wedged between the canyons.

“Wow… it looks even more impressive up close.”

“Did he represent each individual grain of sand falling? It almost looks like real sand is dropping.”

“This is… even surprising for me.”

We were left speechless by BigTree’s structure.

BigTree had created a massive “hourglass.”

It was tilted and lodged between the cliffs, appearing to be well over 100 meters high.

It looked as if a giant had walked by and accidentally dropped an hourglass between the canyons.

“The part where the sand pours down resembles the World Tree.”

“It seems he’s portraying the World Tree as sand dispersing and scattering.”

“This is an extraordinary display of creativity and beauty. If only we had an architect like this.”

The upper chamber of the hourglass contained the World Tree, but as it neared the bottom, the blocks transformed into grains of sand that poured down into the lower chamber.

Between the upper and lower chambers, sand blocks were placed to give the appearance of falling sand.

From a distance, it looked as though sand was actually falling.

And at the very top of the hourglass was a small house.

By arranging blocks appropriately, a pathway had been created to climb the hourglass and reach the house at the top.

Of course, you can fly in Creative Mode.

But for those who chose not to fly, the climb seemed thrilling and a bit terrifying.

Users who came to explore were climbing the hourglass and canyon without flying.

We followed suit and began our ascent.

“It’s breathtaking.”

“Truly breathtaking.”

“S-so cool.”

The ascent was a magnificent sight.

It seemed as if the surrounding canyons’ natural scenery had also been adjusted by hand.

After finishing our tour, we wrote our names in BigTree’s guest book without hesitation.

The contest between BigTree and the Elves ended with BigTree’s overwhelming victory.

***

“No way…”

“This can’t be…”

“M-mother…!”

After the contest period ended, we gathered in BigTree’s world.

With the results announced, the Elves were in disbelief, unable to accept BigTree’s complete victory.

BigTree sneered as he watched the disoriented Elves.

“I told you, the World Tree is just a big tree. Now go and acknowledge that to the rest of the world.”

“That… is unacceptable.”

According to the contest rules, the Elves were supposed to admit to the world that the World Tree was merely a big tree.

Naturally, the Elves couldn’t bring themselves to do that.

The Elven Queen’s avatar muttered with great difficulty as she sat down.

“So, the noble Elves don’t intend to keep their word? Acting all dignified, yet…”

“But…!”

The elves, of course, couldn’t do that.

To the elves, the World Tree is something more than just a parent, or an idol.

Humans may jokingly say that the World Tree is just a big tree, but they’re not unaware of what it means to the elves.

Just as one wouldn’t insult a god before the Pope.

Thus, most people refrained from directly insulting the World Tree or the elves.

Perhaps, the elves could never defile the World Tree with their own mouths.

“After all… filthy elves…”

On the other hand, BigTree was also not normal.

It was almost incomprehensible how he harboured such blatant hostility toward the elves and the World Tree.

But if one considers that BigTree might be a Dark Elf, it might make sense.

There was a massive conflict between the elves and Dark Elves, one that even led to war.

I had recently heard about their situation from Hina.

“This… this is unfair. He set the stakes in a way that would benefit him from the start…”

“But you all accepted it willingly. Are the noble elves now going to go back on their word?”

“Ugh…”

The elves looked at me with eyes pleading for help.

Just as BigTree said, the elves are noble beings. They can’t bring themselves to break a promise they made.

However, as the protectors of the World Tree, they also can’t tolerate any insult to it.

Yet, they couldn’t criticize BigTree’s construction outright.

They were all overwhelmed by what BigTree had built.

“…What about this? How about making another wager on a different condition? If the elves lose again, they’ll accept it, but if they win, the matter is nullified. After all, it is true that the wager was initially in BigTree’s favour.”

I spoke up to help the elves.

I knew what the World Tree meant to them.

Even if the wager were to end here, the elves wouldn’t say that the World Tree is just a big tree.

By wagering on Survival Mode, more information about ‘Minecraft’ would be revealed.

“…Fine. I already knew that you elves would react this way. No matter what you do, you can’t beat me. Filthy elves.”

Surprisingly, BigTree accepted the condition right away.

In fact, from BigTree’s perspective, he didn’t even need to make this wager.

I couldn’t fathom what BigTree was thinking.

The elves’ expressions brightened a bit upon hearing those words.

“Alright. Then, this time, let’s compete in the foundation of ‘Minecraft’ — Survival Mode. Starting from the same world, the first one to slay the Ender Dragon wins.”

I proposed the topic of the wager, something I had already been considering.

When you think of ‘Minecraft,’ dragon hunting is the obvious choice.

Though stronger monsters were added later, the Ender Dragon was practically the final boss.

“Ender Dragon?”

“Yes. Though it hasn’t been fully revealed, there are several dimensions in ‘Minecraft’. When you explore these dimensions, you encounter a powerful monster known as the Ender Dragon. The one who slays it first wins. Of course, considerable preparation will be necessary.”

“How do we cross between dimensions?”

One of the elves asked, lacking in knowledge.

As they explore the world of ‘Minecraft,’ they’ll gradually understand, but I decided to give a hint.

“Somewhere on every ‘Minecraft’ Survival Mode map, there’s always an End Portal stronghold. Search for that stronghold. Then, you’ll understand everything.”

‘Minecraft’ truly has a vast array of elements.

Ancient cities underground, ocean ruins, temples of trials, and various villages.

Not to mention other dimensions like the Nether and the End. The adventures in ‘Minecraft’ are truly endless.

The users still don’t know much about all this.

I hoped this wager would help spread awareness of those elements.

“Fine. But this time, I’m bringing some allies. It would be unfair if I’m the only one doing it alone.”

The elves agreed to BigTree’s words.

The allies he’s bringing would likely be Dark Elves.

In mere construction, Dark Elves would have an absolute advantage.

However, when considering survival, battling monsters, and exploring, the outcome was uncertain.

To slay the Ender Dragon, a lot of preparation is necessary.

Just thinking about the journey there promises a tremendous adventure.

“And we’d appreciate it if you could share the progress and any information about ‘Minecraft’ that you uncover. That way, other users can better enjoy the world of ‘Minecraft’.”

The next day, the Dark Elves and the elves opened the competitive map.

“Do… do you think this is okay? What if the elves lose again…”

“It’s alright. I’ve tweaked the system of this map a bit.”

“Huh?”

“Let’s make sure everyone gets along, even among the same kin.”

I had prepared a few setups for the Dark Elves and elves.

Without knowing about it, both races eagerly began their journey to slay the Ender Dragon.
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“Thanks to the bet between the elves and BigTree, the popularity of ‘Minecraft’ has certainly skyrocketed.”

“It’s a game that everyone can enjoy, regardless of age or gender. Especially since just learning a little about how to play it makes it so fun. There are still so many undiscovered features.”

Rain and I were on our way back to the magic tower after grocery shopping.

The streets were completely swept up in the Minecraft craze.

The spread of information about Minecraft due to BigTree and the elves’ bet caused a surge in the number of users.

“Did you know? If you give a villager a composter, they turn into a farmer!”

“A farmer?”

“Yeah! And if you trap the villagers and throw them bread, they’ll make babies! You can keep breeding them to increase their numbers, and if you block them in with walls…”

“If you block them in?”

“You can keep trading with them and eventually get golden carrots!”

“Wow! I have to try that! Mom, I want to play Minecraft!”

Unlike other games, Minecraft had the image of being a healing game.

Parents often let their children play it since it could also be used for indirect educational purposes.

This led to explosive popularity among children.

Of course, contrary to the parents’ intentions, the children were doing bizarre things like locking up villagers and forcing them to breed endlessly.

Perhaps because they were children, their thoughts were more unrestricted, leading to all sorts of experimentation.

From my perspective, it was nice that various strategies were being discovered.

“Breeding…? Is something like that possible, Rai?”

“Yes. Villages are randomly generated in Minecraft, and if you give the villagers bread, they’ll have children. While it can happen naturally, you can also forcibly trap them and make them breed to increase their numbers.”

“So… the children thought of that scary idea on their own?”

“Well, villagers can trade rare items that are hard to get otherwise. The more villagers you have, the more diverse trades you can access. It’s a method they probably thought of because they’re kids. Haha.”

Hearing the children’s conversation, Rain was shocked.

Knowing from my past life that even more outrageous things were possible in Minecraft, I could only laugh.

Anyway, people were enjoying Minecraft smoothly.

The public’s interest in the bet between BigTree and the elves had also reached its peak.

“Did you hear? The elves discovered an underwater ruin in the sea this time.”

“An underwater ruin? Are you saying Minecraft has something like that? Before this, BigTree and her team discovered an ancient city underground. Just how vast is the world of Minecraft?”

Every day, new updates about BigTree and the elves’ strategies were shared.

However, they still hadn’t found a clue to the Ender Dragon.

“So, where does this Ender Dragon appear? It’s been quite some time since the bet began…”

“You’ll understand once they find an End Portal. End Portals only generate at specific coordinates, so they can be difficult to find. But I think it’ll be discovered soon.”

Another layer of fun in Minecraft survival begins with dimension travel.

Finding the End Portal would reveal the means of interdimensional travel.

When that happens, the real battle will begin.

Events were also being prepared for the elves and dark elves.

“Ugh… I need to hurry back and play. Let’s go, Rai!”

“You need to work. If Rain neglects her duties like the Magic Tower Master, our tower will collapse.”

I followed Rain through Trinity’s streets and back to the magic tower.

***

WorldTreeIsJustABigTree was diligently digging in the world of Minecraft.

The second bet with the elves.

To be the first to defeat the Ender Dragon in survival mode.

To achieve that, they had to find an End Portal.

“Where could it be? We’ve searched the whole world…”

This time, even dark elf allies joined in.

Despite scouring the world at an incredible speed, no trace of an End Portal had been found.

They searched the seas, built up into the skies with blocks, but found nothing.

The only area left was underground, and it felt like they had dug up almost every inch of the earth.

“I thought this would be easy…”

The bet was dragging on longer than expected.

When BigTree had agreed to the bet, she had thought it would be another easy victory.

Technically, there was no reason to accept the bet.

BigTree had already won the previous one.

According to the agreement, the elves were supposed to publicly admit that the World Tree was just a big tree.

Even so, BigTree had accepted the second bet without a word of complaint because she knew.

No matter what, the elves would never admit that the World Tree was just a big tree.

And BigTree herself knew that the World Tree wasn’t just a large tree.

BigTree’s true identity was Kilia, a Dark Elf.

Like the other dark elves, who were also the World Tree’s children, Kilia understood the truth about the World Tree.

Nevertheless, the dark elves harboured hatred for the World Tree and the elves due to their history.

Kilia found satisfaction in watching the elves flounder in helpless rage, realizing their own pathetic incompetence.

She didn’t expect the elves to admit defeat gracefully.

“Huh?”

As Kilia was digging underground, she encountered an elf character.

“Riana?”

The nickname was ElfSupremacy.

It was Riana, the elven hero and a member of the warrior party.

With her extensive adventuring experience, Riana was also tasked with map exploration.

“I was exploring this area first. How about you back off?”

“I came here to explore as well. It’s not as if there are set borders. You should reconsider speaking like that, BigTree.”

“Tch.”

Clicking her tongue, Kilia resumed her exploration.

Riana, ignoring her, also started digging.

The two couldn’t stand each other’s presence, even in the same space.

Yet neither left, continuing to search the underground area.

Both knew they had already scoured every other part of the map, leaving only this place.

If the End Portal wasn’t anywhere else, it was highly likely to be here.

‘I have to find it first…!’

‘I can’t let her beat me…!’

Both frantically dug at an incredible pace.

The underground expanded rapidly.

“Huh?”

The first voice came from Kilia.

As she dug, a brick block suddenly appeared.

“…!”

Riana rushed over as soon as she saw it.

“This… I found it first!”

“What are you talking about? There’s no such thing as ownership of land here!”

The two of them quickly broke through the brick wall in front of them.

As they destroyed one layer, a low-ceilinged room resembling a prison appeared.

Cobwebs were strewn across the room, and silverfish crawled on the floor.

“…Judging by the lack of airflow, this space is entirely buried underground.”

With her extensive construction experience, Kilia quickly assessed the area.

A spiral staircase connected various rooms.

From its structure, it appeared to have multiple levels with numerous rooms.

Each room seemed to serve different purposes, such as prison-like cells or rooms storing chests.

Judging by the silverfish’s movement paths, they all seemed to emerge from a single source.

For now, Kilia followed the path of the silverfish.

“Ugh… It looks like a ruin that hasn’t been used for a very long time.”

“I can tell.”

As they cleared the cobwebs covering the area, they eventually reached a large room.

In the center of the room was a block generating silverfish and another type of block with a strange hollow design.

There were twelve of these hollow blocks arranged in a rectangular shape without corners.

“There’s something inserted here… Is that… an eye?”

Muttering to herself, Riana inspected the block.

As she said, one of the blocks had an unusual green eye embedded in it.

“Could it be that if all the eyes are inserted, you could cross dimensions…”

Kilia speculated, her reasoning sounding plausible.

After examining the room thoroughly, Kilia decided to move elsewhere, as there didn’t seem to be any more information to uncover here.

Seeing Kilia leave, Riana quickly followed her.

Not because she was scared, but because she needed to keep an eye on her competitor’s actions.

“Huh?”

As Riana trailed Kilia, she noticed a partially open door and ran toward it.

This time, it was Kilia who followed her.

Kilia wasn’t scared either.

“A library?”

Behind the door was a library filled with bookshelves.

The books were covered in dust, and cobwebs hung thick between the shelves.

“[End]…”

Among the shelves was one labeled [End].

Riana picked out a book titled Ender Dragon.

“The Ender Dragon resides on the central island of the End world…”

The book detailed information about the Ender Dragon.

Just from reading about it, they could tell it was an incredibly powerful monster.

From her intuition, Riana estimated it might be as strong as, or even stronger than, the dragon subspecies she had encountered in the past.

Defeating the Ender Dragon would require extensive preparation—beyond what they had imagined.

As she finished reading the book on the Ender Dragon, Kilia grabbed a book labeled End World.

“To travel to the End dimension, you must insert all the Eyes of Ender into the End Portal. The Eyes of Ender are crafted by combining Ender Pearls and Blaze Powder, both of which can be obtained in the Nether dimension.”

The book explained how to access the End World and provided an overview of the dimension.

The two elves concluded that they would need to travel to the End World to defeat the Ender Dragon.

But to do that, they first needed to gather the materials for the Eyes of Ender from the Nether.

The two then moved to the [Nether] section of the library to gather information.

From the books, they learned that Ender Pearls could be obtained from the Nether’s piglin residents and Blaze Powder could be acquired by defeating Blaze monsters.

“By arranging obsidian in the following shape, a portal to the Nether can be created…”

Finally, they discovered the method for traveling to the Nether dimension.

They now knew everything they needed to do.

As they finished reading, Riana and Kilia glanced at each other.

Now that they knew how to reach the Ender Dragon, speed was critical to completing the process.

Kilia made the first move, and Riana followed shortly after.

Kilia left the End Portal room and immediately headed toward a nearby area with flowing lava.

She aimed to create obsidian and open a Nether portal.

‘It’ll take too long to return to base. I can inform my teammates outside the game. First, I need to get to the Nether and secure the necessary materials. If possible, I’ll gather them immediately.’

That was her plan.

Both Kilia and Riana were equipped with high-grade gear.

Based on what they had just read, they believed they could handle the Nether’s monsters alone.

However, even the slightest delay could lead to losing the initiative, which could result in failure.

For now, heading to the Nether to confirm their findings seemed the best course of action.

Riana shared the same thought and also headed toward the lava area.

“Why don’t you stop following me and go report to your oh-so-great queen?”

“Shouldn’t you be more worried about the dangers ahead?”

Skilfully, the two drew water and poured it over the lava.

By carefully controlling the flow, they solidified the lava into a rectangular shape, creating obsidian.

When the obsidian formed into the shape of a portal as depicted in the book, the space within it began to ripple.

It was the first time a portal to another dimension had been discovered in Minecraft.

Gulp.

Both Riana and Kilia instinctively swallowed their dry throats.

Although they had hurriedly constructed it, the eerie, flickering purple portal evoked a sense of unease about the unknown.

‘Should I suggest she goes in first? It might be dangerous right away…’

‘Should I let her take the lead? Just in case something happens immediately.’

As they hesitated, Kilia made up her mind first and threw herself into the portal.

“Ah…!”

Riana quickly followed after her.

Accompanied by an unpleasant sticky sensation and a reversal of her vision, the Nether dimension unfolded before them.

“Hrrrk?!”

Waiting for them there were numerous piglins, humanoid creatures with pig-like faces wielding weapons.

The piglins immediately destroyed the portal the two elves had come through.

“What?”

“What the…!”

Before long, hordes of violent piglins began to charge at them.

They managed to fend off a few but eventually had to flee.

They had only one path to escape, dodging piglins emerging from all sides.

At the end of that path was a dark space.

Clang—

“?!”

“Wait… Don’t tell me.”

As they entered, they heard the sound of metal clanging shut.

When they turned around, the piglins had already locked the iron bars behind them.

No matter how hard they struck the prison walls, they wouldn’t break.
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“Are you planning to destroy Elium now?”

“With all this fine wood lying around, how much longer are you going to leave it unused?”

The conflict between elves and dark elves has existed since ancient times.

Dark elves are artisans who refine natural materials, whereas elves prioritize protecting nature itself.

Dark elves had no choice but to utilize resources outside of Elium to develop their skills.

This made them well-known even among humans and other races.

However, as the light of magical engineering began to illuminate the world,

the dark elves’ techniques gradually faded into the shadows, just like their skin.

“…This isn’t helping.”

“That’s right. All they think about is destroying the grace of our Mother.”

The dark elves increasingly spent their time idly within Elium.

They could not even manage the World Tree.

Since they were naturally unable to handle mana well, they couldn’t care for the World Tree, which breathes the world’s mana.

As the dark elves became idlers, the elves began to ignore and discriminate against them more and more.

This disregard and oppression fueled the dark elves’ growing resentment.

They even came to resent the World Tree that had created them this way.

Even though they were born from the same Mother, the dark elves and elves were entirely different.

The elves had clear white skin and radiant platinum hair.

The dark elves had bronze skin and jet-black hair.

While both races were beautiful, the contrast between black and white was striking.

The most significant difference was that dark elves couldn’t handle mana.

The elves looked down on them for not being able to breathe in harmony with their Mother, the World Tree.

Of course, the dark elves had no choice in how they were born.

“Our Mother, huh… to us, it’s just a big tree.”

This was what one dark elf muttered one day.

Of course, he likely didn’t truly mean to insult the World Tree.

Children often complain about their parents.

But the elves reacted differently.

“What did you just say?”

An elf, glaring fiercely, spoke up.

“Ah, no…”

The dark elf hesitated, startled.

But soon, anger welled up inside him.

He couldn’t understand the elf’s murderous glare.

Every day, they discriminated against him, calling him inferior for not being able to commune with the World Tree.

The dark elves’ skills were always ignored, treated as destructive tendencies to harm nature—a long-standing insult.

The dark elves were simply born that way.

And it was none other than the World Tree that made them this way.

He could no longer endure the oppression he faced in Elium.

“…Did I say something wrong?”

“What?”

“If it’s true that our Mother created us, shouldn’t you be blaming her? Who’s the one who insults us every day and treats us as inferior?”

“Are you insulting our Mother now?”

“No, I’m just saying you’re ridiculous. Your hypocrisy is disgusting!”

Their voices quickly grew louder.

At the sound, other elves and dark elves began to gather.

“What’s going on, brothers?”

“That man dared to insult our Mother. As her son, how could I…”

“Insult our Mother? I only stated the truth. If I insulted anyone, it’s you. You’re the ones who discriminate against us and treat us as inferior even though we’re all children of the same Mother! You act all high and mighty because you were born able to handle a little mana! Yet, you still live off the fruits of the forest!”

“That’s a grace our Mother has allowed us! It’s not the same as cutting down trees for wood!”

“Did our Mother say that? That’s just your self-righteous interpretation! You hypocrites…!”

“What did you just say?!”

A small argument quickly escalated into a larger conflict between the two races.

The elves were enraged, claiming that the dark elves had insulted the World Tree.

The dark elves’ long-simmering resentment toward the elves erupted.

The conflict grew even larger, eventually leading to a war between the two races.

The dark elves, unable to match the elves who could wield magic, were ultimately banished to what is now Dihelium.

Banished to Dihelium, the dark elves had to fend for themselves.

Instead of eating fruit, they had to hunt.

Due to Dihelium’s lack of resources, they had to trade with humans.

Thunk!

It was after this that Kilia was walking to a nearby city to purchase goods.

Someone shot an arrow at her, which landed right at her feet.

“Go back, apostate. Do not let your filthy feet tread on the grace of our Mother.”

It was a group of elves passing by.

Seeing them, Kilia’s anger surged.

“What grace of our Mother? You disgusting bastards.”

Although there was an Elium nearby, it wasn’t within the forest’s territory.

The encounter was clearly just an excuse to attack the dark elves.

Even after that, dark elves continued to face threats whenever they encountered elves.

This only deepened the dark elves’ hatred for the elves.

The World Tree never spoke or conveyed any intentions.

The dark elves thought the elves’ self-righteous beliefs and hypocritical behaviour were absurd.

The history of suffering dark elves had endured made it impossible for them to love either the elves or their so-called Mother, the World Tree.

“…This isn’t working. No matter what we try, this prison won’t open. The blocks it’s made of are indestructible.”

The room where they were trapped after being chased by the piglins.

According to the books, this was likely somewhere within the Nether’s Piglin Bastion.

“There was nothing like this mentioned in the books…”

The books they had read in the library didn’t mention anything about piglins acting like this.

Nor had they ever seen monsters intentionally destroy the portal they came through.

“Sigh… Just my luck.”

Kilia shot a glare at Riana before logging out of the game and logging back in again.

“…The only ways to escape here are either to die or wait for someone outside to rescue us.”

Even after reconnecting, their location remained the same.

If they died, they could respawn at a set location, but there was no need to go that far.

All they needed to do was log in and ask their teammates in real life to come rescue them.

If enough people came, they might be able to deal with the hordes of piglins.

Both Kilia and Riana logged out of the game and returned to reality to call for help.

Then, after some time, they logged back in and found themselves back in the prison.

“My teammates will come to rescue me soon.”

“…Same here.”

Even if their teammates managed to cross into the Nether, it was uncertain how long it would take them to fight through the piglins and reach the prison.

To escape at the right moment, they had no choice but to stay logged in.

The awkward silence lingered in the empty prison.

The two of them sat on the floor without saying a word for a long time.

Occasionally, they could see piglins wandering outside the iron bars.

“…You people. Are you dark elves?”

The first to break the silence was Riana.

She had been listening to their conversation and had guessed that they were dark elves.

“You figured that out fast. Typical clueless elf.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“This? You’re the ones whining pathetically because you can’t accept your loss.”

“T-That’s…”

Riana was momentarily at a loss for words.

She couldn’t argue back because it was true.

“And what about before that? Destroying the World Tree—was that something all the dark elves conspired to do together?”

“Typical elf, ignoring anything inconvenient and only saying what suits you.”

“……”

Riana was hit hard again.

Kilia, familiar with elves, knew their patterns of speech and thought processes all too well.

“…I made it myself. Unlike someone who needs their entire race to work together just to build a single tree, we can handle something like that on our own.”

“Ugh…”

“The second wager, though—that one involved my kindred because I asked for their help.”

“So, why did you do it? What exactly do you people think of the World Tree?”

Kilia stared at Riana with weary eyes.

After a moment of silence, Kilia finally spoke.

“What do you think? It’s just a big tree.”

“You…!”

“A ridiculously massive tree. Even the Tower Masters of Trinity couldn’t destroy it. A tree that purifies all the world’s mana. And we were born from its roots.”

Riana looked at Kilia in stunned silence.

She hadn’t expected her to speak in such a way.

She had always thought dark elves simply hated the World Tree.

“That’s all. If you call it Mother, then it’s Mother. If you call it a big tree, then it’s just a big tree. Sure, you might receive its grace without any filter, but that’s not the case for everyone.”

Her expression wasn’t one of simple hatred toward the World Tree.

“Of course, you’re still disgusting little prudes.”

“P-Prudes?”

“Yeah. That’s what the players in COL call your kind. Guess you acted so stiff and uptight that even humans gave you that nickname…”

Meanwhile, the expression Kilia wore when looking at Riana was clearly filled with disgust.

She really seemed to detest elves.

Riana, possibly feeling guilty, couldn’t respond either.

“…Huh?”

As Kilia looked around the room again, leaving Riana aside, she noticed something.

“What’s this? A lever base?”

It was a lever base where a stick could be inserted to turn it into a functional lever.

Kilia inserted a stick and pushed it.

Rumble…

A hidden door in one of the prison walls opened.

“There was nothing on the wall before…!”

“It must be a door that only opens with this lever.”

When she let go of the lever, the door closed again.

The lever wouldn’t stay fixed in place when the door was open.

“To keep the door open, someone has to hold the lever.”

Even using blocks or other devices, the lever wouldn’t stay fixed.

In other words, someone had to hold the lever for someone else to escape.

“If you want to leave, go ahead. I’ll wait here.”

“I’m staying too.”

However, there wasn’t any particular reason to escape through the door.

Both of them decided to wait for their teammates.

But shortly after, they were summoned back to reality.

“It’s not possible?”

“I guess we’ll just have to die or something…”

The dark elves told Kilia that rescuing her wasn’t an option.

There was no entrance from outside, and the walls couldn’t be broken.

There really was no solution other than dying.

“Got it for now.”

Kilia logged back into the game.

It seemed Riana had heard the same thing from the elves.

“Are you planning to die?”

“No. If we’re going to die anyway, isn’t it better to try escaping through that passage?”

In a situation where they either had to escape or die, Kilia decided to use the path she had discovered earlier.

Riana had the same thought.

“I was thinking the same.”

Only one person could leave at a time. Someone would have to hold the lever.

“Why don’t you just die?”

“No way.”

“I don’t want to either. Actually, hold on. Maybe I can find a way to secure the lever. Come here.”

At Kilia’s words, Riana walked over to the lever.

Following Kilia’s instructions, Riana held onto the lever.

“Now, while one person holds it like this, if I use this block…”

Kilia began tinkering with various things to try and secure the lever.

Dark elves were naturally skilled in such handiwork.

Knowing this, Riana obediently held the lever as instructed.

“Now, if I do this…”

Kilia swiftly put something together.

“Is it ready now?”

“That’s right. Now, all I have to do is… Now!”

“What?!”

Pretending to be working on something, Kilia suddenly leaped through the open door.

She disappeared beyond the passage.

Riana, startled, let go of the lever and ran, but the moment she released the lever, the door slammed shut.

-Hahaha! Stupid elf prude!

Kilia’s laughter echoed from beyond the wall.

Realizing she’d been tricked, Riana pounded the wall in frustration.

Meanwhile, Kilia, having dashed out through the secret passage, found herself…

“…Huh?”

…facing a dozing piglin.

She grabbed the prison key from its grasp.

Kilia turned to look back at the prison where Riana was still trapped.
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Chapter 48

—

“What… what are you doing, Rai?”

At the top of the Illusion Magic Tower.

Hina approached me and spoke.

I was currently engrossed in manipulating a segment of the world where the Dark Elves and Elves were engaged in a bet.

“Right now, BigTree and Lady Riana are trapped in a Piglin bastion in the Nether. Want to watch together?”

I showed her the illusion footage extracted from the main server as I spoke.

Hina let out a small grunt as she sat beside me.

“Trapped…? Do Piglins do stuff like that?”

“Of course not. I set it up intentionally. I configured the Nether portal to connect directly to the Piglin bastion, and I lured them into being chased and captured by a large group of Piglins.”

“Wh-why? Normally, getting Ender Pearls from Piglins isn’t that hard.”

“I thought they might have a conversation while they’re trapped. If I left them to compete endlessly, it felt like a war might break out inside. Of course, I didn’t expect BigTree and Lady Riana to end up trapped together.”

I originally thought multiple people would rush into the Nether.

I had prepared multiple prisons to trap everyone as they came through.

The goal was to lock them all up, forcing them to cooperate and escape.

Now that only those two had entered, I was adjusting the difficulty so two people could escape if they worked together.

“So… why did you do something like that? Doesn’t that mean the competition can’t conclude?”

“Even if the competition ends, what difference would it make? If the Elves win, things go back to the way they were. And if the Dark Elves win, the Elves still wouldn’t admit something like ‘the World Tree is just a big tree.'”

“Th-that may be true…”

“Didn’t Galliard mention this before? The Elves…”

I recalled my conversation with Galliard before the second bet.

***

“Elves are rigid and strict. They believe they were born from the roots of the world and bear a great destiny. On the other hand, Dark Elves are prickly and bad at expressing themselves, like most artisans.”

“Are you saying the difference in personalities caused the conflict between the two races?”

“Exactly. Both races live in isolated environments for long periods, making meaningful conversations between them nearly impossible. They’re all just social misfits, that’s what it boils down to. All those Elf types are like that.”

“Yeah, Elves are definitely rigid.”

At my request, Galliard shared stories about the past wars between the Elves and Dark Elves.

Hina, who had lived during the time of those wars, occasionally nodded and added bits to the story.

Galliard, though he hadn’t lived through that era, had heard stories from Riana during their time in the Hero Party.

It was a bit shocking to learn Hina was older than Galliard.

“It doesn’t seem like something worth such a huge fight. Maybe some arguments, but nothing more.”

“They weren’t taught proper family values. The only thing Elves revere as their parents is that giant tree. Did the World Tree teach them manners or raise them? Of course not.”

“Uh, Galliard, hold on. Talking bad about parents is a bit…”

Galliard’s words had no filter.

Though he was usually blunt, words like “not taught proper family values” were new.

It seemed he’d been spending too much time on COL recently…

“Actually, it’s not even a parent! It’s just a big tree. Sure, it forms the foundation of the world and purifies mana, but in the end, it’s just a tree! Calling it their parent is why they turned out this way. Does a tree talk or do anything?”

“Well, that’s true, but…”

“Problems like this were bound to happen. Personality develops through diverse relationships and experiences. But Elves only interpret the World Tree’s will however they want and act accordingly. Naturally, their social skills are non-existent after all this time.”

“…That actually sounds like a reasonable explanation. The Elves’ society is particularly isolated, after all.”

The World Tree has no personality.

As a parent, it neither teaches nor guides. The Elves have little interaction with other races.

Their society is essentially a stagnant pool of self-reinforcing ideas.

It’s no wonder humans call them “rigid fools.”

To humans, their lack of social skills is maddening.

At least the Dark Elves, who interact with humans more frequently, are somewhat better.

“They may be old, but they’re all just kids. Age doesn’t make the person—experience does.”

“G-Galliard, calm down…”

“Why are you so upset? Everything you’re saying is true, but still…”

I suspected he’d had a recent run-in with Elves in COL before coming here.

Elves may excel in COL, but their stubbornness is unmatched.

“That Ashe player last game couldn’t even deal damage and kept blaming me…”

Sure enough, Galliard was grumbling again.

Since it wasn’t the first time he’d come to vent about COL, I brushed it off.

“But this is tricky. If the Dark Elves and Elves keep competing like this, their relationship will only worsen.”

“…That’s right. What they need isn’t conflict but dialogue and cooperation. Can’t you do something about it?”

“Me?”

“Yes. Maybe just trapping them together would be enough.”

“Wouldn’t they kill each other?”

“It’s just a game. And kids grow by fighting and reconciling. They fight one day, work together the next, and fight again the day after. That’s how they slowly mature.”

“Aren’t Elves at least hundreds of years old?”

“Do you not know the phrase ‘wasted their years’? It was coined because of Elves!”

Trusting Galliard’s advice, I adjusted the map for their bet.

If I could bring them peace through my game, that’s what I wanted.

Of course, their conflict might not resolve this easily.

But I decided to believe in Galliard, who had lived far longer than me.

***

“So, you’re forcing them to be on the same team?”

“Exactly. Maybe they’ll grow closer as they cooperate and fight together, just like Galliard said.”

“That… might work for kids.”

But if Galliard was right, Elves weren’t much different from kids.

At that moment, the two Elves in the game discovered the lever.

“Wh-what?”

In the game, Kilia was tinkering with the lever to fix it in place.

Meanwhile, Riana held onto the lever.

“That lever can’t be fixed. One has to hold it, while the other goes to find the key.”

“O-okay. But… they ran away.”

It turned out Kilia had deceived Riana to escape alone.

Riana banged on the walls furiously.

“W-what now?”

“I expected this might happen. But even if they get out, escaping the bastion requires both of them to cooperate. Kilia will probably see the next room and come back…”

I had anticipated such a situation.

So I designed the next area to require two people to escape.

But Kilia acted unexpectedly.

Instead of returning after escaping, she immediately opened the prison door and freed Riana.

“Maybe… she’s nicer than I thought.”

“Seems like it.”

“Dark Elves have less ‘annoying personality points’ than Elves… noted.”

Had she intended to escape together from the start?

Kilia unlocked the door and left the prison with Riana.

What was she thinking? We couldn’t know.

“But… couldn’t she just kill herself to get out?”

“If they die, I’ve set it so they return to the first prison room.”

“Ugh, that’s…”

“It’s like an escape room. Anyway, let’s just watch.”

We began watching the escape drama of the two Elves.

***

Kilia stood hesitating in front of a bunch of keys on the ground.

Should she release that annoying Elf and escape together? Or just go alone?

Honestly, it didn’t really matter. After all, this was just a game.

‘…She’ll probably be useful if I bring her along.’

After some thought, Kilia decided to take Riana with her.

She could sacrifice her and run if things got dangerous.

Clink—

“…Huh?”

“Get out, you annoying Elf.”

Kilia unlocked the cell and turned around, walking away.

Riana, who hadn’t expected to be rescued, looked confused.

She felt a pang of guilt for misunderstanding her.

She wanted to say thank you, but the words stayed trapped in her mouth.

Instead, Riana followed Kilia in silence.

“This is…”

As they passed through the prison hallway and climbed up, they came upon a strange room.

The floor was filled with lava, with two pathways leading across it.

Each path connected to a door at the opposite ends of the room, and next to each door was a button.

“It seems like we need to press both buttons simultaneously.”

“…Yeah. You take that side.”

Kilia and Riana crossed to opposite paths.

When they pressed the buttons simultaneously, only the door on Kilia’s side opened.

“What, what?!”

Meanwhile, monsters suddenly spawned on Riana’s side and began approaching her.

“W-What is this… Wait, BigTree!”

By the time Riana called out, Kilia had already gone through her door.

Riana desperately fought off the approaching monsters on the bridge.

But no matter how many she defeated, more kept coming.

As she considered sacrificing her items and just dying,

Whoosh—

Someone suddenly grabbed her from behind.

It was BigTree—no, it was Kilia.

“The structure requires one person to go back and open the door.”

“I… I see.”

After that, the two continued cooperating as they escaped the Piglin Bastion.

‘I can’t just ignore it when I’ve already been helped.’

Since Riana had been helped initially, she too came to Kilia’s aid whenever she was in danger.

At some point, it became natural for the two of them to help each other and progress together.

“We’ve gathered almost all the materials.”

“Looks like it.”

While escaping, they naturally gathered the materials needed to craft the Eyes of Ender.

Kilia had collected five, and Riana six.

“We needed a total of eleven, right?”

Together, they had exactly eleven pieces.

But no more materials seemed to appear after that.

“What?”

“Is this it?”

Eventually, the two Elves successfully escaped the Bastion.

Outside, other Elves were waiting for them.

“Huh? What happened, Riana?”

“What happened, Kilia?”

The two were swarmed by their respective allies.

Both briefly explained the situation to their respective groups.

“So… you’re saying those two were Dark Elves? Of course…”

“But the materials they mentioned couldn’t be found outside.”

Apparently, the Eyes of Ender materials couldn’t drop outside the Bastion.

This meant the door had to be opened using the materials Kilia and Riana had collected.

For now, since the two were exhausted, they logged out and returned the next day.

And soon, the rumour spread that they were going to take down the “Ender Dragon.”

“Did you hear? BigTree and her group turned out to be Dark Elves!”

“Does this mean another Elf war is about to start?”

“Of course! Only Dark Elves could create structures like that! All these new builds look the same anyway…”

Up to 1,000 spectators could observe the game world without affecting it.

As soon as the news spread, the spectator count filled instantly.

“Hmm? Looks like they’re opening the portal together.”

“I see. So the key is who defeats it first?”

“Either way, this’ll be fun.”

BigTree and Riana placed the Eyes of Ender into the portal frame.

The portal opened simultaneously.

Both the Elves and Dark Elves entered the End World together.

“Is that it?”

“Attack it!”

As soon as they entered, the Ender Dragon appeared and immediately began attacking the Elves.

Its attacks were far stronger than what was written in the End Fortress’ books.

“Let’s attack too!”

“Let’s go!”

Without hesitation, both the Elves and Dark Elves began their assault.

No one had time to worry about competing with each other.

If they didn’t fight with everything they had, both Elf factions would be wiped out.

“Aaaah!”

Amid the chaotic battle, one Elf tripped after their armour durability ran out, falling to the ground.

The Ender Dragon’s attack hurtled toward them.

Clang—

But before the Elf was struck, someone deflected the attack with a shield.

It was one of the Dark Elves.

The Dark Elf glanced at the fallen Elf briefly before resuming their attack.

“Why…?”

In reality, the similarity of all “Minecraft” characters had caused confusion.

This kind of situation happened repeatedly during the battle.

At some point, no one knew who was an enemy or an ally anymore.

“I-I can’t tell who’s a Dark Elf and who’s an Elf anymore.”

“But this battle… it’s incredible! Was the legendary fight between the Hero and the Demon King like this?”

“To witness such an epic fight live… this is truly a blessing!”

Spectators were more captivated by the battle than anything else.

Whether someone was an Elf or a Dark Elf didn’t matter.

Everyone resonated with the resolve and competitive spirit against a common enemy.

After what felt like an eternity, the Ender Dragon’s health reached its lowest point.

Screeeech!

With a final roar, the Ender Dragon plummeted to the ground.

“It’s… it’s over…”

“We… we really did it. Haah…”

“It’s done.”

Waaaaahhhhh!

The exhausted Elves collapsed onto the ground.

The spectators erupted in cheers.

The cheers weren’t directed at the Elves or the Dark Elves but at the monumental moment itself.

After the battle ended, the Elves began to think.

Who would be declared the victor?

And at the same time, everyone knew.

The Ender Dragon had been defeated through the combined efforts of both factions.

Without either side, it wouldn’t have been possible.

Realizing this, the Elves and Dark Elves glanced at each other nervously.

At that moment, the Queen of the Elves rose and spoke first.

“This match…”
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Chapter 49

—

“This round is our victory.”

The queen’s words broke the silence.

The Dark Elves briefly glanced at the Elf Queen before turning their heads away and sighing.

“We definitely contributed more to defeating the Ender Dragon. Plus, we used one more Eye of Ender when opening the portal. And also…”

The queen continued to assert reasons for their victory.

However, none of them could be considered definitive proof of the Elves’ victory.

In the first place, this battle would have been lost if even one side was absent.

The Dark Elves did not respond and looked elsewhere.

It seemed like they were used to such behaviour.

“And also…”

“…Sure. Let’s go with that.”

Interrupting the queen, Kilia spoke.

It wasn’t out of anger or protest about the outcome.

Her voice was weak, as if she had given up.

“If it means you win, let’s just pretend it never happened. Do whatever you want.”

“Huh…?”

Kilia dusted herself off and stood up.

The other Dark Elves, one by one, followed her lead and rose as well.

The Elf Queen stared at them, clearly flustered by their sudden movement.

She wasn’t accustomed to settling disputes with the Dark Elves so easily.

“Let’s go, everyone. I think I enjoy building more than surviving.”

“Me too. Survival is fun, but it’s not like you can freely build things like in Creative Mode.”

“It’s nice to just focus on constructing for a change.”

The Dark Elves, casually chatting about trivial things, walked toward the portal.

The atmosphere didn’t feel like they had just participated in a historic battle.

Even the observing players watched in confusion.

The outcome that decided victory felt hollow, and the reaction of the Dark Elves was disheartening.

It was obvious to anyone that the contributions to defeating the Ender Dragon were about equal.

But for the Dark Elves themselves, it didn’t matter.

They were used to this.

Through long years, they had come to understand that Elves never truly change.

Now, the Dark Elves no longer bothered to fight or risk injury.

“-Wait a moment!”

Just as the Dark Elves were about to step through the portal,

An Elf stopped them.

It was Riana.

“Please wait for a moment.”

The Dark Elves turned around with indifferent expressions.

The Elves stared at Riana in shock.

“We couldn’t have defeated the Ender Dragon on our own.”

“Riana…!”

The Elf Queen’s expression turned to one of surprise.

Riana gently placed her hand on the queen’s shoulder.

Riana understood the queen’s stance.

As the Elf Queen and the Child of the World Tree, she couldn’t allow the World Tree’s honour to be tarnished.

Still, Riana felt she had to say this.

“Of course, you couldn’t have defeated the Ender Dragon on your own either. In the end, both sides contributed equally to its defeat.”

It was simply the truth.

The expressions of the Dark Elves remained unchanged.

“So… how about we call it a draw? I don’t think this match will ever be resolved otherwise…”

“…Fine.”

The Dark Elves turned back toward the portal.

But Riana spoke again.

Words she had held back since the Piglin Bastion.

Perhaps words she had never spoken to the Dark Elves before.

Maybe there was no need to say them.

After all, the Elves and Dark Elves would continue to live as enemies, just as they always had.

The rift created by centuries of conflict wouldn’t heal so easily.

However, Riana felt that she had received too much help to remain silent.

Even as an Elf, she couldn’t ignore the debt of gratitude she owed to those who had saved her life.

After much conflict, pain, and healing,

Her soft, unblemished Elven skin had grown a little tougher.

Everyone grows in their own way, and only after growth can some truths be seen.

“And also…!”

Riana, determined, raised her voice.

“K-Kilia…!”

Surprised, Kilia turned around.

Even as a Dark Elf, her avatar in the game revealed her identity through her speech and habits.

This meant Riana remembered her name from long ago,

When they had parted ways.

“From the Piglin Bastion until now… thank you for saving me. I owe you my life…”

“M-Me too!”

“And I’m also grateful for protecting us from the Ender Dragon’s breath earlier…”

As Riana shouted, several Elves followed suit.

Each of them had their own stories of being saved during the battle against the Ender Dragon.

They hadn’t spoken of it in the heat of the moment, and perhaps they never would have said anything to their lifelong enemies, the Dark Elves.

But thanks to Riana’s courage, they were able to express themselves.

“Well, I mean… I was helped too.”

“I didn’t save you on purpose or anything…”

The Dark Elves, averting their gaze, responded in kind.

The distance between the two races remained the same.

But for now, they looked at each other.

“Well, let’s go.”

The Dark Elves turned again and stepped toward the portal.

But then, someone stopped them again.

“Wait! You can’t leave like this.”

It was Rai, one of the observers.

“When you defeat the Ender Dragon, special portals open all over the End World. You can obtain unique items there.”

As Rai spoke, purple beams of light shot up across the End World.

Rai smiled at the Elves and Dark Elves.

***

“They really are like children, just as Galliard said.”

I said as I watched the Elves line up to equip their Elytra and try flying through the skies.

The Elytra is an item that can be obtained from the End Ship in the End City, accessible after defeating the Ender Dragon.

With it, you can glide through the air even in Survival Mode.

It genuinely feels like flying with real wings, making it incredibly enjoyable.

“Yeah. Those guys will live like that forever if left alone. Stubborn fools.”

“…It seems your hatred for Elves has grown even stronger.”

“I don’t understand why Elves always have something to say whenever I pick Master Yi.”

“How do you know if that player is an Elf?”

“Elves always blatantly include ‘Elf’ in their usernames. Names like <ElfSupreme> or <ElfQueenHere>. How could I not know?”

Galliard, who had been watching the battle with me, grumbled.

This old man seriously needs to cut back on playing COL.

“Still, didn’t they show some improvement today?”

“That’s like saying a five-year-old has turned six. Even saying ‘thank you’ embarrasses them that much.”

“That really did make them seem like little kids.”

“…They do seem slightly better now than before.”

As Galliard said, personalities grow through relationships.

Having lived in a closed-off society all their lives, the Elves were certainly lacking in that aspect.

Unable to express what’s inside, they ended up saying unnecessary things.

“They still have a long way to go. Watching them fight each other like that as kin seems ridiculous to me.”

“They’ll need time. That’s what family is, isn’t it?”

To be honest, I didn’t think the relationship between the Elves and Dark Elves would improve anytime soon after this incident.

They still seemed to hate each other, and the emotional rift between them was deep.

For now, they had taken just half a step forward.

But even that much was enough, since Elves live such long lives.

“Love is just about giving. Like how a father does.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s what Aria said. She said faith eventually leads to love. Thinking about it now, it seems true.”

“Aria?”

“The name of the previous Saintess. She was someone who adventured with me.”

“Ah…”

“To the Elves, the World Tree is probably the same. The World Tree is their faith and also their mother.”

Love is simply about giving. Faith eventually becomes love.

Priests call their god Father.

Elves call the World Tree Mother.

A god simply grants divine power, and the World Tree bestows the grace of the forest.

Yet neither says anything nor asks for anything in return.

If that is love and faith, then it is understandable.

“The World Tree is not just a big tree, huh?”

“Well, of course not. But it’s those stubborn fools who gave it that name.”

“…That does make sense.”

Whatever the case, all of it was true.

It’s true that the Elves are stubborn fools.

It’s true that the nickname ‘just a big tree’ came from the Elves’ rigidity.

And it’s also true that the World Tree literally loves its children, continuing to grant its grace.

So, someday, even those Elves will find the right path.

The first step is always the hardest.

After all, peace and love are better than hatred and conflict.

“So, when will you buff Master Yi?”

“What buff? Master Yi’s balance is fine right now. If you want to win in higher tiers, play a different champion.”

“You’re telling me to climb solo queue with a weak champion like Amumu?”

“Then play something like Graves.”

“I’ve never even held a gun!”

I ignored Galliard’s nonsensical complaints and wrapped up my tasks in the world.

And so, the commotion caused by the release of ‘Minecraft’ and the Elves’ wager came to an end.

As a bonus, this incident brought renewed attention to the Dark Elves.

In a world dominated by uniform magi-tech architecture, many sought the designs of the Dark Elves.

Additionally, in ‘Minecraft,’ the Dark Elves became popular for sharing various tips and teaching building techniques.

Although the Elves were still called stubborn fools, that wasn’t something new.

Regardless, the incident concluded well.

***

“So, you’re Kilia—‘BigTree,’ right? This is my first time meeting you in person.”

A few weeks after the Elves’ wager.

<WorldTreeIsJustABigTree>, or BigTree, visited the Illusion Magic Tower.

It seemed that the Dark Elves were starting to receive work again thanks to the previous event.

BigTree wanted to express her gratitude to the Illusion Magic Tower for that.

“It does seem that Dark Elves are more polite than Elves~”

“But even the Elves seem to be changing a bit. Please stop hating them so much…”

“Hmm. They haven’t changed since I was a novice mage.”

Rina, the Water Tower Master, spoke in her characteristic tone as she happened to be visiting the Illusion Tower.

Since she was one of Hina’s few friends, she occasionally dropped by.

“Well, we don’t need anything in particular. Tower expansions can only be done with artifacts anyway.”

“Regardless, we want to repay the favor. The Dark Elves owe a great debt. We’ll repay it, even physically if necessary.”

“E-Excuse me?”

Kilia spoke with sincere eyes.

Given that Dark Elves excel in physical labor, it likely wasn’t meant in any strange way.

But it was easy to misinterpret.

“It’s truly fine. Instead, please continue playing ‘Minecraft.’ Share various ideas with people. You could even publish a book or teach building. Of course, as long as it doesn’t interfere with real-life commissions.”

In my previous life, many players shared ‘Minecraft’ content, and it became a trend.

Because the game allowed for such creative possibilities, just watching and following along was fun enough.

Considering the Dark Elves’ skills and intellect, they would undoubtedly accomplish remarkable things in ‘Minecraft.’

“Of course, I’ll continue playing ‘Minecraft’…”

“That’s all I need to hear. I’m busy, so not visiting is the best way you can help.”

After seeing off Kilia and the others, some time passed, and the Dark Elves became even more famous as ‘Minecraft’ experts.

“Did you know? When you’re surviving, the first thing you have to make is a boat!”

“A boat? Why would you need that?”

“Didn’t you see the Dark Elves’ ‘Minecraft Survival Handbook, Chapter 3, Section 2: The All-Purpose Boat’? With just a boat, you can do anything! You can survive falls from the highest places, and you can even move villagers around however you want by putting them in boats!”

“Whaaaaat?!”

It had now become common to hear kids chatting about ‘Minecraft’ on the streets.

Their knack for doing outrageous things hadn’t changed, but their childlike innocence remained intact.

True to the name ‘Minecraft,’ many people were creating and enjoying their own worlds.

Just that alone made this game a success.

With a satisfied smile, I headed to the top of the Magic Tower.

“Well then… let’s finally tackle the COL item update I’ve been putting off.”

Lately, Galliard had been whining about buffing Master Yi more times than I could count.

Although I didn’t have plans to buff Master Yi, I was preparing an update that might indirectly serve as a buff.

An item that had caused quite a stir in my past life.

Not releasing it was an option, but considering the current meta, having it in the game would certainly make things more fun.

On top of that, a new job was scheduled to be released for ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Up until now, the Resistance jobs had been released.

Unlike the order in my past life, only one of the Hero jobs had been released so far.

With this update, two more Hero jobs and one job uniquely distinct from the rest of the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ classes were expected to launch.

This was also the point where ‘Maple Leaf Story’s’ storyline began to expand significantly.

The story of the third job to be released was still vividly etched in my memory.

It was that moving and heart-wrenching, immersing players even more deeply.

Recently, the popularity of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ had waned slightly.

But I felt confident this update would reignite everyone’s obsession.

That’s how compelling the story of this character was, even from my perspective.

Of course, the flashy skills and actions were a given.

And not long after, an event no one had anticipated shook the world.
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The elves were living a slightly different life since their bet with the Dark Elves.

For some reason, they often encountered the Dark Elves in games, and their interactions with humans had also increased compared to before.

They were still called “Kanfra,” but they no longer reacted as sensitively as before.

There was a clear change in the atmosphere.

It was during this time that news of a ‘Maple Leaf Story’ update reached the elves.

“The Queen is coming out?!”

A startled elf shouted in surprise.

All the nearby elves turned their attention to her.

“Did you call me?”

Hearing the commotion, the Elf Queen approached and spoke.

It was rare to see an elf this shocked, so everyone was paying close attention.

“Oh, Your Majesty. Not you… In ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ the Elf Queen is being added as a new job! Her name is Mercedes…”

“Maple Leaf Story?”

‘Maple Leaf Story,’ which had been regularly releasing new jobs, had just announced one of its biggest updates since the Resistance update.

“Yes, I thought I’d better experience it firsthand, so I’ll be off now!”

The elves who played ‘Maple Leaf Story’ quickly dashed back to their homes.

The Queen, who preferred playing COL over ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ was much less enthusiastic than them.

“Hm… I barely have time for solo queue, but if it’s an Elf Queen character, I suppose I’ll give it a try.”

Still, the newly released job ‘Mercedes’ seemed too intriguing to ignore.

After all, it was an elf character.

The Queen was a bit displeased with the Illusion Magic Tower for releasing an elf character without consulting her.

As the representative of the elves, if Mercedes turned out to be a character that tarnished the dignity of the elves, she might have to formally protest to the Illusion Magic Tower.

Using an entire race as subject material was a sensitive matter.

Even before the advent of illusion games, similar issues had arisen in literary works and other forms of art.

Writers and artists might claim their work was merely creative expression, but for the people involved, it was an inherently sensitive topic.

Even if it was the Illusion Magic Tower, they wouldn’t be exempt if the same problem arose.

With a pout, the Queen logged into ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

She created a ‘Mercedes’ character and began the tutorial.

[Now, I must seek long sleep in the King’s Rest… until the curse is lifted… a long, long sleep until this curse is gone…]

The main story of Mercedes began alongside the newly revealed lore of the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ world.

Long ago, a ‘Black Dark Sorcerer’ had attempted to devour the Maple World.

The heroes fought against him and succeeded in sealing him away.

However, the heroes suffered great losses, each bearing their own sacrifices.

Mercedes was one of those heroes.

She was the Elf Queen, and the elves in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ shared their fate with their queen.

In the final battle against the ‘Black Dark Sorcerer,’ Mercedes was cursed.

The curse also affected the elves, and those who weren’t strong enough to withstand it faced death.

In the end, Mercedes and the Elf Elders decided to seal the elves and their city until the curse was lifted.

For an indefinite period, they would sleep until the curse was broken.

Thus, the tutorial concluded with Mercedes entering a long slumber alongside the elves.

[When the time comes and you awaken again, I hope the Black Dark Sorcerer’s curse is gone, and a peaceful world where all elves can be happy awaits us…]

By the end of the tutorial, the Elf Queen was sobbing internally.

Mercedes had ventured beyond the forest to fight the Black Dark Sorcerer for the sake of saving the world.

She had made a decision to protect the elves, who shared her fate.

Her noble and beautiful heart, wishing for a happy world for her people, resonated deeply with the real Elf Queen’s own circumstances.

Her chest swelled with emotion more than ever before.

[What? Level 10?!!!]

Thus, Mercedes awoke after hundreds of years.

Her level, which had been 300, was now reduced to 10, and the other elves remained asleep.

The early storyline seemed to revolve around exploring the state of the world after hundreds of years and awakening the elves once again.

The Elf Queen lost track of time while playing Mercedes.

Although she wasn’t particularly fond of ‘Maple Leaf Story,’

She simply couldn’t resist Mercedes.

“This is truly…! So moving!”

The moment she logged out after playing for hours, the Elf Queen exclaimed.

The displeasure she had felt toward the Illusion Magic Tower at the start had completely disappeared.

“It’s such a touching story, Your Majesty!”

“With such noble intentions… surely humans will admire the elves even more!”

“The elves’ prestige will certainly rise!”

The other elves shared the same sentiment.

Everyone believed that Mercedes’ nobility would elevate the elves’ standing even further.

“I’m curious to see how humans will react.”

“I’m sure the update will spark praises of elves throughout the world. Haha.”

With such thoughts, the elves procured human newspapers a few days later.

Although they normally had no interest in external affairs, they couldn’t resist looking up news about themselves.

However, as they read the newspapers, their expressions gradually darkened.

There were no articles praising the elves.

There were only a few research articles about Mercedes, and that was it.

“What… what is this…? Evan?”

Instead, the newspapers were filled with stories about another job released alongside Mercedes.

That character’s name was ‘Evan,’ the Dragon Master.

The world was far more enthusiastic about Evan than Mercedes.

“W-what does this mean?! Are we being considered weaker than the dragon race?!”

The elves screamed in disbelief at the unexpected reality.

But of course, elves being weaker than the dragon race was only natural.

In truth, there were very few beings in the world that could claim to be stronger than the dragon race.

And so, the elves’ high expectations were overshadowed by Evan.

***

“Have you seen the latest update? A new job is being added to ‘Maple Leaf Story!’”

“Really? I’ve been so immersed in COL that I didn’t notice.”

“It’s something you can’t help but look forward to. One is an archer character who’s an Elf Queen, and the other is…”

“The other is?”

“A Dragon Master!”

“A Dragon Master?!!”

The news of ‘Evan’s release in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ caused a massive sensation.

Dragons, the apex beings among all races,

Are arrogant creatures possessing transcendental magic and immense wisdom.

To an average human, they are practically divine beings who can’t even be approached, let alone revered.

A job that tames such dragons was something no one in this world could resist anticipating.

“I even heard the job has up to ten advancement stages!”

“Ten, ten advancements?”

Even more surprising was the advancement system.

As the dragon grows stronger, the job could advance up to the tenth stage.

With the update, the previously quiet excitement around ‘Maple Leaf Story’ reignited in an instant.

Everyone was rushing to raise their own ‘Evan.’

At the same time, the story revealed about the ‘Black Dark Sorcerer’ also garnered immense reactions.

“To think there was such a backstory in the ‘Maple Leaf World’…”

“What was the Illusion Magic Tower thinking when they created this game? It’s far more thrilling than most plays.”

“Forget about playing Kanfra characters. I have to raise Evan instead. Mercedes isn’t even that…”

The storytelling of ‘Maple Leaf Story’ was even being adapted into stage plays.

However, the biggest reactions came from some of the adventurers.

“A dragon… it reminds me of when I entered the Gold Dragon’s lair 30 years ago…”

Dragons, by default, are an arrogant race that stands at the pinnacle.

They rarely show interest in other races without a specific reason.

That’s how far above other beings dragons were.

But things change if someone provokes a dragon.

For example, trespassing into a dragon’s nest—its lair—without permission.

It has long been known that dragon lairs contain various rare treasures.

Throughout history, people have always attempted to infiltrate these lairs for treasures. Even in recent times.

“I almost died back then…”

Of course, most don’t make it back alive.

Occasionally, someone does return, but only if they were either incredibly lucky or extraordinarily skilled.

In Hetz’s case, it was both.

Although many events unfolded back then, he managed to successfully rob the Gold Dragon’s lair and return.

He sold the treasures and became wealthy.

Now enjoying a life of luxury,

Playing ‘Evan’ in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ brought back memories of those days.

Selling dragon treasures had brought him joy.

But the more accustomed he became to his luxurious life, the more rebellion stirred within his heart.

Having lived as an adventurer his entire life, he longed once more for a heart-pounding adventure.

“But raiding a dragon’s nest again… that’s madness.”

As he briefly envisioned it, Hetz shook his head.

Having experienced it once, he knew how perilous infiltrating a dragon’s lair was.

Thinking back, it had been nothing short of insanity.

However,

[Once again, a ‘Maple Leaf Story’ frenzy. The new job ‘Dragon Master Evan.’ Adventurers set out for lairs.]

[A veteran adventurer’s warning: ‘Reality and games are different. Lairs are dangerous.’ Yet young adventurers continue. Who will become the first Dragon Master?]

Countless others were engaging in such madness.

Inspired by ‘Evan,’ people began venturing to dragon lairs for adventures.

Not just to steal treasures like before but to steal dragon eggs.

Hetz, too, had briefly considered it, but knowing the dangers of dragons, he couldn’t bring himself to act on it.

“These youngsters today have no fear. They’re crazy. Absolutely crazy…”

Yet strangely, hearing about it made Hetz’s heart race once more.

Despite knowing it was far more dangerous than stealing treasures,

His heart was drawn once again to the distant dragon lairs.

Children don’t keep playing dangerous games for no reason.

They can’t stop because they know the thrill and pleasure of overcoming that danger.

Even knowing the risks, the exhilaration compels them.

Hetz stood up from his comfortable chair and opened a drawer.

Inside were his neatly organized, dust-covered gear.

“…I must be insane.”

Having already crossed that perilous line and claimed treasures once before,

Knowing the pleasure, his heart couldn’t help but race again.

Thus, a new trend of adventures to become Dragon Masters began.
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“Adventurers heading to dragon lairs to become Dragon Masters… Who will be the first Dragon Master…? Are these people crazy?”

It was supposed to be a relaxed morning.

While leisurely sipping coffee, I set down my cup in surprise at the headline on the front page of the newspaper.

“Dragons… Depending on the situation, they could even be stronger than Tower Masters… What are they thinking?”

I couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh—it was news so shocking it made my blood pressure rise.

No matter how well-made and enjoyable the job of ‘Evan’ was,

Actually stealing an egg from a dragon lair was an entirely different story.

In ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ Evan’s ability to handle dragons was due to a contract between an ancient hero and the dragon race.

“What’s the matter, Rai?”

Rain, who had just woken up, emerged from her room, hearing my voice.

Instead of answering, I handed her the newspaper I had been reading.

“Dragon Master…? The update seems to be making waves in the world again.”

“Is this something to talk about so lightly? Dragons are one of the apex beings of this world!”

Rain calmly tidied her hair.

I was in a state of disbelief—almost furious—over this situation where people seemed to be committing suicide because of the game I created.

“Well… It’s their choice, isn’t it? This isn’t the first time something like this has happened.”

“But isn’t this far too blatantly dangerous?”

“Sure, sneaking into a dragon lair is dangerous. But it’s not like people haven’t tried it before. It’s just been less common recently.”

“What?”

Rain began recounting stories of adventurers who had once looted dragon lairs.

She said it was during the chaotic times before the defeat of the Demon King—and slightly after.

It was all before I had reincarnated into this world.

Dragon lairs were filled with rare treasures, so adventurers frequently risked their lives to steal them back then.

Of course, only a small number of people succeeded, and I hadn’t heard much about such attempts recently.

“People actually risked their lives for something like that…”

“Well, risking your life is part of survival. As mages of the Tower, we’re less likely to face such situations.”

I realized once again how much I didn’t understand this world.

It seemed that immersing myself in the recent update had caused me to temporarily revert to my previous life’s mindset.

If the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ of my past life was purely a ‘fantasy,’

The ‘Maple Leaf Story’ of this world was practically half nonfiction.

Rain didn’t seem too concerned.

“But isn’t stealing a dragon egg a different matter? It’s their offspring, after all.”

“That’s… definitely true. It’s not the same as stealing a treasure or two. If that happens, dragons might even descend upon human cities.”

“Then shouldn’t we warn them not to go quickly…?”

“But do you think anyone will listen? Even in the past, those who successfully stole treasures were just lucky.

And since dragons hoard so many treasures, they might not care if one or two are missing.

But eggs are a different story. Dragons typically raise only one egg at a time, and they keep it in the most secure place.

Not to mention, dragon eggs are larger than humans. If the egg’s position changes even slightly, the dragon will notice.

Who could possibly steal something like that?”

“Now that you mention it, that makes sense. But still, entering the lair puts their lives at risk.”

“Well, that’s their responsibility.”

With that, Rain yawned and returned to her room.

She must have stayed up late playing games.

After pondering for a moment, I decided to contact a media outlet.

Even so, I couldn’t just stand by and watch people head toward certain death.

This situation had arisen partly because of the game I created.

It was a sense of responsibility as a developer.

Honestly, as Rain said, it’s their choice. But at the very least, issuing a warning might help avoid any unforeseen consequences.

“Sigh… I thought I could finally take a break for a while.”

After dedicating long hours to the update alongside ‘Minecraft,’

There was also an upcoming update for COL and the third job for ‘Maple Leaf Story,’ which was progressing smoothly.

Originally, all three jobs for ‘Maple Leaf Story’ were planned to release simultaneously.

But the last one required additional review, delaying its release slightly.

Once that was done, I planned to take a break for a while.

But for some reason, more troublesome matters kept cropping up.

“Haha! Don’t worry too much. Adventurers sneaking into dragon lairs have always existed. It’s not something you, as a mage, need to feel responsible for.”

“That’s true, but… what if someone actually manages to steal an egg? Then we’d have to face a dragon attack.”

“Hahahaha! What kind of foolish dragon would let a human steal its egg? That won’t happen, so don’t worry.”

Later, during a conversation with the chief editor of the media outlet.

In the end, we decided to leave the situation as it was.

For some reason, I still couldn’t shake my worries, but no one else seemed to take it seriously.

Maybe it was because adventuring was such an everyday activity in this world.

“I suppose… That’s reassuring, at least.”

Thus, the number of people venturing to dragon lairs to steal dragon eggs continued to grow.

Of course, no news ever surfaced of anyone successfully stealing a dragon egg.

Over time, the frenzy around taming dragons subsided.

It seemed like a simple passing event.

However,

“Did you hear? Someone managed to successfully steal a dragon egg!”

“Seriously?! How?!”

“I heard it from a friend who met them during their journey back from the lair!”

Not long after, I overheard a conversation between two men.

I couldn’t believe my ears.

A foolish dragon that let a human steal its egg actually existed.

***

Hetz found himself lost in thought as he gazed at a map he had created in the past.

The map displayed the locations of dragon lairs that Hetz had identified.

Each lair was situated in a unique location, depending on the characteristics of the dragon.

Some were hidden within active volcanoes, others deep within colossal glaciers in polar regions, and some atop the world’s tallest mountains.

Every single one was an extraordinarily dangerous place.

However, depending on the timing, certain lairs became more accessible.

Hetz meticulously examined the vast amount of information he had compiled in the past.

“At this point in time, the Red Dragon’s lair might actually be easier to approach. Or perhaps the underground lair would be better…”

He was a seasoned expert at raiding lairs.

In terms of pure combat ability, there were countless adventurers superior to him.

However, Hetz’s extensive knowledge about dragons,

combined with his ingenious methods that took into account their habits,

made him one of the foremost authorities on dragons.

Dragons were such overwhelmingly powerful beings that even information about them was scarce.

Everything he knew had been painstakingly obtained through firsthand experience.

“…But my options are quite limited.”

If this were merely about raiding a lair for treasure, there were a few feasible options.

However, this mission was different. He had to steal an egg.

In other words, he needed to target the lair of a dragon presumed to be in its breeding season.

Dragons, while immensely powerful, were extraordinarily rare.

It was said they only laid eggs once every few centuries, if at all.

“Black Dragon, and…”

Hetz circled two lairs on the map.

One was the lair of a Black Dragon, while the other was an unnamed lair.

Raiding the Black Dragon’s lair was nearly impossible.

The area surrounding it was teeming with monsters so dangerous that even approaching the lair was a monumental task.

Even if one managed to steal an egg, escaping unscathed through those monsters was inconceivable.

“It seems this place is my only choice.”

Only one option remained.

In some ways, it was also the most viable option.

Having made his decision, Hetz began preparing his gear.

***

After several days of travel,

he spotted a high mountain range in the distance, shrouded in low-hanging clouds.

Above the clouds, atop the highest peak, was an enormous temple.

It was the sanctuary of a dragon’s guardian.

“As I thought, it hasn’t changed.”

It was a place untouched by human footsteps.

After all, this was a location Hetz had discovered through years of exploration.

Hidden in the remotest parts of the mountain range,

the existence of the temple was known to no one but Hetz.

He had deliberately kept his knowledge of dragon lairs a secret from the world.

“The absence of any detectable aura suggests that…”

As he approached the mountains, Hetz pulled out a device he had prepared in advance.

It was a tool used to measure mana concentration.

If a being with overwhelming magical energy, such as a dragon, were nearby, the device would explode under the pressure.

The fact that it remained intact indicated that the guardian was currently absent from the temple.

Hetz swiftly began his ascent of the mountain.

Though referred to as the temple of a dragon’s guardian, this guardian was itself a dragon.

The title “guardian” was simply a more dignified name for a dragon tasked with mundane duties.

As the lowest-ranking dragon, the guardian was forced to handle various tasks.

This was another piece of information Hetz had gleaned from observation.

Why the guardian was the lowest in rank, Hetz did not know.

He had merely exploited this fact to briefly divert the guardian’s attention in the past.

“This is my first time entering directly.”

Hetz arrived at the tranquil temple.

At such a high altitude, his ears felt as though they were blocked.

A true dragon’s temple was filled with a mystical mana that permeated the air.

Hetz prepared the tools he had brought and stepped inside.

Click, clack—click, clack.

The interior of the temple was astonishingly silent.

Massive crimson-hued plaster pillars towered more than fifty times Hetz’s height.

This meant the ceilings were staggeringly high.

The temple was veiled in a haze-like mist.

Pushing through the mist, Hetz made his way to the center of the temple.

“Whoa…”

There, the only patch of grass could be seen.

It filled a vast hollow in the center of the temple.

Unlike the rest of the temple, which was shrouded in clouds and devoid of sunlight,

a beam of sunlight pierced through, illuminating the center of the hollow.

And in the sunlight sat a lone egg.

It was at least three to four times the size of Hetz’s body.

Still, the dragon had yet to return.

Hetz retrieved his tools from his bag.

They included items like a hammer and saw, things he had prepared during previous lair raids.

“Hup—!”

Clang!

Hetz struck the egg with the hammer.

The immense recoil sent a jolt through his arm.

Dragon eggs were typically harder than most substances in the world.

They contained an enormous amount of mana, making them nearly indestructible.

Normally, an egg would remain intact until the hatchling broke it from within.

Hetz then pulled out another pouch from his bag.

It was a spatial pocket made by the Space Magic Tower.

Though it had been outrageously expensive, he had purchased it specifically for this mission.

From the spatial pocket, Hetz retrieved four large logs.

He carefully placed the logs around the egg at evenly spaced intervals.

“Most people would have given up long before this.”

Ordinary adventurers had no knowledge of dragon eggs.

They wouldn’t have imagined that the egg could be this massive, which was precisely why no one had ever succeeded in stealing one.

Even if they managed to acquire the enormous egg, there was no practical way to transport it.

Due to the dragon’s mana, it couldn’t even be stored in a spatial pocket.

Boom!

With a massive explosion, the egg that had been upright toppled over.

It was the work of an explosive artifact crafted by the Fire Magic Tower.

The explosion was meant to jolt the egg onto the logs.

Once the egg was on the logs, Hetz began rolling it forward bit by bit.

It was arduous work, but this way, he could single-handedly move the enormous and heavy dragon egg.

Out of breath, Hetz finally managed to transport the dragon egg outside the temple.

It was about time for the egg’s owner to return.

But he had only just made it out of the temple.

He still had to descend this towering mountain.

For that, however, Hetz already had a plan.

Hetz installed an explosive artifact onto a launcher he had prepared beforehand.

Then, he rolled the egg onto the launcher.

“If I set the direction this way, it should work.”

He carefully adjusted the angle, taking the wind into account.

The dragon egg now resembled a projectile loaded into a mortar.

Hetz’s plan was to launch the dragon egg down the mountain.

It didn’t matter if it took a beating—it wouldn’t break anyway.

Given the height of the mountain, even a slight launch into the air was enough to ensure its descent.

The idea of tricking a dragon and launching its egg was utterly insane.

But then again, stealing a dragon egg was a venture only a madman would undertake.

“Three… two…”

Hetz began counting down.

Mana surged into the explosive artifact,

and boom!

With a resonant explosion, the dragon egg soared in a parabolic arc down the mountain.

“Hahahahahahaha—success!”

Laughing maniacally, Hetz gathered his belongings and hurried down the mountain.

A few hours later,

a being with the form of a half-dragon flew toward the guardian’s temple from beyond the sky.

“Ha! Did they really summon me all the way out here for a measly pest?”

She grumbled irritably as she folded her wings and entered the temple.

But something felt off.

There was an unusual air mingling with the serene flow of mana.

It seemed a human had trespassed.

Yet, the temple itself was still pristine.

“…Huh?! What?! No, no, no!”

There was only one thing that had changed—her egg was gone.

“Who… WHO DARED?!”

This wasn’t just a case of a treasure or two going missing. Losing her egg was an outrage she could not tolerate.

Descending in fury, she headed for the human cities.
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Dragons have two methods of reproduction.

One is laying eggs after harboring mana for a long period.

The other is sexual reproduction, similar to humans.

Unlike the former, the latter involves mixing with other species’ blood, resulting in offspring that aren’t as powerful as pureblood dragons.

And the beings beyond the heavens had no reason to follow the reckless seed-sowing habits of creatures that couldn’t live even a hundred years.

Love is merely a kind of biochemical reaction triggered to maximize the spread of one’s genes in a short lifespan.

For species not desperate to reproduce, such primitive emotions had no reason to arise.

However, once in a thousand cases, such a thing would happen.

“Waaaah-!”

Lizzy is a hybrid of a dragon and a human—a Half-Dragon.

Lizzy’s mother, Jiriya, was an elder dragon who had lived for over ten thousand years.

She already had one child before Lizzy.

Lizzy was born just before Jiriya’s passing.

“Waaaah! Waaaah!”

“Yes, yes, my sweet child… try destroying it with more force.”

Newborn Lizzy let out adorable breaths in every direction.

It was a common behaviour for baby dragons.

The only difference was that her power was much weaker than that of normal dragon hatchlings.

Additionally, although she hadn’t learned polymorph yet, parts of her body resembled those of a human.

“Yes… my baby…”

In her polymorphed form, Jiriya gently stroked Lizzy with loving eyes.

By dragon standards, Lizzy was exceedingly weak.

But such things didn’t matter to her.

Lizzy was the fruit of her and her husband’s love.

As time passed, Jiriya’s husband aged.

Meanwhile, Lizzy gradually took on the appearance of a dragon.

She learned polymorph and could fully transform into either a human or a dragon.

However, as a dragon, her size was about half that of an average one.

Even accounting for her not being fully grown, she was still far too small.

Among dragons, it was already widely known that Jiriya had given birth to a Half-Dragon.

“I’m sorry… I’m only…”

“It’s fine. This time, I’ll rest by your side too. Just wait a little longer.”

And then Lizzy’s father passed away.

It was an inevitable event for a short-lived human.

But young Lizzy couldn’t comprehend death.

Shortly after, her mother, Jiriya, also passed to rest by his side.

Dragons are inherently solitary beings.

Even as a Half-Dragon, Lizzy was far superior to other species.

Although she lost her parents, like any other dragon, Lizzy didn’t dwell on it and began building her own lair.

As a Red Dragon, she settled inside a volcano.

However,

“So, you’re the half-breed.”

One day, a Gold Dragon came to her.

“Take on the role of the species’ guardian.”

The Gold Dragon offered Lizzy the position of guardian.

Although she didn’t know what a guardian was, Lizzy refused outright.

After all, dragons had no reason to be bound to anyone.

“No thanks. Why would I?”

However, Lizzy was only a Half-Dragon.

Naturally, she couldn’t stand against the Gold Dragon.

Almost forcibly, Lizzy was placed in a temple atop a high mountain.

It was said to have once been a mountain city where humans worshipped dragons.

But that lineage had long since ended, and the lazy dragons had left the place abandoned.

“What? You want me to catch bugs?”

“Yes… they’re bothersome when they crawl around while I’m trying to sleep. Eradicate them from the area.”

“What the…!”

Lizzy became the guardian for the dragons in place of that tribe.

In name, she was a guardian, but in reality, she was just doing the chores assigned by the dragons.

Humans were too short-lived to act as guardians, and maintaining the tribe was too much trouble.

When news spread of a Half-Dragon being born, the dragons figured they could use her as a convenient servant.

“Why don’t you just move if the bugs keep showing up…”

Thus began Lizzy’s life as a guardian.

Over the next thousand years, she grew accustomed to her menial tasks.

Still, her complaints never ceased.

“…Huh?! What?! Noooooooo!!!”

One day, while returning from catching bugs in the Gold Dragon’s lair,

Lizzy found her egg was missing.

Dragons would never leave their eggs unattended,

but Lizzy, constantly dragged around on errands, often left hers alone.

Still, no one could have imagined someone daring to steal it.

Judging by the mana flow, it was a human.

It was an egg she had painstakingly created to produce a being stronger than herself.

Fury boiled within Lizzy, and red scales erupted all over her body.

Transforming into her dragon form, Lizzy descended upon the human city.

“W-What…?”

“It’s a dragon?”

“A dragon? Have you been playing too much Maple Leaf Story? Why would a mythical creature appear in this countryside… huh?”

‘Maple Leaf Story?’

As Lizzy shot through the sky at breakneck speed, people watched her with curiosity.

It was a remote village in a small kingdom.

Considering they had just seen a dragon, their reactions were surprisingly calm.

Everyone was busy talking about Maple Leaf Story or something similar.

It was odd, but Lizzy’s priority was finding her egg.

Screeeeeeeech!

Under Lizzy’s breath, the village was engulfed in flames in an instant.

***

“A village has disappeared.”

“Right. At least they’re not trying to pin the blame on us despite the situation. That’s a relief.”

“It’s just a tiny rural village. Maybe they don’t think it’s a serious issue yet.”

Rain and I stared blankly at the newspaper.

The article reported the news of a dragon suddenly appearing and devastating a small village.

Below that, there were speculations about an adventurer stealing the dragon’s egg.

“But it’ll be fine. It won’t come all the way to Trinity. And even if it does, the Tower Masters can handle one Half-Dragon if they work together.”

Rain forced a calm smile.

“But killing a mother who lost her child is too much. At the very least, they should try to help her find the baby…”

According to the report, the dragon that appeared was a Half-Dragon.

Half-Dragons were significantly weaker than regular dragons, so maybe they could be stopped.

Still, I could understand the dragon’s perspective.

Stealing her baby and then killing her? It’s understandable from a human point of view, but the humans were the ones in the wrong first.

The villagers who died without knowing why were pitiful too, but…

Well, humans hunt magical creatures and always consider them as enemies. That’s the norm.

From their perspective, humans might be the villains.

“But there’s no choice. We have to stop her to prevent more casualties.”

Rain spoke calmly.

The other Tower members seemed to have similar reactions.

Maybe it was because it was just a Half-Dragon and didn’t feel like a big threat.

If it had been a real dragon, the world would’ve been in terror.

But no one thought about the dragon’s feelings after losing her child.

It was like casually slaughtering livestock.

“Sigh… Let’s get back to work. We’ve been resting for too long.”

I put aside my inexplicable discomfort and stood up.

Everyone returned to their duties, and I headed to the top of the tower for server maintenance.

The games were running smoothly.

I was inspecting the server for “Maple Leaf Story.”

Whirrr—

Suddenly, a metallic sound echoed throughout Trinity.

Frowning, I looked around and saw the sky rippling.

“The barrier is…”

The magical barrier surrounding Trinity was under attack.

The barrier, created jointly by all the Magic Towers, enveloped the entire city.

Whaaaaam—

“Ugh…!”

The barrier rippled more violently, and it seemed like parts of it would soon tear.

And then, the Tower Masters began appearing one by one.

“The barrier is suddenly…”

“Ugh~ How annoying! I was in the middle of COL!”

“I was just about to get a Double Kill, but this…”

“It seems a powerful being has arrived.”

Judging by their grumbling, most of them had been gaming.

Even with the barrier under threat, their expressions weren’t particularly urgent.

This meant the threat wasn’t on a massive scale.

The Tower Masters were watching the barrier as if testing how far it would hold.

Crack—

Soon, the barrier tore.

A massive dragon appeared in the sky.

“Half-Dragon…?”

“Why is a dragon here?”

“Did anyone schedule a meeting with a dragon?”

The dragon immediately rushed toward the Illusion Magic Tower.

Before I could even think to run, the dragon closed in.

“Is this ‘Maple Leaf Story’?”

The dragon stopped in front of the “Maple Leaf Story” server.

It had approached so quickly that I hadn’t even had time to escape.

Fortunately, the Tower Masters had erected a protective barrier in front of the Illusion Magic Tower, so I probably wouldn’t die.

“Did you steal my egg?”

The dragon glared at me and spoke.

I hastily shook my head.

“I heard humans talking about something called ‘Maple Leaf Story’… They said dragons are being tamed here…”

The dragon muttered.

I wanted to say something, but no words came out.

The dragon was such an overwhelming presence that just looking at it made my legs feel weak.

“Dragon. Why have you come here?”

The observing Tower Masters approached.

The dragon’s expression stiffened slightly as it sensed the mana of the Tower Masters.

“Return my egg. I clearly heard humans talking about something related to ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”

“‘Maple Leaf Story’ is just an illusionary game. The egg must have been stolen by some other humans. Dragon.”

The Tower Master of the Full Tower spoke.

The dragon gazed deeply at Trinity and sighed.

“If you understand, please leave now.”

“…Hmph.”

The dragon seemed to retreat obediently.

It appeared the dragon had determined it couldn’t handle the power of the Tower Masters.

Its subdued demeanour was unlike the arrogant image typically associated with dragons.

“Wait a moment!”

At my shout, both the Tower Masters and the dragon turned to look at me.

For some reason, I couldn’t ignore the dragon’s slumped shoulders as it turned to leave.

“I’ll find your egg, Dragon.”

“Huh?”

Everyone, including the dragon, let out puzzled sounds.

“Why would you do that?”

Electra asked me.

“If we let the dragon leave like this, she’ll burn down another village. Besides, I bear some responsibility for this situation.”

I went downstairs, grabbed a few artifacts, and handed them to the dragon.

I felt it was right for me to take responsibility for this matter.

“In the meantime, why don’t you try playing the game, Dragon?”

 

—
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Chapter 53

—

Lizzy gave a bitter laugh at the sight of herself.

In her hand was an artifact shaped like a maple leaf, crafted by humans.

Inside the room of the Illusion Magic Tower that Rai had shown her.

Originally, she had planned to leave in search of her egg, but she ended up accepting Rai’s suggestion.

“A human who begs on his knees to be allowed to help…”

Rai had stopped Lizzy, who was about to leave, and confidently declared that he would find her egg.

Dragons possess eyes that can see through all lies.

Rai’s plea for her to wait and play games instead of leaving was entirely genuine.

She couldn’t understand why.

However, Rai assured her that he would quickly find the egg using the magic of the various towers.

This, too, was entirely truthful when viewed through a dragon’s eyes.

Rai was sincerely trying to find Lizzy’s egg and return it to her.

If there had been even a hint of deception, she would have left immediately.

But since she saw nothing but the truth, she decided to follow his suggestion for now.

Burning down the entire continent as she wandered around would take longer, after all.

“And what is this… a game?”

Lizzy turned the maple leaf artifact over in her hands.

It was a human artifact covered in illusion magic.

She had heard it was something called a “game,” but Lizzy had no idea what that meant.

“They said humans did such terrible things because of this… Was it guilt?”

After a moment of deliberation, Lizzy set the maple leaf down.

No matter what it was, she wasn’t in the mood to engage with it after losing her child.

“I’m bored.”

However, after some time, she quickly became restless.

Being confined to a small room was stifling.

Rai had asked her to wait, at least until preliminary search results came back.

“Hmm…”

Eventually, Lizzy picked up the Maple Leaf Story artifact again.

“What could this possibly be?”

Curious about why humans had gone to such lengths, she decided to try it out.

And as she connected, she began creating a character.

“Evan… Is this the infamous one?”

The class she chose was Dragon Master Evan.

A conceited human who tamed dragons.

After completing character creation, Evan’s story began.

-“Until time tears us apart…”

The tale unfolded of a human named Freud and a dragon named Afrien with whom he had made a pact.

Their story, about battling the Black Dark Sorcerer in the past, was the beginning of the game.

Afrien, the dragon, had partnered with Freud to protect the world, eventually falling into a deep slumber.

The relationship between Afrien and Freud was that of friends, comrades, or perhaps even something more.

A deep bond forged through fighting for the world together.

Their oath, even in the face of the tragedy before them.

The story was nothing like Lizzy had imagined, assuming dragons would simply be treated as inferior beings.

As the tale of Freud and Afrien’s past came to an end, Evan’s story began.

Evan was Freud’s descendant. He formed a pact with Afrien’s son, Mir, to once again fight for the world.

Although called a Dragon Master, the two were more like friends.

“Magic Missile! Oh, oh… this is fun… isn’t it?”

Though she was playing as a human, not a dragon, it was surprisingly enjoyable.

The game, Maple Leaf Story, was inherently too fun.

Lizzy became engrossed in Evan’s tale, losing track of time.

As the story progressed, she found herself increasingly immersed in Maple Leaf Story.

-“Freud fought against the Black Dark Sorcerer…”

Snap—

“Ah?!”

In the middle of a scene where Evan was experiencing Freud’s memories, Lizzy’s vision suddenly went dark.

Awakened abruptly, Lizzy let out a comical noise.

“Ah, it seems you were enjoying yourself, Dragon.”

Rai had come to wake her up.

She wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth and straightened her posture.

“Enjoying myself? I was just investigating what humans had done to dragons!”

“Is that so? I had no intention of offending dragons. I didn’t foresee this happening either. I promise to take full responsibility and retrieve your egg.”

Once again, there was no trace of deceit in Rai’s words.

Lizzy stared intently at his sincere demeanour.

“With the help of the Tower Masters, we’ve roughly located the adventurer who took the egg. We should find it soon.”

“R-really?”

Rai had tirelessly tracked down information about the adventurer who had stolen the egg.

With the assistance of the Space Magic Tower and Wind Magic Tower, he had roughly mapped out the adventurer’s route.

This effort had already taken him half a day.

Meanwhile, Lizzy had remained engrossed in the game, unaware of the time passing.

“It’s been quite some time… Would you like to return to your lair? I’ll deliver the egg to you once we find it.”

“No, no. My lair is in a place humans can’t easily climb. It would be hard to bring the egg there.”

“But staying here indefinitely—”

“Just find it quickly! Humans won’t be able to move the egg easily anyway. Just tell me where it is, and I’ll retrieve it myself.”

“But it could take days…”

“That’s fine! Instead of wasting time here, go find it quickly.”

“Understood…”

Bowing deeply, Rai left the room.

Lizzy picked up Maple Leaf Story again.

It wasn’t because she wanted to keep playing.

It was because she believed Rai was an honest and trustworthy human.

“I was at such an important part…”

Lizzy reconnected to Maple Leaf Story.

***

“I have no idea why I have to go with someone like you…”

“Because it’s fine by me. Besides, the Electric Tower Master personally recommended me to escort you, so what can you do?”

I was on my way to the suspected location of the dragon egg thief, accompanied by a few others.

Thanks to the cooperation of the various Tower Masters, pinpointing the thief’s location had been quick.

This was possible because most of the Tower Masters had become favourable toward me after the Arcane War.

Among them, the Electric Tower Master, Electra, was especially supportive.

She assigned Lea to escort me, considering my lack of combat abilities.

A spatial mage was also added to the party for support.

“But, Your Highness, are you sure this is fine? Aren’t you busy?”

And, as if it were fate, even Rikal, who happened to be visiting the Illusion Tower, decided to join.

Though I knew he was very busy, he insisted on accompanying the journey.

“I handed over most of my work to Count Pophos, so it’s fine. Besides, I felt the need to clear my head recently.”

Rikal had been steadily building his reputation at the royal capital.

To the point where no one dared to call him the ‘Rogue Prince’ anymore.

Meanwhile, Leo’s reputation had begun to wane little by little.

“Also, from what I hear, the enemy is likely ‘Dragon Bane Hetz.’ If a mere illusion mage like you had gone alone, it would have been a miracle if you didn’t die, let alone retrieve the egg.”

“Dragon Bane Hetz? What, does he breed dragons or something?”

“Not exactly, but that’s just what people call him.”

Rikal began explaining what he knew about Hetz, the adventurer.

“Dragon Bane Hetz is the only person in the world who successfully raided a Gold Dragon’s Lair.

Thanks to that, he became extremely wealthy.

While his combat skills are average, his ability to use tools and tactics is extraordinary.

If he managed to steal from a dragon and take its egg, approaching his hideout won’t be easy either.”

The adventurer suspected of stealing the dragon egg was widely believed to be Hetz.

His original estate was abandoned, and he was hiding somewhere with the egg.

It seemed like he went into hiding to avoid people who would attempt to take the dragon egg for themselves.

Stealing from a person is far safer than stealing directly from a dragon, after all.

“I still don’t understand why everyone wants a dragon egg so badly… It’s not like they’re creatures you can actually tame.”

Despite a village being wiped out under a dragon’s breath, people still went after dragon eggs.

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of responsibility for it.

“Well, the game is just that well-made. Even I felt my heart race while playing Evan this time.”

The spatial mage chimed in.

While it was true that this world was particularly immersive…

“When we arrive, stay back. Don’t get hurt by unnecessarily stepping forward.”

“I can defend myself, though.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. If you get hurt, it’ll just be more trouble.”

“…And why would you care, Your Highness?”

Lea frowned, questioning Rikal.

Rikal didn’t answer and simply quickened his pace.

After walking a little further, we arrived at a small city.

It was near a village that had been burned to the ground by a dragon.

A little further in the opposite direction lay the location estimated by the spatial mage.

-Sob… sob…

“…Are there always this many children in these outlying regions?”

“It’s not uncommon, but there are definitely too many here…”

As we entered the city, we saw children dressed in rags scattered everywhere.

Their clothes were torn, and their faces were covered in soot.

Occasionally, the children would beg from passersby, but only a few offered help.

Most people passed by with annoyed looks.

Rikal gritted his teeth as he observed the scene.

“Could these be the children who survived the burned village? But there are only children here…”

Lea murmured as she looked at the children.

Her assumption seemed likely.

I entered an alley and tried to speak to one of the children.

But before I could, the sight inside the alley left me speechless.

“This is…”

“Hup…!”

In the alley lay six or so children huddled together on the ground.

All of them had their eyes closed, motionless.

“Where did you come from?”

“M-my stomach… I’m so hungry… It hurts…”

One child stammered, clutching their stomach.

They looked as though they had been severely beaten.

We quickly bought food and water, feeding the child before continuing the conversation.

Once their condition improved slightly, the child stammered out more of their story.

Though difficult to piece together, it seemed these children had all come from the village burned by the dragon’s breath.

In the chaos, it seemed the adults had ensured only the children escaped.

Apparently, one or two adults had been leading the children initially, but they had succumbed to severe burns along the way.

The distance between the city and the burned village was about a day’s walk if you travelled without rest.

For children, it could have taken almost two days.

Though the road was well-paved, walking that distance in their condition would inevitably result in such a tragic outcome.

“This is… How could no one help them…!”

“Exactly. What are those people even doing?”

The spatial mage and Rikal spoke as if they were ready to overturn the city.

However, as someone from a rural village, I understood the situation.

In outlying regions like this, it wasn’t uncommon for beggars or homeless people to die on the streets.

Such incidents were unthinkable in the shining capital of the Empire.

But outside the Empire, in its subdued vassal states, such occurrences were almost expected.

Even in my previous world, which had a much higher standard of living, such tragedies were not rare.

People rarely paid attention to problems that didn’t directly affect them.

They might feel a fleeting sense of sorrow after witnessing something like this.

But once they returned to their comfortable lives, they’d quickly forget.

Unless these events personally invaded their reality, most people wouldn’t care about those at the bottom.

I provided the children with food and clothes, intending to take them to Trinity once the mission was complete.

“Shall we head out to find the egg?”

“Let’s do that.”

“Yes, let’s go.”

Without wasting any more time, we headed toward Hetz’s hideout.

Meanwhile…

“Top pick for me.”

Lizzy was deep in a COL match, playing as Shyvana.
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Chapter 54

—

Lizzy paused her hectic leveling in Maple Leaf Story and logged out.

“I shouldn’t be doing this right now…”

The “game” was truly terrifying.

It completely overtook her brain, to the point where she even momentarily forgot about the fact that she was supposed to be looking for the egg.

It was a game so immersive it felt just like reality.

A game that lets you escape reality and dive fully into an illusion—it was the epitome of illusion magic.

Lizzy set Maple Leaf Story aside and stood up.

Even if everything Riot said was truthful…

Sitting around and doing nothing was making her anxiety bubble up.

Honestly, dragon eggs were impervious to harm unless a goddess descended.

There was still some time left before the egg would hatch.

Other than the fact that it was missing, the egg wasn’t actually in much danger.

Moreover, dragons didn’t possess the maternal instinct to the same extent humans did.

Their attachment was only at a level that any living creature would naturally have.

They were a species born to dominate, with no need to rely on others.

The reason Lizzy felt heightened anxiety was because she had human blood mixed within her.

“Wh-where are you going…”

Just as Lizzy opened the window and prepared to fly away, a timid voice came from behind her, halting her movements.

A mage, seemingly smaller than her oversized robe, timidly stood there.

Despite her frail demeanour, the mana emanating from her was on par with Lizzy’s, if not greater.

“You’re the master of this tower, right?”

“Y-y-yes…yes…!”

Hina flapped her sleeves as she answered.

Afraid Lizzy hadn’t heard her, she raised her voice and repeated herself.

“R-Rai said he’d find the egg, so… j-just play your game…!”

“No matter how trustworthy that man is, isn’t it strange to just sit idly like this? That’s why I’m going to look for it too.”

“N-no, you can’t…”

Hina flapped her sleeves even more vigorously.

But her fear of Lizzy kept her from coming closer.

‘Understood? Absolutely do not let that dragon leave. If that dragon flies around again, more villages will burn to the ground.’

‘W-why me… Dragons are scary…’

‘How can the Tower Master be afraid? You’re the strongest person in this tower! Anyway, I’ll find the egg, so you just keep the dragon here. It’s only a half-dragon, so it’s not even that strong. We can’t let more damage occur.’

Before leaving, Rai had firmly instructed her.

She was to keep the dragon confined in the tower no matter what.

Dragons, much like humans disregard ants, didn’t value human lives.

If Lizzy roamed the continent in search of her egg again, more destruction would surely follow.

To prevent that, Rai had left to personally find the egg.

“T-this…!”

In her desperation, Hina pulled out another artifact.

It was the developer version of Maple Leaf Story that Rai used.

With this, she could do anything in Maple Leaf Story.

“W-with this, you can become the strongest in the game…!”

“Huh?”

“You can play as every class… You could solo bosses like Zatum or Horntail…”

Mid-sentence, Hina stopped talking.

Horntail was a boss in the game, but it was also a dragon like Lizzy.

Surely, Lizzy wouldn’t be pleased about raiding her own kind.

“Horntail, you mean… that dragon?”

“Y-y-yes…”

“Let me see that.”

Surprisingly, Lizzy took the developer artifact from Hina without much resistance.

“O-oh, o-okay.”

Hina hurriedly logged into Maple Leaf Story with her own artifact.

“F-feel the power coursing through meee!”

After maxing out her level with Evan, Lizzy charged straight for Horntail.

Hina stammered in panic, chasing after her in a fluster.

“With this power… I can surpass them…!”

Lizzy mumbled incomprehensibly to herself.

Together, Lizzy and Hina clumsily arrived at Horntail’s lair.

“W-wait…! Form a party…”

As Lizzy was about to challenge Horntail, Hina quickly formed a party with her.

Thus began their Horntail raid.

With a roar, the battle commenced.

“That bloated belly looks just like an Ash Dragon! Disgusting lizards…!”

Boom, boom, boom—

Muttering insults, Lizzy fiercely attacked Horntail.

Despite being the same species, she oddly seemed to enjoy it.

Horntail was a formidable boss monster, one Hina couldn’t hope to defeat alone.

But Lizzy, in developer mode, was able to take it down single-handedly.

“Huh…?”

Hina stood there, dumbfounded, as she witnessed the massacre of her kin.

“Whew!”

About twenty minutes later, Lizzy wiped the sweat from her forehead with a refreshed expression as Horntail’s corpse lay in ruins.

“Wow, wow…”

“Let’s do it again!”

Lizzy ended up defeating Horntail about five more times before finally logging out.

“Whew… That was refreshing.”

The exhilaration Lizzy felt in Maple Leaf Story was something even her half-dragon self had never experienced.

The power was so immense that it rivaled even dragons themselves.

It was incredible how mere human imagination could produce such strength.

“S-still, is this really okay…”

“Hmm?”

“You’re… a dragon…”

Despite Lizzy’s satisfied expression, Hina asked cautiously.

The sight of Lizzy, a dragon, killing her own kind, had been shocking.

“Oh—”

Noticing Hina’s expression, Lizzy scratched her horn awkwardly.

Seeing no need to hide it, Lizzy casually explained.

“As you can see, I’m a half-dragon. Because of that, I’m often looked down on by dragons…”

With a slightly dejected look, Lizzy shared her experiences of being mistreated by dragons.

Most of it involved trivial tasks like killing pests or cleaning lairs.

It was akin to bullies picking on a weaker kid.

Though not severe, it was unbecoming of the esteemed dragon race.

“Honestly, I resented my mother for it. But well, now I just live with it.”

“I-I see…”

An awkward silence followed.

Hina, struggling to find words of comfort, left the air stagnant for a moment.

“…I shouldn’t be doing this. No matter what, the egg is missing right now.”

Suddenly snapping back to reality, Lizzy set Maple Leaf Story aside and prepared to fly out the window again.

Talking about real-world issues had brought her focus back.

“N-no, you can’t…!”

Once again, Hina clung to Lizzy, grabbing onto her wings timidly.

“T-this, t-this, t-this…!”

Hina frantically pulled something out of her pocket.

It was COL.

“Just try this…!”

“…What’s this?”

“It’s COL, and there’s a character called Shyvana…”

Hina managed to hold Lizzy back once more by introducing a half-dragon champion similar to Lizzy.

“H-hurry back, Rai…!”

***

Between the two massive cliffs, waves occasionally crashed into the gravel shore below.

The air was filled with a fishy smell, and peculiar bugs native to the sea cliffs crawled everywhere.

Our party, including myself, arrived at the suspected location of Hetz’s hideout.

According to Lea, there was a dragon’s lair somewhere nearby.

“Where is it exactly? The Tower Masters are never wrong…”

The spatial mage commented while looking at the otherwise unremarkable landscape.

Although the Tower Masters had pinpointed the general location, the precise details of the hideout were unknown.

The Tower Masters had mentioned that they couldn’t be entirely sure without seeing it for themselves.

They had noted some inexplicable presence in this area.

Perhaps it was due to the proximity to the dragon’s lair.

Since we couldn’t ask the Tower Masters to personally investigate, we had to be content with the help they provided.

“Let’s search around. There’s bound to be something here.”

Rikal took the lead, sword in hand, and began scanning the area.

Following his lead, the rest of us also started searching.

“There is some faint mana here, but…”

Lea and the spatial mage, wearing expressions of mild uncertainty, seemed unable to grasp the situation.

Unlike the two who were struggling to pinpoint it, I quickly understood what was happening in this space.

“…It’s an illusion.”

In a small, inconspicuous corner, there was a faint trace of illusion magic.

It was so subtle that only someone like Hina or me could detect it.

The fact that it was small didn’t mean the magic itself was weak.

Rather, it was an extraordinarily intricate illusion, so well-crafted that it was nearly impossible to discern.

Even the mana emanating from it was kept to an absolute minimum.

More importantly, it was a form of illusion magic I had never encountered before.

“…Illusion magic? Here?”

Rikal asked, watching as I analyzed the magic.

His surprise was justified.

Even I had trouble detecting it.

This might be a significant discovery—though, in the end, it was still just an illusion.

How had that Hetz character managed to create such an unbelievable illusion to hide his lair?

Setting aside my rising curiosity, I focused on deciphering the magic.

“Hah…”

It took about five minutes.

Once I finally unraveled the magic, a concealed entrance appeared.

It was a tiny hole, just barely large enough for an adult man to squeeze through.

“It seems this artifact was responsible.”

I picked up the artifact that had created the illusion.

Judging by its design and condition, it appeared to be an ancient relic.

“…That Hetz guy really has some strange things.”

“But the Illusion Magic Tower doesn’t make artifacts like this… Let’s go in for now.”

Putting our questions aside, we squeezed into the hole.

The space inside was larger than expected.

The walls and ceiling were made of bricks, resembling a tunnel.

“There doesn’t seem to be much here.”

The spatial mage, casting a detection spell, took the lead.

Since visibility was poor, Lea used sparks of electricity to illuminate the path.

“Ouch, it stings!”

But since the light was made of electricity rather than fire, it kept sparking everywhere.

We should have brought a fire mage instead.

“Then you do it! Useless illusionist.”

“That’s a bit harsh…”

Having no other choice, I kept my mouth shut.

After walking just a few steps, I sensed another faint trace of mana.

It was another illusion.

“Everyone, stop…!”

If this tunnel was laced with illusion magic, recklessly advancing could be dangerous.

What appeared to be a path might actually lead to an endless abyss.

Or it could be a path of thorns.

Typically, someone of my skill level could see through such illusions immediately.

But this one required immense focus, even for me, to notice.

“Hehe… If only this magic were mine, the fourth seat in the Tower would be guaranteed…”

It seemed my companions had already fallen under the illusion.

The spatial mage, who was at the front, stared blankly into the void, mumbling to himself.

“Ugh…”

Quickly, I blocked the mana flow converging on me.

Upon inspection, I noticed several illusion artifacts hidden throughout the area.

Some distorted the perception of the space itself, while others projected illusions into people’s minds.

“Thank you, everyone… I dedicate this glory to the Illusion Magic Tower and to all who have loved me…”

From what I could gather, the illusions seemed to show whatever was in their victims’ minds.

Rikal appeared to be living out some scenario where he was JeBbit.

“Heh, heh… If you insist, I might consider meeting you…”

Lea also seemed deeply entranced by her illusion, but I didn’t bother trying to guess what it was.

Illusions alone didn’t pose physical danger.

For now, I decided to deactivate all the illusion artifacts and wake up my companions.

If I woke them prematurely and they fell under the illusion again, it would only complicate things.

I carefully moved my entranced companions back toward the entrance, ensuring they were out of harm’s way.

Using the faint light from the small entrance hole as a guide, I began dismantling the illusions.

Some artifacts were designed to completely disorient the perception of space.

If we had taken just a few more steps, we would have walked straight into traps.

The creator of this place had clearly intended to lure intruders into illusions and then kill them using the traps.

If I had also fallen under the illusion, we likely would have all died flailing helplessly.

“I can’t see much further from here.”

It took nearly two hours just to clear the illusions within a five-meter radius.

Deciphering the artifacts was exhausting, as they were a type of illusion magic I had never seen before.

“Who could have made something like this…”

Even now, I couldn’t think of an illusion mage capable of such feats.

I decided it was time to wake my companions.

I needed Lea’s light to proceed further.

My companions were still floundering in their illusions.

Yet, their faces were oddly content.

“W-what…? Where am I?”

Rikal was the first to wake.

Still caught halfway in his illusion, Rikal was speaking in JeBbit’s voice.

Hearing his gruff voice imitate JeBbit’s speech was revolting.

“…It was all an illusion. Pull yourself together. If you keep acting like that after the others wake up, you’re on your own.”

“What are you talking about?”

Leaving the dazed Rikal, I woke up the other two.

The spatial mage seemed unusually arrogant.

And Lea…

“What… Where is this?”

“What do you mean? Wake up. It was all just magic.”

“Magic? Are you pulling pranks again, honey? I told you to stop! I’m scared! Wahhh!”

“…Honey?”

She clung to me, acting coquettishly.

“Is this because I didn’t do it earlier? I told you I’d take care of it tonight. Hmph, you’re impossible…”

Muttering nonsense, she reached her hand between my legs.
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“…Have you finally come to your senses?”

I spoke as I looked at the three of them.

Each avoided my gaze, either staring off into the distance or hiding their flushed faces.

“What sort of illusions were you seeing that even after breaking free, you’re still like this…”

Even though the illusion magic had been dispelled, the three couldn’t completely pull themselves out of it.

As a result, more time was wasted.

I chose not to say anything further and simply kept my mouth shut.

“Let’s just move quickly. Everyone step back, and Lea, light the way.”

Using Lea’s light to guide my vision, I began dismantling the illusions deeper inside.

Once I got a grasp of the structure, the process became straightforward repetition.

As I cleared the path, I mulled over the nature of these spells.

‘It’s clear. This isn’t the illusion magic I’m familiar with.’

It was definitely magic utilizing the Illusion Attribute.

But its method was entirely different.

Typically, illusion magic is nothing more than “scattered” illusions.

In other words, once you return to reality, you naturally snap out of it and realize, “Oh? That was an illusion.”

When your senses return, you’re forced to recognize that what you saw wasn’t real.

But these spells… “scattered” illusions…

No, that’s not it. They are still scattered illusions.

Yet there was something more.

Something on a slightly higher level that I couldn’t yet comprehend.

This principle made the illusions stronger and harder to dispel.

This was also why I didn’t reprimand my comrades too harshly.

It wasn’t simply because the three of them lacked the mental strength to escape the illusions.

It was because these artifacts were imbued with a special kind of illusion magic.

“So, Your Highness, why were you saying ‘Goshiyah~ Goshiyah~’ like JeBbit?”

“T-That’s…”

From behind, I overheard the three of them talking.

Rikal stammered, claiming he was a fan of JeBbit, that he’d attended a fan meeting with him, and so on.

It sounded like an awkward excuse to me, but the other two, unaware of the truth, seemed to buy it.

“But this is truly a first for me. Was it because we spent so much time in the illusion? Although, in reality, it was only two hours.”

“Even after hours of gaming, I’ve never had this happen.”

It seemed they had spent an extraordinarily long time in their respective illusions.

Not just a few hours, but days, or even decades.

Rikal mentioned spending a few days, but Lea claimed to have experienced over ten years.

Was this determined by individual mental states?

Even that was beyond my understanding for now.

“Sigh… This feels endless.”

After who knows how long of this process, I stopped.

Even repetitive tasks can be exhausting after a while.

My head felt like it was going to burst as I rubbed my forehead and stretched my stiff body.

“I feel bad that you’re the only one working hard, Riot. We came to help, but…”

“It’s fine. At least there’s an illusion mage here to handle this.”

My comrades looked at me with apologetic expressions.

This wasn’t a situation where combat was needed.

No one could have anticipated that the entire hideout would be saturated with illusion magic.

“Here, at least take this to drink.”

Lea handed me some water.

Her attitude had seemed different since earlier.

“Thanks.”

As I guzzled the water, I noticed Rikal glancing around.

“…Still, we must be close.”

“Huh?”

“I can feel a change in the temperature. There’s warmth in the air.”

The three mages, including myself, couldn’t sense anything.

There was a faint change in mana flow, but that was all.

If someone as sensitive as Rikal said so, it must be true.

“Then let’s hurry. I want to get out of here by sunrise.”

Outside, it was likely well past midnight.

We hadn’t prepared for this taking so long.

I was hungry, sleepy, and tired.

Suppressing these sensations with illusion magic, I pressed on to clear the path.

Hours passed.

At the end of the monotonous tunnel, a door appeared.

It was a solitary, old wooden door that seemed out of place.

“Could this be another trap?”

“Doesn’t seem like it. I don’t sense the same illusion magic as before here.”

I answered the spatial mage’s question.

Hearing my reply, the spatial mage moved ahead of me and began spreading mana.

“…There’s quite a large space beyond. It also seems like the ground has risen slightly. That would mean we’ve been walking along a gentle incline this whole time.”

“So, we just have to open it, right?”

“Your Highness. Please, go ahead and open it.”

“…Me?”

The three of us stepped back, leaving Rikal at the forefront.

Lea and the spatial mage cast a few protection spells on Rikal instead.

“There’s no magical threat ahead. At most, it might be a physical attack, which you’d handle better than we could.”

“Sigh… Fine, I got it.”

Rikal sighed and grabbed the doorknob.

As he opened the door, the light flooding in illuminated our vision.

“Ugh…”

“So bright…”

It was natural light.

Judging by the intensity, it was about as bright as sunrise.

But after being in the dark tunnel, it felt overwhelmingly dazzling to us.

“Whoa…”

Then, the scene that unfolded.

A massive space lay beyond the door.

The ceiling seemed to touch the sky—or, no, we were clearly underground, yet the ceiling was so high it looked like the sky itself.

Natural light poured in through a transparent glass ceiling.

And beneath that light was a vast, well-decorated room.

The room felt cozy yet sophisticated.

At the center of the room, basking in the sunlight, was an egg much larger than my body.

It was a dragon egg.

“What about the thief?”

“There, over there.”

On one of the armchairs sat a man engrossed in playing Maple Leaf Story.

It seemed he was the so-called Hetz.

“To think he’s playing a game so carefree, unaware of the chaos he’s caused…”

Hetz looked like an ordinary middle-aged man.

He didn’t seem particularly strong, nor did he appear to be a mage.

But judging by the equipment scattered around him, it was clear he wasn’t just an average person.

We forcefully logged him out of Maple Leaf Story.

“Wh-what?!”

The startled man fell clumsily off his armchair.

When he noticed us, his expression began to change.

He wore a look that said, “How are there people here?”

“Wh-who are you…”

“I’m the one who made that game. Do you know what’s happening in the world because of you?”

“Riot…? Of course I know. People are scrambling to steal this egg without any effort or skill. And more importantly, how did you get here…”

Having regained his composure, he quickly backed away.

As he attempted to arm himself, Rikal intercepted him with a swing of his sword.

“Because of you, an enraged dragon is burning down villages. Do you know how many people have died because of this?”

“Wha…”

Hetz flinched at my words.

Did he at least feel some guilt for the deaths caused?

That also meant he hadn’t considered that his actions could lead to such consequences.

“What were you thinking when you did this?”

“W-what was I thinking? I mean, isn’t it obvious? Everyone else was doing it… And how could I just stand by while amateurs tried to rob a rare treasure? Someone had to show them what true skill is!”

“So why are you stealing someone else’s child?!”

“I-I only stole an egg…”

Hetz’s face showed no awareness of his wrongdoing.

I closed my mouth, deciding not to say more.

Perhaps it was inevitable.

After all, I eat eggs without a second thought myself.

But that’s simply an ingrained human habit, and chickens are much weaker than humans, making them less of a concern.

Yet, this discomfort wasn’t just about that.

It was about the attitude of taking such things for granted.

Beyond the theft itself, he didn’t seem to care much about the damage it caused.

Not just Hetz—this was the same sentiment I’d felt in the previous village.

“…That’s enough. We’re returning this egg to the dragon, so we’ll be taking it.”

“N-no…! Do you know how hard it was for me to steal this egg?!”

Hetz lunged at us, but Rikal kicked him away.

He was far too weak and easily knocked down.

“…Ugh.”

“…By the way, how did you create a space like this? And how did you bring the egg here?”

I questioned Hetz, who was now writhing on the ground.

Perhaps having given up after taking a few hits, he began speaking honestly.

“…I didn’t make it. I found it a long time ago. While investigating a rare treasure near this area, I discovered this place. There’s a hole in the ceiling, but it was hidden with illusion magic. The entrance by the sea cliff was full of strange illusions, so I figured I could use it as a hideout if I sealed the ceiling properly.”

“Then that glass ceiling…”

“From the outside, it probably just looks like regular ground.”

Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen any glass like this on our way here. That must have been an illusion as well.

We still had no clue who could have created something like this.

“…For now, let’s take this person with us.”

“For what purpose?”

“To show him the consequences of his actions. He needs to understand, so he’ll think before acting in the future.”

I spoke while staring at the massive egg.

Moving this egg on our own seemed impossible.

We’d have to go back and call the dragon here.

While doing so, we’d take Hetz with us and make him witness the damage he’d caused firsthand.

If he realized that he’d destroyed the lives of those children and villagers with his own hands, maybe he’d finally come to his senses.

Moreover, we intended to publicize this incident to warn the world.

“Since it’s impossible for us to move the egg ourselves right now…”

Rumble…

As we were discussing among ourselves, the ground suddenly began to tremble.

At the same time, an immense power, unlike anything we’d ever experienced, began to approach.

“What in the…”

“This… this is stronger than even the Tower Master…”

The source was above us—beyond the sky.

With trembling muscles, we slowly looked up, only to freeze in terror.

Whoosh—

Through the transparent glass ceiling, a massive eye was staring down at us.

The colossal eye, slowly rolling above, was as vast as the sun itself.

Just meeting its gaze was enough to paralyze us with primal fear.

“D-dragon…”

Hetz muttered as he stared at the eye.

The gigantic eye, too large to be fully captured even through that enormous window.

It belonged to a dragon.

Not a half-dragon like Lizzy, but a pure-blooded dragon.

The majesty of a true dragon was utterly unfathomable.

“So there really is a dragon living nearby…”

Rikal murmured, while the rest of us were too stunned to speak.

Moments like this reminded me of how impressive Rikal’s composure could be.

Groo—

The dragon’s eye scanned us and the space around us for a while, its gaze heavy and deliberate.

The glass fogged and cleared repeatedly with the dragon’s breath.

Finally, its gaze stopped moving.

But the dragon’s focus wasn’t on any of the five of us.

It was slightly off, aimed at a spot on the floor near Hetz.

There lay the device Hetz had dropped—his Maple Leaf Story game.
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“Ah, no!”

Lizzy yelled, realizing she was about to queue up for the next game in frustration.

Lizzy had just scored 27 kills with top Shyvana, only to lose because of her team.

It was already her ninth match.

“Why, why?!”

Hina, who had been dozing off nearby, spoke up as she saw Lizzy log out.

“Truly, this game is as wicked as a Gold Dragon. I almost lost my mind.”

“But, I haven’t played much yet, so just a little more…”

Though almost the entire day had already passed.

For a dragon, it was indeed a short time.

But Lizzy was starting to regain her senses.

“No. No matter how much I think about it, this isn’t right. Leaving my eggs to humans alone…”

“N-no…!”

“L-let me go!”

Hina grabbed onto Lizzy’s wings and held on.

Lizzy shook her wings, tossing Hina off, and leaped out the window.

Hina hurriedly descended the magic tower.

But Lizzy had already transformed into her dragon form.

“W-wait…! You can’t do this…!”

“What’s wrong with wanting to find my eggs? They’re mine!”

“Ugh…!”

Hina tried once more to climb onto Lizzy to stop her, but it was futile.

Hina’s tiny form looked like a mere speck of dust compared to Lizzy’s massive dragon body.

“Graaaaah—!”

In the end, Lizzy took off with Hina clinging to her back.

Hina desperately held onto Lizzy’s scales.

“Hold on here! If you stay there, you’ll fall!”

Following Lizzy’s advice, Hina climbed up to Lizzy’s nape.

It was certainly more stable.

Of course, that didn’t mean the fear disappeared.

The higher they climbed, the more her legs trembled.

“S-so scary…!”

“Then why did you climb on?”

“B-but… if you burn down a human village, it’s over…!”

Hina, who had to stop Lizzy, had no choice.

If she let Lizzy go, Rai might suspend her account.

Instead, Hina directed Lizzy toward where Rai had gone.

It was better than burning down an innocent village.

“Waaaaah—!”

And so, Hina and Lizzy quickly arrived at a beach.

The coastal canyon nearby was where the Tower Masters had discovered the eggs.

“This is… near that guy’s nest.”

Approaching the sea cliff, Lizzy muttered to herself.

Near the secluded coastline lay the nest of the Ash Dragon.

Not as obnoxious as the Gold Dragon, but Lizzy found the Ash Dragon unpleasant.

It had an eerie vibe she couldn’t quite pinpoint.

“That guy?”

“Yeah. The Ash Dragon lives around here. It looks kinda like Horntail.”

“U-ugh… is that it?”

“Hm?”

When Lizzy followed the direction of Hina’s finger, she saw a massive dragon perched atop a towering cliff.

The dragon had its head buried into the ground, observing something closely.

“W-why is that guy here…!”

Seeing the actual Ash Dragon, Lizzy panicked.

As they got closer, the Ash Dragon’s eyes fixed on Lizzy.

“Urgh…”

Lizzy didn’t want to confront the Ash Dragon.

But with the eggs below, she couldn’t retreat.

“…H-hi.”

“Are those eggs below yours?”

The Ash Dragon spoke as Lizzy drew closer.

Still clinging to Lizzy, Hina looked up at the Ash Dragon.

Lizzy was already huge, but the full-sized Ash Dragon was far larger.

“S-so what! It’s normal to lose a few eggs during life.”

“You didn’t appear no matter how I called. So, this was why.”

Over the past two days, the dragons had been grumbling incessantly.

Lizzy had been absent, leaving behind the chores she usually handled.

“Y-you came down just because of that?”

“No. I only came because the flow of mana in this area has drastically shifted.

“This place should’ve been an area where humans can no longer move freely.”

The Ash Dragon looked down at the ground.

At first glance, it was just land, but beyond the illusion magic cast there, a glass window was visible.

“W-why is this…”

Hina tilted her head in confusion but soon realized what it was.

It was an entirely different kind of illusion magic.

Through the illusion, Hina also saw Rai and his group below.

“It seems to be that human’s doing.

“And that… is a very interesting spell.”

At the end of the Ash Dragon’s gaze was an artifact shaped like a maple leaf.

“…I have no reason to care about human affairs. But I will take that.”

Then, from beneath the glass window, the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact floated toward the Ash Dragon.

The Ash Dragon carried the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact back to its lair.

“Phew… I-I’ll call Rai.”

Relieved, Hina descended through the illusion magic.

***

“What on earth is going on?”

A scene of chaos unfolded above.

After the appearance of the gray Ash Dragon, Lizzy also showed up.

The two spoke briefly before the dragon left with the ‘Maple Leaf Story’ artifact.

It seemed unthinkable, but… surely they hadn’t come for the game, right?

As everyone was running around in confusion, Hina emerged from a hidden passageway above.

“Tower Master?”

“Raiii—”

Hina came rushing over, blubbering, as she explained the situation.

It seemed stopping Lizzy with just the game had its limits.

Luckily, the timing worked out.

“More importantly, what is this place, Tower Master?

“There’s so much illusion magic here I’ve never seen before.”

“W-well… I’m not sure either…”

Hina seemed equally clueless about the illusion magic in the area.

Since there was no immediate way to figure it out, we decided to leave this place for now.

Following Hina outside, Lizzy retrieved her eggs.

“I really found it, human. And this is…”

“Eek!”

Lizzy picked up Hetz with her fingers as she spoke.

Facing the Half-Dragon’s murderous glare, Hetz let out an unsightly scream.

“Leave that person to me. I’ll handle it properly.”

“How are you going to kill him?”

“I-it’s not about killing him. I’ll make sure this never happens again.”

“…For now, fine. I need to return the egg to the nest as soon as possible. But I’ll check to see if you handle it properly.”

“Yes, understood.”

With that, Lizzy took the egg and left. Judging by her demeanour, it seemed she was in a hurry to leave.

Thanks to that, Hetz narrowly escaped with his life.

“Let’s head back as well.”

We started our return journey.

This time, we took a slightly different route to first visit the village that Lizzy had burned with her Breath.

“This is…”

“It’s the village that the Half-Dragon destroyed in her rage. Naturally, most of the villagers died, except for a few.”

The village was shrouded in ash.

Everything—plants, buildings—was burned down to powder.

Scattered throughout the area were bones lying in various positions.

Everyone sighed deeply at the sight.

Hetz was rendered speechless by the scene.

We then reached a small town where the surviving children were.

Fortunately, the children were doing well with the food and clothes I had given them.

“These are the few surviving children.”

Hetz still couldn’t find the words to speak.

“You said you became rich by robbing the Gold Dragon’s lair. All that money will be used for these children. And for others in similar situations.”

“…What? But that’s—”

“It’s money you stole from others anyway.”

“That was money I rightfully took from the dragon—”

“Exactly. You stole it from a dragon. ‘Rightfully’ doesn’t suit that claim. Of course, it doesn’t matter to me if you die at the hands of a Half-Dragon and I end up using it.”

“……”

I was planning to use Hetz’s money to create a relief organization.

There are many children in situations like this in this world.

Not just children, but similar groups of refugees as well.

Though the world is said to be at peace after the war, it’s still dangerous compared to modern standards.

And the quality of life and awareness of humans here lag far behind modern times.

I hoped that this incident would serve as a starting point to address some of these issues.

And maybe it would also reduce the number of people who become overly immersed in games and cause such incidents.

“…Alright.”

It seemed Hetz’s thoughts had changed, as he nodded in agreement.

***

“Ugh, arghhh! So annoying!”

After retrieving the egg, Lizzy found herself dealing with an even bigger nuisance.

The dragons had started pestering her to bring them the game from the Illusion Magic Tower.

Because the Ash Dragon had started playing Maple Leaf Story, the other dragons had become interested as well.

“They should just get it themselves… I don’t have any money!”

Of course, Lizzy didn’t have human currency.

She had plenty of treasures but lacked the knowledge of how to exchange them for money.

After days of enduring this, Lizzy finally decided to return to the Illusion Magic Tower.

She also wanted to check if the previous matter had been resolved properly.

“…It won’t get stolen again, will it?”

Since the last incident, Lizzy had set up stronger protections.

She had encased the egg in walls that were impossible for humans to destroy.

After checking them multiple times, Lizzy flew toward Trinity.

“…Hmm?”

While flying over the human city, Lizzy noticed something peculiar.

Upon closer inspection, the cityscape had changed.

There were humans dressed in unusual clothing carrying out relief activities.

The more remote and underdeveloped the area, the more frequently they appeared.

Occasionally, there were buildings adorned with a red cross in larger cities that she hadn’t seen before.

Then Lizzy saw a man and stopped flapping her wings.

It was Rai and Hetz.

Rai was scolding Hetz as he diligently carried out relief work.

It seemed this was all being done with Hetz’s money.

In a world where surviving was a struggle, doing such things was almost laughable to Lizzy.

Even so, she found herself unable to look away from him.

After watching for a while, Lizzy resumed her flight to the Illusion Magic Tower.

It wasn’t far from Trinity, so it wasn’t a long distance.

“L-Lizzy!”

Hina, who had grown a bit closer to Lizzy, greeted her warmly.

Lizzy explained her situation to Hina.

“U-um! If it’s just that much, I can give it to you. A-as long as Rai approves.”

“Really? When is Rai coming back?”

“H-he should be back soon, so if you wait a bit… Until then, here…”

Hina handed COL to Lizzy.

The two spent their time playing COL together while waiting for Rai to return.

Lizzy actually regretted not taking COL with her last time.

“…What are you two doing?”

Several hours later, Rai returned and woke them up.

Hina flapped her arms as she explained the situation.

“If it’s just that much, fine. I don’t want to be attacked by dragons.”

Rai prepared a copy of the game for each dragon.

“But what’s that? The one with the red cross.”

“Oh, you noticed? With the money stolen by that egg thief, we established a relief organization. We also made an announcement urging people to stop stealing eggs or causing such incidents due to game addiction. So, from now on… those things shouldn’t happen anymore. Of course, people will still be addicted to games.”

“Hmm… Really?”

Lizzy was about to ask why he bothered with such pointless things but decided to keep quiet.

She felt like she already knew what his answer would be.

“Hmm…”

For some reason, Lizzy felt like she could understand her mother’s feelings when she made her a Half-Dragon.

***

Long before Maple Leaf Story was updated…

A user named <Ordinary Adventurer> was enjoying the world of Maple Leaf Story as usual.

“Hello there.”

At that moment, he was about to trade in the Free Market to grow stronger.

Although overly passionate, his skills were lacking.

He had money and planned to quickly level up by buying items.

Compared to famous users like <Fallen Power Warrior> and <Light of the Empire>, he was far behind.

Thus, a trade was about to be finalized.

Luckily, a user appeared who offered to sell all the items he needed.

“I’ll put them up now.”

The trading system required both parties to list their items and confirm to complete the trade.

The other user placed the items in the trade window, and <Ordinary Adventurer> added mesos worth billions.

<Ordinary Adventurer> confirmed the trade first.

“Yes, I’ll confirm too…”

The other user moved their hand toward the confirm button.

Or so it seemed.

“…?!”

In an instant, the other user withdrew the items and replaced them with random junk before confirming the trade.

It happened so fast that <Ordinary Adventurer> couldn’t cancel in time.

And so…

He had been scammed.

“Wait, stop! Stop right there!”

The scammer disappeared in the blink of an eye.

It wasn’t their first time pulling off such a trick.

“Nooo! Noooooo!!”

Furious, <Ordinary Adventurer> logged out and roared as he got up from his bed.

“Who could dare to be such a scoundrel!!!”

<Ordinary Adventurer>.

His true identity was the Emperor of the Empire.
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Chapter 57

 

“…Stand down.”

The Emperor furrowed his brow upon hearing the report.

The swindling incident he experienced in Maple Leaf Story a few days ago.

He had secretly tracked down the perpetrator through his informants.

“<God of Electricity vv>…”

According to the report, the culprit was identified as <God of Electricity vv>.

A veteran player of Maple Leaf Story and a key member of the Zatum Expedition.

However, the nickname of the user the Emperor had traded with was not the same.

It turned out the culprit had scammed others multiple times and changed nicknames afterward.

Since the player was of a high level, finding them wasn’t particularly challenging.

If the swindler was indeed <God of Electricity vv>, capturing them would be easy.

He knew who they were, thanks to their involvement in the Zatum Expedition.

A noble from a minor kingdom.

He even knew their name and family.

“Summon them.”

The next day, the Emperor immediately had them arrested.

After executing <God of Electricity vv>, the Emperor was left with an unsettling feeling.

The individual was indeed the <God of Electricity vv> he had seen during the Zatum Expedition.

However, something about their demeanour seemed off.

Of course, knowing that they had swindled the Emperor would explain their behaviour.

But the unease felt different somehow.

“…Your Majesty, wasn’t that person undoubtedly <God of Electricity vv>?”

Rikal, who had come to see the Emperor on state matters, spoke after finishing his report.

Recently gaining recognition in the Imperial Palace, Rikal was solidifying his position.

“…Yes.”

The Emperor had handled this matter very discreetly.

He certainly did not want the world to know that he had been scammed in a game.

Nevertheless, the news had leaked, and the incident had already spread across the world.

Soon, word of the culprit’s capture and execution would also follow.

Regardless, as the Emperor, he had no choice but to conceal the incident.

“But why… Ah.”

Understanding the situation roughly, Rikal trailed off.

To Rikal, <God of Electricity vv> was practically an old comrade.

Though he felt regretful about their execution, Rikal, knowing their actions, believed it was inevitable.

Especially since they had dared to scam even the Emperor.

“Well then, I’ll take my leave…”

“Rikal.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You started playing Maple Leaf Story right when it launched, correct?”

“…That’s true.”

“Then you must be quite high-level. Were you acquainted with <God of Electricity vv>?”

Rikal worked hard to maintain a composed expression.

As he had begun mingling with people in the Imperial Palace recently, he had been getting many such questions.

“Yes, well… I’m not particularly skilled, so my level isn’t that high.”

“Is that so? Even so, you must still be higher-level than me. Perhaps you could carry me someday…”

“-There’s a state council meeting soon, so I must take my leave, Your Majesty. Farewell.”

Rikal quickly fled.

The Emperor, thinking it rude for Rikal to cut him off, let out a sigh but said nothing.

Compared to before, it was tolerable.

“Your Majesty, the state council meeting is about to begin.”

“…I’m troubled today, so I will leave it to the Crown Prince and the Prince.”

“…Understood.”

The Imperial chamberlain responded as if accustomed to such situations.

This wasn’t the first time.

“Sigh… I need to clear my head.”

The Emperor then instinctively reached for Maple Leaf Story.

He sought to relieve the lingering discomfort after executing <God of Electricity vv>.

He hadn’t recovered the money lost in the scam.

Not that money was scarce for the Emperor, but finding a new trading partner was bothersome.

“…Had I known, I should’ve taken the item before the execution.”

Thus, time flowed on in the Imperial Palace.

And a few days later…

“…What did you say?”

The Emperor, conversing with other Maple Leaf Story players, was stunned by what he heard.

“You know the player who got executed by the Emperor for scamming?”

The fact that the Emperor had executed a player for scamming was widely known.

However, it was still a secret that the Emperor’s in-game nickname was <Ordinary Adventurer>.

Feigning calm, the Emperor continued the conversation.

“And?”

“Someone said they saw that player near the Temple of Time. People are saying it’s a ghost.”

“…Hmm?”

It was quite a notorious rumour.

The player executed by the Emperor was reportedly still playing the game.

While these were merely scattered eyewitness accounts, the player had not been seen participating in party quests or raids recently.

The tale had become something of an urban legend.

Given the player’s high level, it garnered considerable attention.

“Hmm…”

Pondering, the Emperor discreetly launched an investigation into the rumour.

And not long after, he received a report confirming the legend’s truth.

The nickname was exactly the same as when the player had scammed the Emperor. Speculation arose that this was due to the game’s policy of restricting frequent nickname changes.

“…Hmm.”

The Emperor, deeply troubled by the report, mulled over the situation.

If this were true, it could mean that he had executed the wrong person.

Alternatively, it could mean that an actual ghost was playing Maple Leaf Story.

Despite his countless experiences on battlefields, a chill ran down the Emperor’s spine.

“Send a letter to the Illusion Magic Tower.”

Ultimately, the Emperor decided to summon Riot, the Illusion Mage.

He was well aware that the Illusion Magic Tower did not disclose user information.

This was why the Emperor had handled matters personally until now.

But this case was too perplexing to resolve without the Tower’s assistance.

A few days later, Riot arrived at the Imperial Palace.

“I greet the Sun of the Empire.”

“Illusion Mage Riot. It’s a pleasure to meet you again. Have you been well?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Have you been well?”

The two engaged in a somewhat cordial conversation.

After a bit of meaningless chatter, the Emperor brought up the main topic.

“…So, can you figure out the situation regarding that user?”

The Emperor explained everything that had happened so far.

After a moment of consideration, Rai opened his mouth to speak.

“Hmm… As I’ve mentioned before, we cannot access user information.”

“…Is there truly no way? There could be an issue with the game system.”

“Even if there were a way… it would be difficult. I assume Your Majesty wouldn’t want your character’s identity revealed either.”

Since the Emperor also hid his identity while playing the game, he empathized with that concern.

The world was gradually embracing the concept of anonymity.

While it had its risks, many sought to hide behind that anonymity when necessary.

“But one thing I can confirm for certain is that it’s impossible for a ghost to play a game. There’s also no bug related to that user. Thanks to the recent update, we thoroughly checked the server until yesterday, so I can say this with confidence.”

“…Then that means it’s truly a human.”

“All I can conclude is that the one Your Majesty thought you executed wasn’t actually <God of Electricity vv>… I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

“No, you’ve been plenty helpful.”

After some more discussion, Rai departed.

The case had only deepened into an unsolvable mystery.

“…Find this person no matter what.”

In the end, the Emperor gave the order to locate the scammer and could only wait.

***

<God of Electricity vv>. He was an early user of Maple Leaf Story, famous since the Zatum Expedition.

The first scam he committed was almost instinctual.

“Hey, could you knock off 5 million?”

“No way. This is already a bargain.”

The trade partner, persistently haggling over what was a relatively small amount of money, annoyed <God of Electricity vv>.

While dealing with this tiresome person, an idea popped into his head.

“Alright.”

“Nice! Thanks.”

As the partner placed the money, <God of Electricity vv> pretended to put up the item. At the last moment, he swapped it with junk and quickly confirmed the trade.

“Huh? What? What’s this?!”

Leaving the bewildered victim behind, <God of Electricity vv> fled.

The thrill of deceiving someone and gaining a profit brought him immense pleasure.

After that incident, scams began to spread in Maple Leaf Story.

While it didn’t happen often enough to become a big deal, <God of Electricity vv> occasionally changed his nickname and continued scamming.

To him, these misdeeds were an intoxicating pleasure.

‘Heh, seems like a rich noble from the Empire.’

The turning point came during a deal with <Ordinary Adventurer>.

Despite having a low level, the trade partner had an immense amount of money.

From their manner of speech, it was obvious they were a wealthy noble from the Empire—precisely the kind of person <God of Electricity vv> despised.

Knowing that causing a stir in this anonymous world wouldn’t lead to significant consequences, he scammed them and fled as usual.

It would have been just another day—if it hadn’t been revealed that the trade partner was the Emperor.

“What?! What did you just say?!”

In truth, he had been using a stand-in.

Back during the Zatum Expedition incident, when anonymity wasn’t as firmly established, <God of Electricity vv> had sent another noble from the same kingdom to stand in for him.

Thanks to that, the noble gained popularity, and their family’s status rose.

Thus, they continued playing the stand-in role without complaint.

***

“Count Horio has been executed. The Emperor, after being scammed…”

“The Emperor, you say?!”

The royal official who delivered the news was drenched in cold sweat.

<God of Electricity vv> felt immense guilt over Count Horio’s death.

To avoid involving him, <God of Electricity vv> had changed his nickname long ago.

Who would have thought that someone could trace over five nickname changes and uncover his identity?

No one should have that capability—except perhaps the Imperial Family, who wielded the continent’s supreme authority.

But <God of Electricity vv> had indeed scammed the Emperor.

“Still, since Count Horio was executed, I don’t think the matter will escalate further… It’s best to exercise caution in Maple Leaf Story from now on.”

“But the cooldown for my next nickname change still has a long time left.”

“For now, avoid party quests and raids. Only use channels with no players.”

<God of Electricity vv> had no choice but to heed the royal official’s advice.

If his true identity as the scammer were exposed, the consequences would be unimaginable.

The royal official had only learned of <God of Electricity vv>’s scams after Count Horio’s death.

Naturally, <God of Electricity vv> hadn’t revealed his scamming activities to anyone.

The official’s priority was to ensure the situation didn’t spiral further out of control.

“…There’s no other way.”

Long ago, the Turk Kingdom was ruthlessly conquered under the Empire’s continental expedition.

Barely surviving as a vassal state by appeasing the Empire, its king now carried a secret.

<God of Electricity vv> was none other than the King of Turk.

 

—




Chapter 58

 

The 1st Prince of the Turuk Kingdom, Arnold Arthure,

He let out a deep sigh as he walked through the royal capital.

It was hard to believe this was the capital of a nation, given its poverty-stricken appearance.

Even the noble mansions scattered here and there resembled the homes of commoners compared to those in the Empire.

“What am I supposed to do about this…”

Unfortunate as it was for the people involved,

This scene was a common sight outside the Empire during this era.

In the past, during the Empire’s era of continental conquest,

Any country that resisted instead of surrendering was erased from history.

And those who bowed their heads and survived were reduced to states like the Turuk Kingdom.

Every month, as if offering tribute, they sent special products and money to the Empire.

To prevent rebellion among its vassal states, the Empire continuously monitored their military growth.

Moreover, the Empire controlled the tributes to ensure the royal families of these states didn’t amass excessive wealth.

As a result, the citizens of the vassal states endured high taxes to prepare the tributes.

Most cities, like the Turuk Kingdom’s capital, fell into destitution.

Life in the vassal states became unbearable, and most people fled to the Empire.

With their populations dwindling, these vassal states struggled merely to maintain the semblance of a country.

In reality, there was little hope for the future for any nation outside the Empire.

Most royals succumbed to this reality, indulging in drugs or pleasures and abandoning everything.

The king of the Turuk Kingdom was no different.

At least he was obsessed with “Maple Leaf Story.”

If lying back and playing a game was the worst of it, that was a relief.

Instead, Arnold was left to single-handedly manage the affairs of the Turuk Kingdom.

Unfortunately, Arnold was a prince who loved his country.

But, of course, he had no power to change reality.

“Sigh…”

Arnold let out another sigh as he returned to the royal palace.

As usual, the king was reclining in a chair, immersed in “Maple Leaf Story.”

“Your Majesty.”

Naturally, the king didn’t respond.

“Your Majesty…!”

Suppressing his rising frustration, Arnold called out a few more times.

Still, there was no reaction.

“……”

Arnold clenched his lips tightly and lowered his head.

His tightly clenched fists trembled.

“Enough is enough!”

Like a balloon bursting with too much air, Arnold shouted and forcibly ended the game session.

The king awoke from his trance, looking dazed.

“Oh, Arnold. What’s the matter…”

“Why are you playing ‘Maple Leaf Story’ again?!”

“Uh, what?”

“Do you realize what you’ve done, and yet you’re still logging in? What if someone finds out? What are you thinking?!”

The king sat up, looking bewildered.

Arnold was known to be strict, but this was the first time he had displayed such anger.

“And what were you thinking, cheating and scamming people in the game?! A ruler of a nation, behaving like this! Would you have continued like this if it hadn’t been exposed?!”

Everyone in the palace knew the king’s in-game nickname was God of Electricity vv.

During the Zatum Expedition, the king couldn’t participate due to obvious issues,

And everyone agreed to use a body double for the expedition.

But no one knew that afterward, the king changed his nickname and went on to scam others.

This was only discovered when the body double, Count Horio, was executed for angering the Emperor.

The scam incident came to light, and the Turuk royal family became aware.

“Our kingdom is constantly robbed. Can’t I mess around in a game a little?”

The king reached for the “Maple Leaf Story” artifact that Arnold had taken.

Arnold threw the maple leaf-shaped artifact onto the floor.

The artifact cracked slightly as it hit the hard ground.

“Stop it already! If they find out, the Imperial Army might invade us!”

“How would they know?! Count Horio is dead; how would they trace it to me?!”

“Do you feel no remorse for what happened to Count Horio?!”

“Of course, I feel bad.”

The king muttered as he got down on the floor to pick up the artifact.

Then he pulled his blanket over himself and logged back into the game.

“……”

Arnold stared at him with a look of disillusionment.

No words came out of his gaping mouth.

It felt like his throat was blocked.

Perhaps, in some twisted way, it was a relief.

The Empire couldn’t find him, just as the king claimed.

Even the Empire had its limits in identifying users’ real-world information.

Time passed.

After a major update to Maple Leaf Story,

People with peculiar attire began appearing in the Turuk Kingdom and other border regions.

Each of them bore a red cross ornament and engaged in acts like distributing food or providing medical care.

“…Who are those people?”

“They’re said to be a group formed by the Illusion Magic Tower and a wealthy benefactor. They travel around helping the impoverished.”

“Why would they do that…”

It was incomprehensible by common sense.

Except for churches, no one engaged in relief work.

And even churches offered nothing more than a few pieces of bread.

Healing with divine power was reserved only for their followers.

“…Isn’t that person the Empire’s notorious rogue prince?”

Arnold, who was gazing down at the city from the royal palace, was startled.

Among the people from the relief organization was the 3rd prince of the Empire.

“…What?”

The shocked Arnold and the chamberlain immediately descended to the base of the royal palace.

“Y-Your Highness, it’s an honour to meet you.”

Arnold slightly bowed his waist and greeted Rikal.

Rikal, who had been distributing drinking water to the people, merely shifted his gaze toward him.

“Nice to meet you, Prince Arnold. No need to stand on ceremony. That’s not why I’m here.”

“H-how did you come to be here…?”

“As you can see, I’m engaged in relief activities.”

Why on earth was he doing such a thing?

Rikal moved the water bottles with practiced ease.

It wasn’t something he had done just once or twice before.

There had been recent rumors that the Empire’s rogue prince had changed.

Compared to the man Arnold knew, he was completely different.

“Y-you’re truly remarkable.”

“The Turuk Kingdom does seem to suffer from a lack of water, as it’s located in a desert region. I’ll make sure the Red Cross organization continues to provide some support in the future.”

“Are you referring to the Red Cross organization?”

“Yes. It was established by the Magic Tower of Illusions and is also receiving some support from the Imperial Family. Seeing this situation firsthand, I couldn’t just stand idly by.”

“O-oh…”

The peripheral vassal states were in this dire state because of whom, exactly?

Oppressing and exploiting the borderlands while conducting relief activities at the same time—it was almost laughably contradictory.

Arnold was at a loss for words at Rikal’s dual behaviour, which was practically double-faced.

“T-truly admirable.”

But no matter what insane behaviour Rikal exhibited, this was the only kind of response Arnold could give.

“His Majesty the Emperor…”

“His Majesty is unaware. In fact, he’s been preoccupied with other matters recently and has had little involvement in governance.”

“Ah… I see.”

The Emperor’s current tendencies seemed to align with that description.

Feeling relieved that Rikal’s visit wasn’t related to the fraudulent incidents, Arnold sighed inwardly.

“I’d like to assist as well.”

***

“All the nations, except for the Empire, are practically in this condition.”

The number of impoverished nations was far greater than I had imagined.

Countries withering in the shadow of the Empire.

Through relief activities, I became acutely aware of their grim reality.

Recently, I had been personally participating in these activities once or twice a month.

“I was originally from the Turuk Kingdom, too. Still, back in my day…”

“I didn’t ask. Just focus on your work.”

Ignoring Hetz’s muttering, I moved to a different spot.

Despite everything, Hetz had provided more support than anyone else after founding the organization.

Rikal was with the Turuk Kingdom’s royalty.

Support from the Imperial Family was also extended through Rikal, though he claimed it was all for image-making.

“Nice to meet you.”

I approached Rikal and the royals, offering my greetings.

This time, I was particularly keeping an eye on Rikal’s actions.

I had no choice. Recently, the Emperor had been fiercely focused on the “Maple Leaf Story” fraud case, and the culprit turned out to be the king of this kingdom.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Arnold Arthure, the first prince.”

Whether or not the perpetrator was discovered had nothing to do with me.

However, I had been paying attention to the developments in the “Maple Leaf Story” fraud case out of personal interest.

If it were revealed that the king was the culprit, this kingdom would likely disappear into the annals of history.

The first prince seemed unaware or unconcerned about his father’s actions, nervously glancing at Rikal for his reaction.

“Is this really a noble’s mansion?”

While wandering around the royal capital, Rikal remarked upon seeing a shabby mansion.

It had only one or two servants, and compared to the Empire’s nobles, it was utterly pathetic.

“This is what happens in the borderlands because the Empire monopolizes everything. Thinking about the money you’ve squandered, it’s just…”

Rikal still seemed unaware of the Empire’s atrocities.

Since it was established during the previous generation, it might have been an area of indifference for him.

To the people of the Turuk Kingdom, Rikal’s actions likely felt like giving with one hand while taking with the other.

We passed by several noble houses that day.

As we walked past a relatively intact mansion,

“Prince! Your Highness!”

A noblewoman ran out, rushing toward the prince.

“H-hold it! Quickly, take the lady…”

The prince, unusually flustered, urgently called for his knights.

At the prince’s command, the knights escorted the woman away.

“My husband was suddenly dragged to the Empire and killed! It’s definitely related to that incident… mmph, mmph…”

The prince ran to cover her mouth, but it was already too late.

Rikal’s expression had already changed after hearing her words.

“Stop for a moment.”

The prince’s face turned pale as a sheet.
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Rikal stared at the sobbing woman with a hardened expression.

Rai crossed his arms with a subtle expression, while Arnold had his face buried in the ground.

“…I see.”

Having heard the entire situation, Rikal fell deep into thought.

Now that he was officially a prince, his first consideration was the profit and loss this incident would bring to the state.

If the truth were revealed, the kingdom would certainly not survive unscathed.

“Sigh…”

What exactly are the rulers of these nations doing?

One is busy scamming people in a game, while the other is squandering absolute power on trivial matters in the same game.

Forgetting his own past, Rikal found both rulers pitiful.

“Hey. What do you think we should do?”

Rikal asked Rai, who maintained a facade of ignorance.

He was sure Rai already knew everything about this matter.

“…Why are you asking me?”

“Because you would know.”

“…Perhaps meeting the king would be a good start.”

After a brief moment of contemplation, Rikal decided to follow Rai’s suggestion.

As Rikal prepared to move, Arnold desperately grabbed him.

“P-please wait, Your Highness!”

Arnold even dropped to his knees and clung to him.

“…It’s unbecoming of a prince to show such a sight.”

“I beg you, please. Just this once, show mercy.”

It was a sight no prince should show.

But for Arnold, burdened by the weight of a ruined nation, kneeling was nothing.

His desperation made Rikal hesitate.

However, it was hard to ignore this situation, no matter how much he wanted to.

Though it was absurd, the Emperor was genuinely enraged by this incident.

“His Majesty is wasting unnecessary manpower to find the culprit, so I can’t simply turn a blind eye. I will proceed to the royal palace for now.”

“Ah…”

The knights of the Turuk Kingdom hurried to the royal palace.

Though the visit was sudden, they couldn’t leave the palace unprepared for the prince’s arrival.

Rikal strolled leisurely toward the palace, taking in more of the capital.

He could have taken a carriage, but this gave the palace time to prepare.

‘It’s over… Our kingdom is doomed after all…’

Arnold followed in a daze.

In the end, the dynasty would fall like this.

Considering all his efforts to rebuild the kingdom had failed, perhaps this was better.

A short while later, Rikal came face to face with the king of the Turuk Kingdom, who had deep dark circles under his eyes.

The king greeted Rikal, unable to hide his unease.

“It’s… our first time meeting like this.”

The relationship between the king and the prince was ambiguous.

As a monarch of a nation, the king could not bow to a prince who was not yet emperor.

But neither could he treat the prince lightly, given his overwhelming power.

Thus, the king had to adopt an awkward tone while addressing Rikal.

“I assume you’ve heard the situation, Your Majesty <God of Electricity vv>. What is going on?”

As Rikal surveyed the palace and the king, he felt a sense of pity for some reason.

Compared to the Imperial Capital, the Turuk Kingdom’s royal palace was utterly shabby.

It was far too lacking to be the residence of a nation’s ruler.

Moreover, the king’s condition appeared poor.

Not only was his health questionable, but it also seemed as though he spent all day playing games.

Still, Rikal recalled the times he had fought alongside <God of Electricity vv> in ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

They had been decent comrades in the game, sharing a light-hearted bond.

Seeing the reality of this once-light-hearted companion evoked a sense of pity in Rikal.

Of course, Rikal did not reveal the identity of <Light of the Empire>.

“T-that is…”

The king stuttered, sweating profusely and gnashing his teeth.

Even he could not think of an excuse.

Instead, a deep-seated anger simmered within him.

Anger toward the Empire, which had reduced his kingdom to this state.

And anger toward the Emperor, who was using such petty authority over a trivial amount of money.

They had taken everything from his kingdom, yet they were squeezing a person’s neck over something so insignificant?

“His Majesty is still deploying people to find <God of Electricity vv>. Now that we know the truth, I cannot ignore it. Regardless of how His Majesty receives this, it might be best to return what was scammed and offer an apology…”

Rikal spoke firmly, his face stern.

Hearing this, the anger in the king’s heart began to rise.

“……”

But this anger and resentment had to be suppressed yet again.

No matter how much the Empire had taken from him, he lacked the power to resist.

In the end, the king could not give a proper response and continued to mutter indecisively.

“…Sigh.”

Frustrated by the king’s silence, Rikal let out a deep sigh.

He had intended to show some leniency out of old camaraderie, but this was going nowhere.

With no time left to waste, he made his decision.

“…It can’t be helped. I will report this matter to His Majesty.”

“W-wait…!”

With those words, Rikal walked out of the palace.

Arnold collapsed in despair.

The king rose belatedly, but it was already too late.

***

“……”

The Emperor stared at the king of the Turuk Kingdom standing before him, unable to speak.

When he had first ordered the culprit to be brought, he had been filled with anger.

But now, upon learning that the culprit was the king of a nation, he felt dizzy.

However, when he reconsidered the situation, there was no reason to let him go.

From the Empire’s perspective, absorbing the outer territories was advantageous.

This incident could break the peace with the Turuk Kingdom and serve as a justification for war.

“Hmm… So the king was <God of Electricity vv>?”

“…Yes.”

The king answered in a small voice.

Though both were rulers, their positions were worlds apart.

The king knelt before the Emperor, his head bowed.

“So, the count was a stand-in appointed by the king.”

“Yes.”

“I assumed him to be the scammer and had him executed. Were you aware of this?”

“…Yes.”

The Emperor looked down at the King, who appeared no better than a wretch.

While it was true the Empire had oppressed the vassal states under his command,

The King seemed incapable of functioning as a person even before that.

“I feel considerable guilt over this matter. How do you plan to compensate for the damage caused by your actions? An innocent life was unjustly taken.”

The King could not respond.

Instead, an inexplicable rage began to well up within him.

‘You’re the one who killed him, so why are you blaming me…’

He was thinking along those lines.

The Emperor continued to reprimand the King.

He spoke of how the King’s behaviour was unbecoming of a ruler.

He questioned how the King could remain unmoved even after seeing the Prince kneel and beg for the kingdom’s survival.

The Emperor’s words were a reminder of the Empire’s dominance as he pondered the fate of the Turuk Kingdom.

But to the King, those words were just fuel to stoke the flames of his anger.

All the things the Empire had taken from them.

The reasons why the kingdom was reduced to its current state.

A life as a ruler devoid of dignity.

Even the twisted pleasure he felt while scamming others stemmed from the cursed Empire.

Of course, it all came down to the logic of power.

And so, for a kingdom trampled under the Empire’s boot, it was only natural to harbour hatred toward it.

“…Frankly, I am appalled. As a fellow monarch, I am ashamed. This incident alone could justify a declaration of war against the Turuk Kingdom. No matter the circumstances, executing a King here is not feasible. Therefore…”

The Emperor never raised his tone when addressing the King of a vassal state.

It was a constant reminder that the Empire stood above them.

While the Crown Prince might show respect as a matter of etiquette, the Emperor did not.

“-Then.”

The King cut the Emperor off and raised his head.

“Then what about everything you’ve stolen from us?!?”

And with a trembling voice, he shouted at the Emperor.

“Y-Your Majesty?!”

““?!”

Arnold, who had been burying his head like a criminal, looked up in shock.

The Imperial officials watching the situation widened their eyes.

“The Empire has stolen everything from our kingdom, and yet you make such a fuss over losing some money in a game?!”

“…What?”

“You’re the real scammers, so why are you blaming us!!”

“Your Majesty, have you gone mad?!”

The King, his eyes bloodshot, shouted at the Emperor.

At this point, the destruction of the kingdom seemed inevitable.

Perhaps he thought it better to speak his mind and die.

Before that, his fury was too uncontrollable.

Arnold hurriedly tried to cover the King’s mouth.

But the King, once started, could not stop.

“Who stopped us from accumulating even one gold in the treasury?! The royal family had to live with barely enough, and because of the absurdly high tribute rates, we had to raise taxes! Our people had to work endlessly just to pay those taxes, and our kingdom’s specialties were no longer ours. Everything we harvested was sent to the Empire. On our already barren lands, we couldn’t even afford drinking water, and our people withered away one by one. Even I fear taking a sip of water! The citizens you’ve killed must number in the thousands, tens of thousands! And yet you raise hell over a petty scam in a game?! And you’re the one who killed Count Horio in the first place!!”

“Y-Your Majesty, please… Please stop!”

“Arghhhhh!”

Arnold forcibly dragged the maddened King out.

The Emperor and the Imperial officials stood frozen, watching the struggling King being dragged away.

Never before had anyone spoken so openly against the Emperor.

“The King must truly be mad.”

“F-for now, let us take a moment to breathe, Your Majesty.”

“…It’s fine. I am not particularly upset.”

The officials worried the Emperor might explode with anger.

But while the Emperor was bewildered, he was not angry.

“……”

And Rikal silently observed the scene from the corner.

He did not intervene.

After a while, the Emperor finally spoke.

*

“Have you gone completely mad?!”

Arnold threw the crazed King onto the cold floor as he shouted.

The King, lying on the floor, gradually came back to his senses.

“Now we’re all as good as dead! What are you going to do about this?!”

“…We were dead anyway, so…”

Even as he spoke, the King realized his mistake.

It was true that he had lost control of his emotions.

But as a monarch, he knew he should not have acted this way.

Soon after, Rikal came to see them.

“Y-Your Highness. His Majesty…”

“It seems you should return for now.”

With those words, Rikal immediately left.

They had no choice but to return to the kingdom.

And not long after, a letter arrived at the Turuk Kingdom from the Imperial Court.

It contained orders for the King to return everything he had scammed and other shocking details.

***

“This is quite the spectacle. I never thought it would turn out this way.”

“If you had designed the trading system properly from the start, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“Well… That’s why I updated it.”

Rikal had come to the Magic Tower after a long time.

The world was in turmoil over the recent enactment of a new law.

It was something Rikal had proposed to the Emperor and received approval for.

“Still, it’s surprising. I thought His Majesty would have executed the King immediately.”

“I don’t know what His Majesty is thinking either.”

“I never expected you to spearhead the creation of international law, Your Highness.”

Previously, each country governed itself with its own laws.

But after the scam incident, the Empire declared the creation of international law.

At first, the vassal states were worried.

If the Empire were to draft international law, it would surely tighten its grip on the vassal states.

However, the laws surprisingly offered opportunities to the vassal states.

While complex, they were akin to modern international laws.

They regulated trade and rights between nations.

It prevented the Empire from unfairly oppressing or exploiting the vassal states.

Even the Empire had to deal fairly with its vassals.

Rikal mentioned drawing inspiration from the free market system in ‘Maple Leaf Story’ to draft these laws.

“In a world like this, only people like His Majesty can sit idly by and watch.”

“His Majesty is a conqueror, after all.”

It was said that laws related to games would also be established, though that seemed to be further down the line.

Thanks to this, diversity and culture that had long been lost under the Empire’s dominance were beginning to revive across the continent.

Perhaps it was because the states, once suffocated under the Empire, were now breathing again.

Of course, the Empire was still beyond the reach of any nation.

Military matters were clearly regulated by a separate law.

Nonetheless, the creation of international order marked significant progress for the world.

“Well done.”

“This was an easy matter to handle.”

The King of the Turuk Kingdom was dethroned, and Arnold ascended to the throne.

A natural outcome, all things considered.

And so, the scam incident concluded in an unexpected way.

It was now time for me to move on to developing the next game.

“By the way, the reason I’m here today is because of this.”

Rikal pulled out a thick stack of papers from his coat.

“What’s this?”

“A proposal submitted by the Imperial officials as a group for the national assembly.”

“Why are you giving it to me?”

“Read it.”

Unaware of the trouble it would bring, I began to read through the papers.
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“Mid Lee Sin is totally broken. I got 8 wins in a row with it yesterday.”

“Yeah, but you’re still stuck in low rank.”

“Bronze, Silver, Gold—it’s all the same.”

“Yeah, so what’s your highest rank?”

The bustling capital city in the morning.

As usual, lively chatter about online games filled the air.

“Did you hear? There’s going to be a new update for Maple Leaf Story soon. Apparently, it involves some kind of demon.”

“Wasn’t that character supposed to come out a long time ago?”

“They say the delay was because the Magic Tower has been busy lately, especially with the dragon incident.”

“Ugh, those lunatics… Just like in the past, they recklessly raided a dragon’s nest. So many people died because of it. That’s why the update’s been so slow this time.”

“But thanks to them, the Red Cross Aid Group was formed. My relatives in the countryside say life has become much more bearable because of it.”

“And now there’s even some new international law. It doesn’t affect us much, but it seems like a good thing.”

“It’s a good thing for us too. Transactions are now more convenient, so we don’t have to struggle with trade partners like before.”

The conversations weren’t just about games but also the broader ripple effects they caused.

The world had changed drastically since games became a central part of life.

While there were some negatives, the overall sentiment was positive.

“What’s our first class today?”

“Minecraft! Didn’t you hear? The dark elf teacher is coming.”

“Wow!”

Even young children passing by were excited to have Minecraft as part of their curriculum.

The influence of games had grown immensely.

And it was no different for the Imperial Court.

“Haa…”

Viscount Merin, a member of the Imperial Treasury, let out a deep sigh as he headed to work.

The journey from his mansion in the capital to the palace wasn’t long.

But the Viscount deliberately took a slow, winding route to arrive just on time.

“Even those kids get to play games as much as they want…”

The Imperial Court was busier than ever.

Although it was always hectic, the recent string of incidents had made it worse.

After the capture of the scammer in Maple Leaf Story, things seemed to ease up for a moment,

Only for the sudden enactment of international law to throw everything into chaos.

The officials, stuck in an endless cycle of work and little sleep, were all on edge.

“I wish I could play Mid Lee Sin too…”

As the Viscount’s sigh hit the ground, it was already time to start work.

He entered the palace alongside others in similar situations.

And thus, another busy day began.

“Well then, call me if something comes up.”

It was none other than Crown Prince Leo who spoke before leaving.

He, too, was often engrossed in games, balancing just enough work to get by.

The drastic change in his behaviour made the officials click their tongues in disapproval.

“There he goes again… Probably playing COL.”

“The last time we interrupted him because of an urgent matter, he got so mad.”

“Does anyone know what the Crown Prince’s rank is? Or his in-game nickname?”

As the Crown Prince left, the officials gossiped while continuing their work.

“Mid Lee Sin is trending these days. Have you tried it?”

“I’ve heard about it. But where would I find the time to play?”

“I haven’t even gotten to try Evandor yet. It’s been so hectic lately…”

Haaa—

A collective sigh escaped from the Treasury officials.

“It’s so unfair, isn’t it? The Crown Prince, His Majesty…,”

“Hey, hey! Keep your voice down. If someone hears, it’s off with your head!”

“Still, isn’t it ridiculous? We’re here working ourselves to death while the whole world is playing games. It feels like we’re the outcasts of society!”

A young Treasury official, the newest recruit, pounded his chest in frustration.

Unlike his friends who weren’t public servants and spent their days gaming,

He had made the unfortunate choice of joining the bureaucracy and was now trapped in a work-life imbalance.

“Even social parties are being held in Minecraft these days.”

“Good grief. These young people…”

“Still, it sounds fun. I can’t even remember the last time I attended a party…”

Haaa—

The periodic sighs weren’t exclusive to the Treasury Department.

“It feels like we’re drafting new laws every other day.”

“Ugh, I know.”

“Next week is the Burning Festival, but it doesn’t look like I’ll get to attend.”

Other departments were in the same state.

While the changes brought about by games were positive, they only added to the officials’ burdens.

“We can’t go on like this!”

“And what solution do you have in mind?”

Unable to take it anymore, Viscount Merin shouted.

Everyone enthusiastically agreed with his outburst.

***

“So… they want to play games too?”

“Exactly. But if all the officials immerse themselves in fantasy worlds, that would be a problem.

And with COL, it’s hard to stick to a set playtime.”

“They’d either have leftover time or overshoot it.”

I put down the stack of papers Rikal had brought me.

The proposal was supposedly an agenda item but was more like a collective tantrum.

Let us play games, pleeaase—

“So, while we can’t approve it outright, the officials’ dissatisfaction is too significant to ignore.”

“Wouldn’t it help if His Majesty or the Crown Prince cut back on their gaming? It’s because they’re gaming while the officials work themselves to death, right?”

“…If those two ever listened, things wouldn’t have gotten this bad in the first place.”

Ah, the Imperial family.

“Well, I do have an idea for a solution.”

“What is it?”

“There’s a game slated for release. Unlike fantasy immersion, it’s more of a control-based format.

They could play it on their desks without needing to immerse themselves fully.”

While it sounded like a work-while-gaming solution,

For those without the leisure to enter fantasy worlds, it might be a viable alternative.

After all, many in the modern world enjoyed games on their phones.

“What’s it called?”

“Auto Chess. You could think of it as a sequel to COL.”

“Chess?”

***

Auto Chess.

In modern times, the most famous version of Auto Chess was created by the developers of COL.

However, there had been a similar game before it, which served as the inspiration for the COL developers.

I, too, planned to create an Auto Chess game using the champions from COL.

“What’s this, Rai?”

“It’s a… let’s call it a pad, for playing Auto Chess.”

Creating a fantasy game on a device like a smartphone was much more complex than directly immersing someone into a fantasy world.

The basic method of sharing the fantasy implemented on the main server with individual users was the same.

But this time, the fantasy was viewed through a screen.

Thus, something to operate the fantasy in between was necessary.

“A pad?”

“Yes. Look, when you operate it, the screen appears like this.”

Rai manipulated the pad, and a holographic screen floated in midair.

The screen could be controlled via a touchpad-like area, similar to a laptop’s trackpad.

The pad resembled other artifacts but included both a control interface and a display component.

“Wow… That’s amazing.”

“With this, you can play while carrying it around.”

The rules of Auto Chess were simple.

You could purchase pieces from the shop, and collecting three identical pieces would upgrade their rank.

You would then place these enhanced pieces on the battlefield, where they would automatically fight.

Although it was essentially a luck-based game requiring the right pieces to appear,

It also demanded quick thinking and strategic intelligence to create optimal combinations.

“For now, I’ve shared the fantasy with you manually, Rai.

Once it’s officially released, only the user will be able to see the screen.”

“Because expanding the magic to include more viewers would make the magic circle too large.”

Since it was designed as a personal device, others wouldn’t be able to see it.

This meant it could even be played discreetly while pretending to work.

Surely, the Imperial officials would love this.

“It makes me want one.”

The design was also portable, inspired by the COL logo.

It could even be worn as an accessory.

Just like how artifacts like the JeBbit Brooch were designed to be worn as ornaments.

Once development was complete, the Magic Tower announced a release schedule.

Unsurprisingly, the first to rush in after the announcement were the Imperial officials.

They were thrilled at the prospect of playing a game without immersing themselves fully in fantasy.

Encouraging people to play games while working seemed questionable.

But as long as the work was done properly, it probably wouldn’t be a problem.

The one clear takeaway was that this world’s gaming culture was thriving…

But the response to Auto Chess wasn’t limited to the Imperial Palace.

“Rai? Someone’s here to see you.”

“Who is it?”

One day, a visitor came to the Magic Tower.

Normally, if it was someone like Gallier or Rikal who frequently visited, they would be let in immediately.

But this time, I was called directly.

“Don’t know? They said their name is something like Raisha…”

“Never heard of them.”

It was a name I genuinely didn’t recognize.

***

Somewhere between Trinity and the capital city lay a unique location.

Not a nation, but a self-governing city that had gained recognition of its sovereignty.

The Academic City of Terria.

Centered around Terria Academy, the city sprawled outwards.

Under the jurisdiction of the Empire, Terria was the continent’s premier educational institution.

Most nobles and children from esteemed families passed through this place, emerging as distinguished talents.

And within Terria Academy, the Magic Tower’s games were a hot topic.

“Hey, did you hear? There’s a new game you can play anywhere.”

“Auto Chess? I already bought it. Tried it briefly yesterday—it’s so much fun!”

“What?! When did you manage that?”

“I made a quick trip to Trinity a few days ago. The lines were so long I nearly missed curfew at the dorms.”

“I want to play too!”

“This game uses a holographic screen, but non-users can’t see it anyway.

I even played it secretly during that boring political science lecture earlier. That class is so pointless and dull.”

The academy students were in a similar predicament to the Imperial officials.

Their tight schedules made it difficult to play fantasy games during the short breaks between lectures.

And after classes, they were swamped with assignments and test preparations, leaving almost no time for gaming.

“So, regarding the current international situation, the Empire’s new international law… Hmm?”

One day, during a political science lecture shortly after the release of Auto Chess,

The professor paused his lecture, moved by the students’ unusual focus.

‘They’re all so attentive…!’

This lecture, notorious for its tediousness, usually saw students either dozing off or zoning out.

Yet, today, every single student was intently focused on their books.

Their hands were moving non-stop as if taking notes without a moment’s pause.

Sure, they all seemed to be wearing similar accessories recently, but that wasn’t important.

‘I must make this lecture even better…!’

The professor raised his voice with newfound enthusiasm.

And the students?

They focused even more intently on Auto Chess.
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“Alright, let’s go for the Lucky 12-Loss Streak reward~!”

“W-Whoa?! Did you say a Lucky 12-Loss Streak?!”

“I want to see it too!”

The popularity of Auto Chess surpassed previous games in a unique way.

The key factor was that people could play while tending to their real-life tasks.

Not only Imperial officials but also shopkeepers, students, and office workers could enjoy Auto Chess during breaks.

For those who found it difficult to access fantasy games during daytime hours, it was a massive hit.

“Excuse me, how much is this?”

“It should be written over there… Wait just a moment! Let me claim my 12-Loss Streak reward first!”

“W-What? Lucky 12-Loss Streak? Let me see it too!”

Luck was one of Auto Chess’s synergies.

Synergies referred to effects activated by assembling characters of the same race or class.

Luck, in particular, provided certain rewards for each win.

But if a player lost repeatedly and then broke their losing streak with a win,

The rewards became extraordinary.

Since players were eliminated if their HP dropped below 100, the maximum loss streak typically ranged between 12 and 13.

At the shopping district in Trinity, a fruit vendor was just about to claim their 12-Loss Streak reward.

Other shopkeepers pulled out their Auto Chess artifacts to spectate the game.

Even customers asked for the vendor’s nickname to join in on the watch.

“Ooooohhhhh!”

Although it was inconvenient that others couldn’t see the same screen,

The artifact’s portability made it possible for everyone to play together anytime.

The explosion of rewards left the entire shopping district in excitement.

The popularity of Auto Chess also swept through the office workers.

“Ugh… I can’t focus on work. Should I play a quick round of Auto Chess before continuing?”

Sitting at a desk for long hours, writing or processing documents, was grueling work.

The brain quickly became fatigued, leaving bank employees, publishers, and office workers drowning in monotony and exhaustion.

But after Auto Chess was released, life returned to these workers.

“Wow, a 3-star 5-cost unit? That’s insane.”

“How do you expect me to win against that? A 3-star 5-cost is overpowered!”

“What are you two doing? Did you finish the task I mentioned earlier?”

“A-Almost done.”

The dull work became more bearable with a quick round of Auto Chess, re-energizing them to resume their tasks.

Of course, they were itching to play another round,

But knowing that failure to complete their work could jeopardize their livelihood,

They finished quickly, aiming to sneak in another match.

As a result, overall work efficiency skyrocketed.

“Wohohohohohoh! How are you going to stop Assassin Lee Sin?!”

“Why don’t I ever get a Spatula?!”

The Imperial officials, most starved for gaming, indulged a bit excessively,

But their work remained unaffected.

“…What are you all doing?”

“U-Uwah?! T-Third Prince!”

“Auto Chess again, I see.”

Unlike the past, it was now Rikal who kept them in check.

Once criticized as a delinquent prince obsessed with games,

Rikal now shook his head at the Imperial Court’s indulgence, including the Emperor and Leo.

“…Make sure today’s council meeting is properly prepared.”

Was this really okay?

Rikal, tempted to say something, simply shook his head and walked past the officials.

“…Well, as long as everything is running smoothly.”

He convinced himself it was fine as long as the work got done.

Everyone knew the secret: the officials were rushing their tasks to play Auto Chess.

“…Things are running smoothly, right? This is fine… Isn’t it?”

Walking through the grand hallways, Rikal paused to mutter to himself.

He questioned whether this was truly the right way to handle things.

Though he had wanted to quell the officials’ complaints,

He wondered if allowing games during work hours was appropriate.

“Hmm.”

But there was no turning back now.

Games were fun.

As long as they didn’t interfere with work, it was fine.

“I’ve done everything for them.”

Since he’d given them what they wanted,

Efficiency seemed to have improved slightly, so it was fine.

“Hmph.”

And after all, the first to start gaming in the Imperial Palace had been Rikal himself.

With some time left before the council meeting,

Rikal entered the empty council chamber and pulled out Maple Leaf Story.

When the officials arrived, they would wake him up.

Though short, as a prince with no need to worry about appearances,

He used the time to connect to the fantasy world.

“Let’s go with JeBbit today—it’s been a while.”

Recently, he’d been focused on raising Even,

But today, he wanted to interact with other users as JeBbit again.

*

“…And so, now seems like the right time. His Majesty has hinted at it several times recently.”

Time passed, and the council meeting began.

For the first time in a while, Leo attended the meeting, and a significant agenda was discussed.

“Indeed, that makes sense. Now that the recent hectic events have mostly settled,

The speed of task completion has greatly improved. And with the release of another competitive game like Auto Chess, what are your thoughts, Rikal?”

After hearing the agenda, Leo spoke with a weighty voice.

This agenda had been discussed for a long time,

But delays occurred because Leo had been too engrossed in COL to address it.

The officials, suppressing their dissatisfaction, smiled.

Rarely, this was an agenda the officials also supported.

“…I agree that now is the right time.

With the international order being reestablished,

Such an event would promote interaction and development across the continent.”

The topic was the hosting of a gaming tournament in the Empire.

A grand, international version of events like Arcane War.

Inviting various nations and groups would foster exchange and aid the Imperial Court’s vision of international cooperation.

And, of course, the Imperial Court had many skilled players.

Everyone was itching to showcase their abilities.

“Then, if His Majesty approves this agenda, we will proceed immediately.”

“Approval seems certain. Additionally, it would be wise to consult the Magic Tower.

They already have experience successfully hosting Arcane War.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Rikal. And while you’re at it, see if JeBbit can make an appearance again, like last time. We haven’t heard from her recently, and it’s concerning.”

“…Understood.”

Rikal responded, glaring at Leo with disdain.

Rikal had no intention of becoming JeBbit again.

Whatever Leo desired would not come to pass.

And so, a new initiative from the Imperial Court to shake the world was set in motion.

***

The craze for Auto Chess was also immense elsewhere.

It was none other than Terria Academy, where the continent’s talents were nurtured.

Perfectly suited for students, Auto Chess was played during both class and break times.

“Ah, next is Principles of Administration. I guess I’ll play Auto Chess.”

“Let’s play together, Lance.”

“Me too! I want to join too!”

“Ugh, but I need to rank up in ranked matches…”

“You can do ranked alone. Or how about we gather eight people and bet dessert?”

“Oh, hell no, I can’t resist that!”

During boring lectures, group gaming was now a common sight.

Auto Chess, a game that allowed up to eight players to participate together,

Was perfect for friends to place bets and compete for ranks.

Its convenience and portability had made Auto Chess a staple for students.

“Wow, what’s this? It’s so pretty!”

“Fufu. I bought it over the weekend in Trinity. I found a really good customization shop.”

Moreover, the Auto Chess artifact was highly customizable,

With students attaching stickers and decorating it to their liking.

Among those who loved customizing, artifact decoration, or “Deco,” became a trend.

Pulling out a uniquely styled Auto Chess artifact for group gaming somehow felt cooler.

However, not every student welcomed this trend.

“Sigh… Everyone… It’s still class time, you know.”

The current student council president of the academy, Raisha Laird.

The eldest daughter of the Duke of Laird, one of the founding nobles of the Empire.

Despite her young age, she was recognized for her exceptional character and capabilities.

She was not only famous within the academy but also a rising star in social circles.

During her term as president, Raisha had led the academy flawlessly and accomplished much.

Many eagerly awaited her graduation,

With the Imperial Court and various organizations vying to recruit her.

Since her time as vice president, she had worked to build a perfect academy.

Now in her final semester as a senior and student council president,

Raisha had been set to leave her mark on the academy’s history with pride.

“Nobody is paying attention in class anymore…”

But her perfect academy had recently encountered a major issue.

A place of genuine scholarship and the beginning and end of learning—the academy.

Instead of devoting themselves to intense academic pursuits,

Since the emergence of games in the world,

Students were now rushing to finish their tasks quickly just to play.

And with the recent release of Auto Chess,

Its portability had removed spatial restrictions,

Allowing students to play anywhere, even during boring lectures.

The passionate academic atmosphere Raisha had cultivated was disappearing.

The proper image of students was fading, replaced by indulgence in gaming pleasures.

“The enthusiasm is so intense, I can’t ban it… nor can I stop it.”

Raisha murmured as she leaned on the student council room’s sofa.

“Vice President, stop targeting Jade! Why are you countering me?”

“I can’t let you upgrade Jade to three stars, hehe.”

The vice president and student council officers were engrossed in Auto Chess.

Watching them, Raisha’s mood sank further.

Until recently, they would create work if none existed for the academy’s development.

Now, most of their time was spent gaming.

With even the student council in such a state, it was hard to propose any measures.

Listening to their noisy chatter, Raisha let out another sigh.

“What’s so special about that game…?”

Raisha had never played a fantasy game.

She had been too busy leading the academy to find time for it.

When games first became popular,

Seeing others neglecting their studies for gaming made her decide against it.

Though everyone seemed to enjoy it,

Raisha thought such behaviour was inappropriate for an academy dedicated to learning.

“There has to be a way…”

There must be a way to ensure students focus on their studies without causing discontent…

“…!”

After days of pondering, a thought struck Raisha.

A way to catch both rabbits at once.

To pursue this idea, she needed to visit the Magic Tower.

Moreover, she wanted to learn more about the Magic Tower, the creators of these “games.”

With that in mind, Raisha made time to travel to Trinity.

***

“So, you’re saying you want restrictions.”

A girl claiming to be the student council president of an academy had visited.

Elegant, beautiful, and upright, Raisha seemed like the perfect fit for her role.

What she said was essentially,

Students are neglecting their studies to play games, so you need to do something!

And her proposed solution was to restrict game access time.

It was akin to the modern “shutdown system.”

After much thought, I decided to have her try gaming herself.

Sure, students playing games could be a problem,

But as a developer, I was opposed to the idea of a shutdown system.

A few hours later…

“Ah! Ahhhh! Just one more Lee Sin! Aaaaaah! This is it—this is the good stuff for my brain!”

She was completely absorbed in the ecstasy of gaming…

Or rather, she was utterly addicted to the pleasure it provided.
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“…So, this is the Tower of Illusion.”

Raisha stood before the Tower of Illusions.

The place emanated an ominous aura.

Unlike other magic towers, the Tower of Illusions was isolated.

It was relatively smaller than the others, but its exterior was pristine.

Strangely, she thought she heard faint, eerie laughter echoing from within, like “Heheheh…”

“Phew… I must do this. I’m the student council president.”

The traditional perception of illusion magic had always been dismissive at best.

However, the Temple of Illusions was the source of the game that had engulfed the academy in chaos.

Determined to see this through, Raisha knocked firmly on the door of the temple.

-Currently, the Temple of Illusions does not entertain unscheduled interviews. Artifact purchases are to be made through the Blue-Head Merchant Guild, and inquiries or complaints about the game should be directed to the in-game customer service. Failure to comply will result in immediate blacklisting and account suspension.

“…?”

A voice, simultaneously courteous yet tinged with irritation, echoed from somewhere.

Even after knocking again, the same message repeated.

There was no one in sight; it was as if the place were haunted.

The source of the voice was illusion magic.

Fed up with people coming to complain about the game, the temple had implemented an automated response.

“Um, excuse me! That’s not why I’m here…!”

Unaware of the magical mechanism, Raisha continued to knock desperately.

After what felt like an eternity, a genuine voice finally responded.

-…Who’s there? If it’s about the game, we don’t…

“N-No, it’s not that! My name is Raisha Laird, the student council president of Téria Academy. I’m here to discuss matters related to the game.”

-…

The voice inside fell silent.

Moments later, a woman with brown hair and dark circles under her eyes opened the door.

Her exhausted appearance made her somewhat intimidating.

“…Wait in the lobby.”

Following her instructions, Raisha sat on a chair in the lobby.

The interior of the Temple of Illusions was strikingly different from its exterior.

Various fantastical displays floated around, seemingly placed at random for aesthetic appeal.

Occasionally, a colossal angel would drift across the ceiling, or the walls would transform into scenes of beaches and oceans.

Though the displays didn’t hinder movement,

“Heheh… The sea…”

“Father, take me away…”

The illusion magicians, appearing utterly drained, muttered incoherently while gazing at the illusions.

Their demeanour resembled students during exam season.

For some reason, the atmosphere felt perilously unstable.

“…What are you all doing? Get back to work on the balance patch.”

“Eek…!”

At that moment, a male illusion magician appeared.

The others, startled as if they had seen a ghost, scurried into their respective labs.

‘…What’s going on?’

His presence reminded Raisha of professors assigning projects during exams.

Instinctively, she felt a wave of apprehension.

“…You’re Raisha, correct? The student council president of the academy.”

“Yes, yes. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Raisha Laird.”

“I’m Rai Oat.”

Raisha greeted him politely.

Rai, familiar with noble etiquette, responded in kind.

‘So this is Rai Oat, the creator of illusion games…!’

Raisha had some knowledge about him.

He was a well-known figure even in social circles.

Unlike most magicians, who exuded an indescribable pressure, he seemed like an ordinary man in his twenties.

“What brings you here?”

“Recently, since the release of ‘Auto Chess,’ the academy has faced significant issues. Specifically…”

Raisha explained the academy’s recent troubles.

Rai listened without showing much surprise.

“…I see. So even the academy is experiencing this.”

“Yes. Due to this game, classes at the academy are not functioning properly. The very essence of academia is being overshadowed by ‘games.’”

Raisha poured out her frustrations, inadvertently laced with disdain for the Tower of Illusion.

She didn’t notice her tone, but Rai, while aware, remained silent.

‘Was that too rude?’

Raisha realized her potential mistake only after finishing her words.

Stress from dealing with the academy’s issues had affected her composure.

Thankfully, Rai didn’t seem visibly offended.

“…So, you want us to implement a time limit for the game?”

“Yes. Completely banning it might be impossible… but if you could restrict playtime…”

“Hmm. I see.”

Rai spoke in a languid tone.

Recently, he had been exhausted from dealing with dragons, the Red Cross organization, and an influx of updates and patches.

“…So, has there been a noticeable drop in students’ grades?”

“W-Well, no, but…”

“Isn’t that how academies usually are? Students rush to cram knowledge they should take time to absorb. Professors, disconnected from the learning process, race through their material. If exams rely on cheat sheets, those who play around all year might outperform diligent students. Grades often depend on the whims of professors, and students accumulate irrelevant knowledge for graduation. Isn’t that the reality of academia?”

“Well, there is some truth to that…”

Rai unleashed a torrent of words, as though venting pent-up frustrations.

His eyes gleamed with what seemed like madness.

“W-Were you, by chance, an academy student…?”

“…No, I wasn’t.”

How could someone who never attended an academy understand so much?

As expected, he was an unusual man.

“Anyway, the outcome will likely remain unchanged. Whether individuals value their grades or their academic pursuits won’t shift. That’s my perspective.”

Having experienced college in a world with games, Rai didn’t see the situation as particularly dire.

And as a developer, he was fundamentally opposed to something akin to a shutdown policy.

“But because of that, lectures are falling apart.”

“That’s probably because the professor is terrible at teaching. Having a high level of knowledge and being able to teach it effectively are completely different things.”

“Well, that’s… I mean, no, that’s not what I meant.”

“More importantly, have you ever played a game before, Lady Raisha?”

“No, I haven’t. Nor do I have any intention of playing one.”

The moment Raisha spoke resolutely, a crackling sound echoed from the sky as a woman descended.

She was a striking beauty radiating a mysterious and powerful aura.

“Electra?”

“What an amusing conversation you’re having.”

Having coincidentally visited the Tower of Illusion, Electra overheard the exchange between the two.

As someone who couldn’t live without COL, she couldn’t ignore the topic.

“You’re the student council president of the academy, right?”

“Yes, I am. Raisha Laird.”

“Hmm, Laird.”

Figures, they’ve always been so rigid.

Muttering to herself, Electra landed softly on the ground.

“But criticizing something without truly understanding it? That seems rather ignorant, don’t you think? It’s akin to making judgments based solely on fragments of information.”

“But the harm caused by games is undeniable. Even now…”

“Can you truly call that harm? Have the players themselves described it as such?”

“Well, no, but looking at the situation…”

“That’s merely your perspective. From what I see, it seems those students might actually be experiencing happiness. Isn’t that right, Rai?”

Sharing Electra’s opinion, Rai brought out some games.

He thought that experiencing the games firsthand might change her perspective.

“If, after trying it for yourself, you still feel the same way, I’ll consider your concerns to some extent.”

“……”

After some hesitation, Raisha nodded.

As Electra said, it wasn’t right to criticize something she hadn’t experienced herself.

She decided to play the games to uncover any harmful aspects.

“Understood.”

“Good. Then start with this.”

Raisha accepted the maple-leaf-shaped artifact Electra handed her.

With a determined heart, Raisha connected to The Maple Leaf Story.

“What a bold young woman. The Laird family has always been like this.”

“Honestly, I don’t think playing for a bit will change her mind. Besides, there’s no way I’d implement something like a shutdown policy…”

“Oh, she’ll change her mind.”

“Pardon?”

Sparks flickered in Electra’s hands.

Rai had intended to keep this casual, but Electra’s expression burned with passion.

“Electra, what exactly are you planning…”

“She should be finishing her character creation by now and starting the game proper.”

With that, Electra placed her hand on Raisha’s head.

“W-Wait! You can’t just mess with people like that…”

“Don’t worry, dear. I’m only going to make things a little more enjoyable for her. Electricity, when controlled delicately, can do things like this. After all, brain signals are just another form of electricity.”

Bzzzt, bzzzt.

Electra sent a finely tuned current of electricity into Raisha’s brain.

At first, there was no noticeable reaction.

But as the game progressed, Raisha’s waist began to twitch intermittently.

“W-Wait, what is this…”

“I told you, don’t worry. This is just an honest reaction to how fun the game is.”

“Are you seriously saying that playing a game makes someone’s waist twitch…?”

“Enjoying it like this makes it even more entertaining.”

Could it be that Electra had always been playing games like this?

If pleasure were forcibly amplified to such an extent, addiction was inevitable.

Rai began to understand why Electra always looked so euphoric while gaming.

“H-Hngh, ah, this is…”

“Isn’t it wonderful, child?”

“This pleasure… I mean, enjoyment…”

“Now, try this one too.”

This time, Electra handed her Auto Chess.

After kindly explaining the rules, the game began.

“Hah, ahn… ngh…”

“Yes, that’s it! Don’t stop re-rolling!”

“Ahn, no…! Just one more Lee Sin! Hngh… Triple-star, here I come…!”

Raisha, now fully immersed in the amplified pleasure, played under Electra’s influence.

For some reason, Electra was wearing a similar expression as she played alongside her.

Rai could only watch in stunned silence at the sight of the two.

“This feels so good it’s releasing something nice in my brain-!”

‘What… is this…’

And so, with Rai’s cold, detached gaze, Raisha’s (gaming) initiation concluded.

***

“Hah, hah… So this is a game. Something this good… no, this fun…”

“Now, do you understand what you were trying to oppose?”

“I… I…”

Raisha left the Tower of Illusion with a new perspective on games.

As a bonus, she received access to all the games developed by the temple.

Raisha apologized for her earlier rudeness and departed the Tower.

Reflecting on it, there hadn’t been any noticeable changes in the students’ grades.

Moreover, during well-regarded lectures, the students rarely played games.

Although games dominated conversations, the academy’s atmosphere was brighter than ever.

Raisha realized that the games themselves were never the problem.

The real issue was her attempt to restrict something enjoyable, causing unnecessary stress and frustration for the students.

Despite all her learning, she still had much to grasp.

It was better to teach students how to enjoy games properly than to suppress them.

***

Weeks after her return to the academy, the Empire announced plans for an international gaming competition akin to Arcane War.

“This is it!”

Upon hearing the news, Raisha slapped her thigh and stood up.

Her sudden outburst startled the student council members engrossed in Auto Chess.

“W-What is it, President?”

“We’ll create a new course… no, a new major!”

“Pardon?”

“What kind of major?”

“I-SPORTS (Illusion Game Sports)!”

To explore the beauty of pleasure and the new world it offered.

To delve into combat in COL, explore new realms in The Maple Leaf Story, strategize in Auto Chess, and even study engineering, psychology, and science in MyCraft.

“Games are academic pursuits in their own right!”

Games. They were a field of study.

And there was no reason why an academy dedicated to learning should not explore them.

It was the right thing to do and the direction the world was heading.

Considering how much games had changed society, this major was long overdue.

“Well, that’s…”

“No matter how you look at it, that’s…”

“Actually, that sounds amazing, President!”

The council members smacked their foreheads in agreement.

Thus, the new academic field of I-SPORTS began its journey at the academy, paving the way for unprecedented growth in the world of gaming.

 

—




Chapter 63

 

“You have to enter the Academy this year, don’t you, Denian?”

Countess Logos spoke as she looked at Denian playing ‘Auto Chess.’

When the game Maple Leaf Story was first released, he was still a minor.

Time flew, and Denian was now past the age to enter the Academy.

“I have no intention of going to the Academy, Mother! Didn’t I already tell you I don’t want to study just for ranking and appearances?”

“But don’t you think you need to find a job eventually? The young lord from the neighbouring territory, Marydot, has recently been employed at the Imperial Treasury!”

“Don’t compare me to others! I’m doing my best too!”

It was customary to graduate from high school and enter the Academy at 18 or 19 years old.

But Denian had already been out of high school for a year.

While others spent their first year in the Academy, Denian stayed at home enjoying games.

Recently, this trend had been common among young nobles.

And it wasn’t just because of the emergence of games.

This phenomenon had already been brewing for a while.

As the Empire began consolidating power across the continent, its preference for a standardized type of talent monopolized key positions.

One might call it a problem of uniformity.

Since only a single type of talent was in demand, the Academy narrowed its curriculum, churning out similar individuals.

The focus shifted solely to preparing for the Imperial talent examination.

The pursuit of true scholarship was slowly fading.

Disillusioned by this reality, the younger generation turned away from central politics.

Instead, they began seeking modest lives in the Empire’s outskirts.

“I’ll figure it out myself!”

Denian slammed the door shut as he entered his room.

Countess Logos clicked her tongue.

“What does he mean by ‘figure it out’…”

Her stress was no small matter.

She let out a deep sigh and leaned back into her recliner.

To heal her weary heart, she turned to her favourite game.

Lately, she had been immersed in a leisurely life in Minecraft.

“Sometimes, I think it would have been nice to be born a farmer.”

Building villages, farming crops.

Trading with villagers, occasionally playing with other users on the map.

These activities brought her great joy.

“Oh no, look at the time…”

Caught up in her construction, she was startled when she checked the clock.

Soon, there was a social gathering hosted by Duchess Elisa.

Duchess Elisa’s estate was far from the Logos manor.

But in Minecraft, traveling to her world took just a few clicks.

-Hohohohoho!

When she logged into Duchess Elisa’s world, many people were already present.

“Oh my, Countess Logos?”

“My dear Countess! It’s been ages. Fancy meeting you here.”

“The Duchess invited me. I’ve been completely absorbed in Maple Leaf Story’s new job class recently.”

“Oh, I understand completely. Even my youngest has been enjoying it.”

Countess Logos warmly chatted with an old acquaintance she hadn’t seen in a while.

In high society, navigating subtle competition and veiled boasts was essential, but here, she could relax.

“Countess Logos, you’ve made it.”

“Duchess, it’s a pleasure to see you.”

However, as she joined the Duchess and the other attendees, she straightened her posture.

The real event was just beginning.

“Did you hear? The land prices skyrocketed after the international law reforms. Such luck, isn’t it? Hoho.”

“My eldest son was recently employed at the Imperial Treasury, you know~”

“Oh my, Countess, those jewels…”

“Hohoho, they were quite difficult to obtain.”

The atmosphere appeared harmonious on the surface.

But beneath it all, it was a display of rivalry, like peacocks flaunting their feathers.

How one presented themselves at such events determined their standing in high society.

“Oh my, Countess Logos, your eldest son—did you say he’s attending the Academy now?”

And then came the attack aimed at the Countess.

She felt a slight pang of anxiety.

Admitting that her son was unemployed would instantly invite disdain in these circles.

Though she was displeased with her son, she had a defense ready.

“No, my eldest didn’t enter the Academy last year. He found something he wanted to focus on before enrolling.”

“Oh, really? What might that be?”

Marchioness Sophia asked knowingly.

She was well aware of the Logos family’s rising status and intentionally targeted this vulnerability.

But Countess Logos smiled gracefully.

“Why, COL.”

“COL? Hoho. Isn’t that something everyone does?”

“Yes, but my son’s skill is on a different level. You’re aware that the Imperial family is hosting a COL and Auto Chess tournament soon, aren’t you?”

“Of course. Everyone’s looking forward to seeing the history of Arcane War unfold again.”

“Well, my son might participate. You see, his tier is…”

-Challenger.

““—!!!!!””

The gasp of surprise was audible.

The reaction boosted Countess Logos’s confidence.

“His talent in that field is unparalleled, so it’s inevitable. Taking a year off from the Academy might actually be beneficial.”

As a mother, Countess Logos worried about Denian’s decision to forgo the Academy.

But her concerns were outweighed by the prestige of being a Challenger-tier player.

With the Imperial tournament drawing near, being a Challenger was a badge of honour.

“I’ve never met a Challenger in person before. What’s his main lane?”

“What’s his username? Challengers are the top 100 players, after all…”

“Hoho… His lane is mid. And his username is…”

““!!!!!!!!!””

This time, the astonishment turned into outright shock.

Some even screamed in disbelief.

Such was Denian’s prominence in COL.

His gameplay could shift the entire meta.

He was the undisputed strongest in the current COL scene, famous for his roams that even Bronze players knew of.

He was a God. An Idol. The Sky. The Sun and the Light of COL.

He had even amassed a cult-like following.

Everyone unanimously anticipated his appearance at the Imperial tournament.

“Hehe. Whatever it is, he seems to have an amazing ability to immerse himself. Perhaps he could utilize his strategic experience from COL to lead the military, or leverage his physical prowess in dominating lane battles to join the intelligence department. While the academy is important, isn’t personal growth equally vital? Hohohohoho!”

Countess Logos, her shoulders raised with pride.

Of course, Denian had no intention of finding a job, but at least the statement could be made.

Such was the prestige that COL currently held.

Strategy and individual combat skills, leadership, social abilities, and even financial acumen.

COL was regarded as the ultimate collection of all elements necessary for success.

To the point where it was said that one couldn’t be selected as a military officer without adequate COL skills.

“That’s truly impressive.”

“Then… did Lord Logos also wait in anticipation to major in ‘I-SPORTS’ at the academy next year?”

“‘I-SPORTS’ major?”

“Yes, it was recently announced that a new major focusing on experts in fantasy games would be introduced next year. It’s caused an uproar with not just other races but also nobles who already graduated clamouring to re-enroll.”

Countess Logos was hearing this for the first time.

She hadn’t read the newspaper lately due to gaming.

Judging by the clueless expressions of others, it seemed like news that had only just come out.

“Well, you could say that! My eldest son also expressed interest in pursuing the ‘I-SPORTS’ major. Hohohohoho!”

The countess responded nonchalantly, maintaining composure.

Naturally, Denian had not agreed to this.

However, if it was a game-related major, it seemed likely to pique his interest.

Thus, after the party in “Minecraft” ended, the countess immediately relayed the news to Denian.

“‘I-SPORTS’ major?”

“Yes. It seems like a good fit for you, doesn’t it?”

Hearing this, Denian found himself lost in thought.

***

The following year, on the day of the academy’s entrance exam.

The number of applicants this year was unusually high.

An estimated tenfold increase compared to usual.

The important thing was that the number of general applicants remained the same.

Some majors even saw a slight decline in applicants.

“So, what’s your rank?”

“I’m Platinum.”

“Oh, I’m Diamond, lol.”

The increased numbers were entirely due to applicants for the ‘I-SPORTS’ major.

Driven by a passion for success, these applicants were already sizing each other up.

“Son, you must get accepted! It’s the only way to save our family!”

“Don’t worry! I’ll carry the family name and ensure my acceptance.”

Among the applicants were fallen nobles who had traveled great distances for the ‘I-SPORTS’ major.

The major’s establishment had caused an enormous ripple effect.

“Sob, sob, sob…”

“Master of the Magic Tower, please calm down. The semester hasn’t even started; it’s just exam day.”

“Hahaha… but… but…”

The area also included some of us fantasy magicians, including myself and Hina.

Naturally, it wasn’t because we were applying to the academy.

We were there as interviewers for this year’s entrance exam.

“These are kids, after all. Besides, they all respect you, Master of the Magic Tower. Please stop trembling. You’re causing an earthquake.”

“Ugh… Ugh…”

Hina was trembling so much that she was even creating strange illusions around her.

Of course, she had been invited as a professor.

Having shared the history of all games with me and boasting exceptional talent in gaming, she would likely manage as a lecturer, even with her current state.

Several other fantasy magicians were also invited as professors.

Though losing manpower was a painful choice, the astronomical support promised to the Illusion Magic Tower by the academy made it an easy decision.

“It’s been a while, Riot.”

A neutral, sultry voice interrupted.

It was Kilia, a dark elf.

She and a few other dark elves had also been invited to teach about “Minecraft” at the academy.

“It’s been a while, BigTree.”

“…Call me Kilia. More importantly, were you also invited as a professor?”

“Well, others were…”

I scratched the back of my head and trailed off.

“I’m not a professor.”

…I wasn’t invited as a professor.

Even if I had been, I wouldn’t have accepted. But the lack of an invitation still stung.

Curious, I had swallowed my pride and asked the academy, only to receive this response:

“Isn’t your COL rank Silver?”

Hey, I made it to Gold 4! This season, I just didn’t have time to climb higher…

I had cut off the communication quietly.

“I’m just a developer. I can’t teach games.”

“Oh, right. You were terrible at playing games. How could someone who made a game be so bad at it?”

“Ugh…”

Kilia mockingly covered her mouth with her hand, feigning subtlety while clearly displaying her amusement.

“Well, I’m just here to observe today. Nothing more.”

It was, after all, a historic moment in gaming.

Even if I wasn’t a professor—and didn’t want to be—it was worth seeing for myself.

Plus, I was curious to see if any renowned players would be taking the exam.

In particular, I had my eye on the eldest son of Count Logos.

In the past, the family had been the first to be blacklisted.

The eldest son had since grown into a legendary figure in COL.

Given his age, I thought he might enroll.

However, he wasn’t among the examinees.

“Excuse me, is the eldest son of Count Logos not on the applicant list?”

I asked an academy staff member, puzzled.

“Oh, you mean him! No, he’s not applying.”

“Do you know why?”

“He’s famous in social circles, thanks to his mother’s constant boasting. When we contacted him directly, his response was, ‘I’ll just prove myself.’”

“What is he trying to prove?”

In any case, it seemed he wouldn’t be attending.

I had hoped to see such a great player, but it was disappointing.

A few months later, however, not just me, but everyone witnessed his—and his legend’s—beginning.

At the COL tournament hosted by the Empire, he made a dazzling debut.

 

—




Chapter 64

 

The first tournament hosted by the Empire ended after much trouble.

As someone familiar with modern tournaments, I couldn’t help but feel some disappointment.

“Many people enjoyed it, but… it’s still a bit disappointing,” Leo said with a bitter expression.

I was watching the closing ceremony from the VIP seats alongside the royal family and key figures.

It seemed like everyone felt a bit of disappointment too.

“There were so many people who wanted to participate, and organizing it was quite difficult. I’m sure it will go better next time.”

“Thank you for saying that, Sir Riot. If only JeBbit had attended… that would’ve been amazing.”

Hey. Is that really the reason you’re disappointed?

Before the tournament, Leo had been neglecting most of his work and just playing games.

This time, though, he had been working like mad, unlike his usual self.

“Next year, it will definitely be better. I’ll provide some advice as well. And research at the Academy is also progressing actively.”

Recalling modern tournaments, it seemed necessary to give some advice.

This time, there had been far too many participating teams from all over the place, and even the basic selection criteria were insufficient.

“It would be better to have only representative teams from each nation or qualified factions participate in the final royal tournament. Before that, each nation could hold its own qualifiers.”

“That’s an excellent idea, Riot.”

The Emperor nodded in agreement.

Still, it seemed that he too had thoroughly enjoyed this year’s tournament.

“Well, at least this year is over. Everyone seemed to have fun regardless.”

There was no need to discuss work right now.

I looked down at the stage and audience, filled with roaring enthusiasm.

Even for a first tournament, there had been plenty of thrilling moments.

Star players displayed their skills without restraint.

Among them, there was one particularly noteworthy player.

Someone who had maintained an overwhelming presence even before the tournament.

-“Now, we will announce this tournament’s MVP!”

A legendary mid-laner who had swept through the early days of COL.

As soon as he was named MVP, his already massive fanbase erupted in cheers.

“That’s practically a cult,” I muttered.

“Well, it’s understandable,” Leo replied.

Though it seemed more like worship than cheering, even Leo was mimicking the fans’ fervent behaviour.

And, well, so was I. Damn it… I’m idolizing him again.

By the way, winning here without enrolling in the Academy…

If he had been an Academy student, he would have faced restrictions on participation and team composition.

It was a truly legendary move and a bold choice.

His future steps were highly anticipated.

***

“Hohoho! That will have to wait. As you know, he’s been invited to become a professor at the Academy.”

“Please, just once! My child is only 16 years old and has already reached Diamond rank. With your guidance, he could grow even more!”

Countess Logos carried herself with much higher pride than she had last year.

The reason was that Denian had not only won the first COL tournament but had also been invited to become a professor at the Academy.

Initially, she had been dissatisfied when Denian decided not to major in I-SPORTS.

But once he proved himself with results, there was nothing left to criticize.

Instead, she began boasting about her son across all social circles.

Thanks to Denian, Countess Logos had become a superstar in society.

And as for Denian himself…

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Denian, and I’ll be teaching the course on [Practical COL Strategies].”

-“Wooooooahhhh!”

Welcomed with immense enthusiasm, he began his first lecture as a professor.

His class was so popular that it crashed the registration system on enrollment day.

Even students from other majors applied, causing the classroom to overflow despite an increase in capacity.

Some students even attended illegally due to the lack of space.

“Professor! How can I become as skilled at COL as you are?”

Before the lecture even started, a cadet asked eagerly.

“Well… To become good at COL…”

Everyone held their breath, hanging on his every word.

They expected advice on reflex training, analyzing the meta, and learning countermeasures for various champions.

Their expectations were completely shattered when Denian finally spoke.

“Read books.”

“…???”

“Exercise daily. Go to bed on time. Pick up trash if you see it on the street. Believe in yourself and move forward.”

None of these things seemed to have anything to do with gaming.

One of the baffled cadets asked again.

“What… what does that have to do with getting better at COL?”

“If your physical condition isn’t good, you can’t perform well in COL. Without broad knowledge, you’ll struggle to adapt to any meta. Meta is a world in itself. COL is just a result. The fundamentals remain unchanged.”

“Then what about picking up trash?”

“It’s like picking up opportunities that others have thrown away.”

Ahhh…

The cadets’ amazement turned into something akin to reverence.

In that moment, it became clear why Denian was the most respected among all COL challengers, despite the abundance of skilled players.

“He’s… a god…”

Following this, trends like “Top 100 Recommended Books” and “Follow Denian’s Daily Routine” began to sweep society.

***

“Games are thriving, but complaints are increasing just as much,” I said while reviewing incoming reports and complaints from various games.

“Ughhh… I’m so tired…”

Next to me was Hina, slumped over after finishing her lecture yet still working.

She seemed too exhausted to even acknowledge my words.

Normally, I’d let her rest after coming back from the Academy, but there had been so many related issues lately that I was helping out.

“People say they want to keep watching the games but can’t, and now there are sudden worship posts too.”

“They’re upset they can’t watch JeBbit’s gameplay more often…”

As gaming developed further, figures like <Light of the Empire> emerged.

Interest in these players grew, giving rise to fanbases.

Naturally, more and more people wanted to see their gameplay frequently.

“Certainly, with no mediums for information dissemination other than newspapers…”

It was a natural phenomenon when you think about it.

In modern times, the history of games developed alongside the internet.

But now, we’ve only been creating games through illusion magic.

Moreover, the I-SPORTS major has advanced games rapidly.

“There’s no helping it, is there… The next update will be a bit delayed.”

I had always thought about doing it someday.

But now, I really felt it was time to create it.

“Is it the next game, Rai?”

“No, it’s something even greater. I’ll be busy for a while, so please manage the servers well.”

At my words, Rain tilted her head in confusion.

Rather than explaining, it was better to show it directly.

This required much more effort than simply making a game.

Each person would have their own broadcasting source.

Viewers would connect to their desired streams to watch.

Unlike the current system where fantasy sharing happened through one main server, this required a much more complex system.

It would take significant effort, but with our current capabilities, it seemed possible.

“Don’t bother me unless it’s something serious. I’ll be diving into major development.”

I was thinking of creating a streaming service.

***

This time, I was debating between two names for the artifact.

“America TV” and “Tworch.”

TL/n: AfreecaTV and Twitch xDD

I was inspired by two famous streaming services from modern times. Ultimately, I decided on the latter.

Since they had perished in the modern era, it was a way to let them bask in glory here.

And since the service would primarily be game-oriented, this seemed more fitting.

“This… It’d be better to make it like ‘Auto Chess’ rather than implementing it in fantasy reality.”

Streaming service.

In modern terms, it was akin to internet broadcasting.

Streamers would personally broadcast games or similar content, interacting with their viewers.

Viewers would watch the broadcasts through fantasy-generated screens floating in midair, much like in “Auto Chess.”

Artifacts specifically for streamers also needed to be created.

First, a type of artifact that connects to the existing artifact to share gameplay footage on the Tworch server.

(Shared footage would then be transmitted from the main server to individual viewers’ artifacts.)

Additionally, there might be a need to broadcast the streamer’s personal appearance.

For this, real-time video recording, transmission, and sharing artifacts were necessary.

This part required converting actual video into a fantasy format.

Thus, I decided to implement this part using light magic with the help of the Light Magic Tower.

Fortunately, they readily agreed to help.

“So, when this is completed, you could see JeBbit-sama from anywhere…!”

“Well, if JeBbit-sama decides to stream, yes… That would be the case.”

“Woooooooahhh!”

When they heard they could watch people like JeBbit playing games, they accepted immediately.

Of course, whether Rikal would actually do it was another matter.

Internally, I planned to structure the system similarly to modern ones.

For instance, viewers could search for broadcasts from a list.

Notifications would be sent when streamers started broadcasting.

Chat functionality would allow communication.

After much deliberation, I decided to include a donation feature as well.

Initially, the reason for creating the streaming platform was to make it easier to watch gameplay by famous figures.

For people like <Light of the Empire>, donations wouldn’t matter much.

However, without it, streamers might lose the incentive to broadcast.

The purpose wasn’t monetary gain but fostering communication and fun through it.

“Development… I think it’s about done.”

After months of dedicated development.

The artifacts seemed somewhat complete.

“Now, let’s recruit some streamers to draw attention during the launch phase.”

I reached out to several famous users.

It was to ask them to broadcast briefly as a promotional event.

With all the preparations for initial streamers in place.

“Tworch” was unveiled to the world.
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“Did you hear? The Illusion Magic Tower has released a new artifact!”

“What? A new game, you say?!”

“Not exactly. It’s something called ‘Tworch.’”

“Isn’t that the name of a COL champion?”

“No, it’s different. Apparently, you can now watch other players’ gameplay live. Even if you’re not spectating from inside the game. Plus, you get notifications when they start playing.”

“What?!”

On the first day of Tworch’s release,

The artifact sold at an unprecedented speed, fueled by the news that users could now watch famous players’ gameplay.

Soon, speculation arose about when the first streams would begin.

When the anticipated time arrived,

“What’s going on? Why isn’t this working?!”

“What’s the deal? Why can’t I see anything?”

The servers for Tworch crashed under the overwhelming influx of users.

“Huh? It actually crashed?”

At that moment, Rai, who had also been waiting to watch the broadcast,

Rushed to the main server upon seeing it had crashed.

There, mana stones cracked under the strain of excessive overlapping illusion magic.

“Tower Master!”

Calling out urgently for Hina and carrying mana stones,

Rai quickly performed an expansion while Hina barely managed to hold the server together with her magic.

Using up all the spare mana stones, they were finally able to stabilize it.

Thus, ‘Tworch’ received an extraordinary amount of attention to the point of creating such small hiccups.

It showed just how much people wanted to share their gaming experiences.

“Are you watching this stream, Manager? They’re completely pulling scams in Auto Chess.”

“Are you talking about ‘Plodder Man’? I enjoy his laid-back tone and watch him often, but for me…”

Of course, Tworch was a trend even within the Imperial Court.

Like Auto Chess, it could be placed on a desk and watched while working.

In some ways, it required less focus, so lately, more people were working with Tworch in the background.

“It’s so healing. It’s like having the radio on while working.”

“What are you all talking about?”

As the Imperial officials chatted about popular Tworch streamers,

Leo casually approached them.

“Ah, Crown Prince. We were discussing Tworch.”

“Oh, I watch it often as well.”

“Haha. Which streamer is your favourite, Your Highness?”

“For me, it has to be that person. But there’s something I’m disappointed about.”

Unlike Rikal, Leo was far more engrossed in gaming.

If it were Rikal, he would have told them to limit idle chatter during work hours, but Leo was different.

“I hope JeBbit would stream, but there’s no news at all.”

“Ah, I agree with that sentiment. Streaming would not only help with communication but also allow us to continue seeing JeBbit.”

“I read in the newspaper that many people feel the same way.”

The conversation topic naturally shifted to JeBbit.

Many expressed regret that JeBbit wasn’t streaming.

“What are you all doing? I’ve told you to moderate your gaming…”

“Ah, Rikal, perfect timing!”

“Brother, lately…”

“Is there any news about JeBbit? Everyone is clamouring to watch JeBbit’s streams.”

“Ahem…”

Rikal, who happened to pass by at that moment,

Choked and coughed at the mention of JeBbit.

“Why are you asking me about that?”

“Aren’t you the one most connected to JeBbit and the Illusion Magic Tower?”

“That… I don’t know either.”

Hurriedly fleeing, JeBbit—no, Rikal.

“People want to see my streams…”

He had no intention of returning as JeBbit.

But perhaps it was an instinct born of being loved. Or maybe a sense of responsibility.

After overhearing the officials’ and Leo’s conversation and skimming the newspaper, he grasped the current situation.

[Tworch’s popularity skyrockets exponentially. Who are the most popular streamers?]

[People want JeBbit to return. ‘Even through Tworch, we wish to see her again.’]

[JeBbit comeback campaign surpasses ten million signatures…]

.

.

.

“Ha…”

The enthusiasm was far greater than Rikal had anticipated.

Recently buried under work and stress,

Rikal unintentionally entertained the thought of streaming again.

“No, no way!”

The idea seemed amusing.

Shaking his head vigorously, he resolved never to return as JeBbit.

“Hmm…”

Yet somewhere in his mind, thoughts of Tworch took root.

As months passed since Tworch’s launch,

A distinct culture began forming within Tworch itself.

Established streamers gained a solid footing, while systems were developed to discover new talents.

In the process, streamers of diverse backgrounds started to gain fame alongside the already well-known figures.

-Uh, huh? 1000 gold? Th-thank you, Leeung Lee-nim!

Among streamers from commoner backgrounds, there were some who received donations of unimaginable amounts of money.

Normally, nobles would never simply give large sums of money to commoners.

However, when combined with the identity of being a “streamer” and the sentiment attached to the word “donation,” there was a newfound leniency.

Their gameplay was entertaining.

And the human charm of the streamers was appealing.

Moreover, on “Tworch,” users usually didn’t reveal their real names or social statuses, making such occurrences even more frequent.

For commoners, Tworch became famous as a chance to turn their lives around.

Of course, not all streamers were commoners.

There were nobles, indifferent to wealth, who streamed simply for the joy of broadcasting and interacting.

Or those who loved being adored as streamers.

After all, showing off, boasting, and seeking attention were basic human desires.

And the highest-ranking noble in power was no different.

[The Emperor’s Maple Leaf Story Streaming Room]

The Emperor of the Empire. He, too, had his own personal streaming channel.

Initially, he started anonymously.

The position of an absolute ruler was inherently lonely.

Even while gaming, he rarely had anyone to talk to about it.

Thirsty for discussions related to Maple Leaf Story, the Emperor discovered Tworch.

Streaming only his game screen while hiding his name, he began his broadcasts.

At first, he had around ten viewers.

It was a modest room, but the ability to talk about Maple Leaf Story made him happy.

But one day, a viewer who recognized his nickname wrote in chat, “Isn’t this His Majesty the Emperor? Or am I mistaken?”

His alias, “Ordinary Adventurer,” had been revealed to a select few during a fraud incident.

From that point on, the number of viewers in the Emperor’s room skyrocketed.

Since his identity was exposed anyway, the Emperor even changed the room title to “The Emperor’s Maple Leaf Story Streaming Room.”

Initially debating whether to quit after being exposed, the Emperor hesitated.

But the quality of chat in his room was remarkably clean.

After all, there had been a case where someone scammed the Emperor in Maple Leaf Story and paid with their life.

There wasn’t a single user willing to risk their life to post malicious comments.

With no significant issues arising, the Emperor decided to continue.

The Imperial officials strongly opposed it, but the Emperor found gaining popularity to be enjoyable.

-Dun dun da-dun!

“Hmm? A donation of 10,000 gold. Thank you.”

Occasionally, donations came through.

But unlike other streamers, he didn’t perform exaggerated reactions.

After all, hardly anyone dared to ask the Emperor for such reactions.

-LongLiveHisMajesty: Your Majesty, might we request a reaction for the 10,000 gold?

On rare occasions, someone dared.

Of course, they asked very politely.

“Reaction? This room doesn’t do such things.”

-LongLiveHisMajesty: Then, may we request this? It’s something an ordinary person can’t do.

“Something an ordinary person can’t do?”

-LongLiveHisMajesty: Yes, it’s an action only a rare few with exceptional muscle control can perform.

“That sounds intriguing.”

The Emperor, competitive when it came to physical feats, grew interested.

-LongLiveHisMajesty: First, close only your left eye. The other eye must not close under any circumstances.

“Hmm. A challenging start.”

Even the strongest of warriors rarely trained their facial muscles.

Struggling, the Emperor managed a perfect wink.

-LongLiveHisMajesty: Next, puff up your opposite cheek. Make sure your eye muscles remain steady.

“Hm. This is easy.”

As instructed, the Emperor puffed up his other cheek.

By then, other viewers realized what was happening.

But none intervened or revealed the truth. After all, witnessing the Emperor do something like this was a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle.

-LongLiveHisMajesty: Finally, use your right index finger to poke your puffed cheek. Completing this makes you part of the top 0.1% of physically gifted individuals.

“Like this?”

The Emperor lightly poked his cheek.

Viewers, stifling their laughter in reality, flooded the chat with praise.

-LongLiveHisMajesty: To think you accomplished it, as expected of His Majesty!

-BoneForTheEmpire: Truly fitting for the ruler of an empire!

-HisMajesty’sFootWipe: As expected, my idol…

“Hahahaha! This is nothing!”

Feeling pleased, the Emperor launched a special event in Maple Leaf Story.

It was his habit to generously distribute funds when in a good mood.

And the next day.

“What, what is this…”

His cutesy pose from the previous day had made it onto the newspaper.

It was only then that the Emperor realized he had been tricked.

“Find that scoundrel immediately…!”

As his anger flared, the Emperor stopped himself.

-The consensus is that His Majesty is adorable.

-Skyrocketing popularity of His Majesty’s streaming room.

The overwhelmingly positive response to his cuteness held him back.

Being called “cute” was an unthinkable insult. No one had ever dared to utter such words before.

For the first time in his life, the Emperor was called cute—and he didn’t hate it.

“Hmm, I’ll let it go for now.”

Being loved was like that.

And there was another streaming room gaining similar popularity.

“Ughhh! Stop banning my Master Yi!”

[Galliard the Former Hero’s Solo Queue Room – Today’s Flash Stack Challenge]

It was Galliard’s Master Yi streaming room.
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The current meta ignores not only champions like Master Yi but also auto-attack-based warriors like Warwick.

According to the weekly meta analysis by COL researchers, they were ranked as Tier 5, the lowest tier.

For someone like Galliard, who only played Master Yi, this was incredibly frustrating.

-PeripheryLick: Ugh, another Master Yi main last game. I should dodge.

-ThisYear’sFarmFailure: But isn’t Fallen Power Warrior actually Galliard?

-PeripheryLick: For real? Then it must be him. Galliard is famous for being a Master Yi main. Sorry, Galliard, but… never mind, I’ll dodge.

This sort of thing happened to him multiple times a day.

Because most players knew his username, there were even times when players dodged as soon as they were placed on the same team as him.

-Fallen Power Warrior: Don’t ban Master Yi. I’m begging you.

Sometimes, they banned Master Yi even when he was on their team.

This was because playing alongside Master Yi often meant losing. To avoid losing, they banned him.

As the player with the most games played on Master Yi, Galliard couldn’t just stand by and watch this happen.

“I must show the world the greatness of Master Yi.”

That’s when he discovered “Tworch.”

On Tworch, not only top-tier players but also “one-trick” players, those who only mastered a single champion, were popular streamers.

“This is it!”

If it was through Tworch, he could showcase the greatness of Master Yi.

To show how Master Yi should be played, Galliard began streaming.

Since his identity was already widely known, there was no need to hide it.

On the contrary, revealing himself would attract more viewers.

-MasterYiTrashChamp: Wow, Galliard is streaming? Nice to see you, Warrior.

“Good to see you too. But your username seems a bit odd.”

-MasterYiTrashChamp: Oh, uh, I made it a long time ago, haha…

His streaming began with a decent amount of attention right from the start.

But the champion Master Yi remained unchanged.

Despite his efforts, he continued to lose more often than he won, with his tier slowly declining.

-SaintessPantySneak: Haha, as expected, Galliard’s stream is pure comedy gold.

-MasterYiTrashChamp: The ultimate laugh generator.

-SSSLevelFarmer: The perfect watch 10 minutes before harvesting rice.

Galliard’s blood pressure rose.

But viewers loved the comedic nature of his Master Yi gameplay.

Seeing a former hero, someone who once ruled the world, now playing a low-tier champion in such a humorous way was endlessly entertaining.

And no one was forcing him to do it.

He was the one who declared he’d prove Master Yi’s strength, so his antics were self-inflicted.

Before he knew it, he transitioned from being a legendary hero to becoming the continent’s greatest comedian.

“This is supposed to be a skill-based stream!!!”

Whenever he expressed his indignation, donations poured in like a flood.

-MasterYiTrashChamp: Galliard’s extreme rage, incoming, haha.

-SaintessPantySneak: Even the Demon King secretly watches this stream.

-SorrySorry: Hahaha!

“But I… won’t give up. If I gave up on such challenges, this world wouldn’t even exist in the first place.”

As a former hero, his persistence was unmatched.

Thus, he continued streaming and remained in the Gold tier.

One day, an update arrived that would change his COL career forever.

“Wriggler’s Lantern… Wildfire Flash?”

A new item for junglers had been introduced.

The item increased in power with each large monster kill, champion kill, or assist, dealing additional damage with basic attacks based on its stacks.

In theory, it was an infinitely scalable item.

It was designed to narrow the gold gap for junglers, who often struggled to earn income.

“This is it!”

Galliard clapped his hands.

It was the perfect item for a champion like Master Yi, who relied heavily on basic attacks.

As he predicted, Master Yi surged in popularity with the new item.

-JungleRookie: Galliard, please teach me the jungle path for Master Yi.

-MidOnlyYi: Galliard, can you do a Master Yi tutorial?

His stream, once treated as pure comedy, began receiving different types of chat messages.

As Master Yi’s popularity skyrocketed, more players came to learn from him.

At the same time, Galliard’s rank rapidly rose from Gold to Platinum 1.

Soon, he seemed poised to reach Diamond.

“Hahaha! I’m happy to teach anyone.”

In high spirits, Galliard devoted several days to streaming and playing COL.

***

“You look like you’ve been smiling a lot lately. Did you receive a massive donation?”

“Hahaha! Do you think I do this for money? Master Yi’s joy is my joy!”

Not long after the COL Wildfire update, Galliard returned to the Magic Tower for the first time in a while.

The others had kept up with his activities through Tworch.

“How on earth do they come up with updates like this? Riot is truly divine!”

“Most users curse me instead. Flash is an incredibly overpowered item.”

The Wildfire item was originally supposed to release last year with the “Maple Leaf Story” Evan update.

However, due to various delays, it was only released now.

Additionally, the Demon Slayer class from “Maple Leaf Story” was scheduled for release tomorrow.

“That’s not it. Master Yi is simply a great champion.”

“…Master Yi wasn’t designed for high-tier players in the first place.”

“Just watch! I’m heading straight for Challenger!”

“Let’s start with Diamond first…”

Galliard was entirely consumed by his love for Master Yi.

Knowing the item would be removed in a few months, the others left him to it.

A follow-up jungler item update would balance the jungle champions and make Master Yi slightly more viable.

“So, are you not playing ‘Maple Leaf Story’ these days? The Demon Slayer class is being released tomorrow.”

“I’ve been busy lately. But I hear there’s a lot of buzz about it. A class inspired by demons, of all things.”

“Well, you’ll see for yourself. It’s just a game anyway.”

The pre-release reception of the Demon Slayer wasn’t great.

There was strong resistance to the demon-themed concept.

But they believed such complaints would fade once players experienced the class.

“Well… Alright. If you say it’s fine, then so be it.”

“Yes, well. But more importantly, please cut down on gaming. And while you’re streaming, I think you should be careful.”

“What do I need to be careful about?”

“When you do reactions or similar things, isn’t it true that your appearance and your home are shown instead of the game screen?”

“That’s true.”

“That’s what I mean. If your window is open in the background, won’t viewers try to figure out where you live?”

The location of a streamer’s home is a sensitive issue.

Most streamers hide such details by covering windows or taking other measures.

However, Galliard showed everything without much thought.

It was a situation where anyone with intent could find out where Galliard lived.

“Hahaha. Have you forgotten who I am?”

“Still, if you get attacked while gaming, there’s no guarantee of safety, is there?”

“Hohohoho.”

Galliard laughed heartily.

He seemed to believe there was no one daring enough to threaten him.

Of course, in reality, only the Tower Masters could rival his strength.

Even so, while connected to a fantasy game, the physical body is usually defenseless and requires caution.

“Instead of worrying about that, just buff me already.”

Brushing off my concerns, Galliard walked away.

Well, he’s a former hero. He should be fine.

Moreover, it’s a peaceful era.

Thinking this way, I quickly forgot about it.

But a few days later, shocking news came.

[Former Hero Galliard. Attacked during a COL session.]

***

Mygreatchamp: Wow, 100 flash stacks? That’s insane.

SaintessPantySneak: This match is crazy!

MychungEliminator: Even the enemy Warwick looks dangerous.

Galliard was streaming on ‘Tworch,’ showcasing a legendary game where he rapidly stacked flash power.

‘If we secure Baron, this match is ours.’

The team that captured the next Baron would win.

Since the enemy Warwick’s flash stacks were similar, the outcome was still uncertain.

Mygreatchamp: Is Galliard finally going Diamond?

It was the final match of his promotion to Diamond rank.

Thus, Galliard was more focused on the game than usual.

Winning this match and reaching Diamond would make him the first-ever player in the “My User” category to achieve that rank.

If that happened, the entire world would recognize the greatness of “My.”

SaintessPantySneak: Oh, Leona’s caught!

The enemy support was caught.

Taking down even one enemy meant an immediate Baron attempt.

FantowerMasterIsCute: Oh! “My” is going for it!

Having taken down Leona, Galliard activated his ultimate and also targeted the nearby enemy Zed.

The overwhelming power of 100 flash stacks.

The enemy team, overwhelmed in an instant, struggled to respond but seemed unable to stop Galliard.

Just as the audience believed the game was sealed in his favor after Zed’s defeat—

-A summoner has left the game.

Mygreatchamp: ????

SaintessPantySneak: What is this?!!

FantowerMasterIsCute: A mom call? No, Galliard doesn’t have a mom… Ah, no offense intended…

Suddenly, Galliard disconnected from the game.

There was no way he would leave voluntarily.

This meant someone outside forcibly turned off the game.

In the end, Galliard never returned, and the game was lost.

Viewers watching the abandoned stream were left bewildered by the sudden turn of events.

*

At that moment, Galliard.

Sensing murderous intent piercing through the fantasy, he immediately disconnected and returned to reality.

“…!!”

However, the assailant was no ordinary foe.

The moment they sensed Galliard’s movements, they were already fleeing.

Through a broken window, a figure with black wings leaped into the sky.

“Ugh… Stop right there!”

‘It’s my promotion match…!’

Even though it was his promotion match, he had no choice.

Just as Rai warned, the intruder had attacked Galliard while he was gaming.

Thanks to Galliard’s extraordinary senses, he could detect danger even during the game.

Armed with a sword, he immediately chased after the attacker.

“You…!”

But the assailant was flying through the air.

Though Galliard used nearby trees to propel himself upward, he couldn’t reach the intruder’s height.

The plains surrounding the area didn’t offer many structures to climb.

“Demonkind…”

From the black wings alone, their identity was clear.

Only one species possessed such wings.

But after the Demon King was slain, Demonkind should no longer be able to enter the mortal realm.

And yet, with no warning, a demon had attacked the hero Galliard.

Piecing together the situation, it was evident that Demonkind was up to something.

Galliard immediately reported this to the royal court and the Holy Kingdom.

***

“So, you’re worried about an invasion by Demonkind, Galliard?”

“But isn’t it too soon for them to regain their strength?”

The Emperor and the Pope discussed the matter with grave expressions.

As the Pope said, Demonkind should still be far from recovering their power.

“But I am certain it was a demon. At the very least, I believe this warrants an investigation. Additionally, there’s another issue…”

“What is it?”

“Something, Galliard?”

“That demon… stole my copy of ‘Maple Leaf Story.’”
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[The Emperor’s Maple Leaf Story: New Job Class ‘Demon Slayer’ Review]

After the release of the new job class, Demon Slayer, in Maple Leaf Story,

the entire world was abuzz with the news.

The demonkind had always been long-standing enemies of the human realm.

Naturally, there was deep resentment buried in everyone’s hearts.

Because of this, some people criticized the Illusion Magic Tower for making demonkind the protagonists.

-“Today, I plan to train a Demon Slayer.

I know it has sparked a lot of controversy even before the update.

It could indeed be seen as an inappropriate choice.

However, I don’t think we should turn a blind eye to it just because of that.

I believe it’s important to experience it firsthand and then decide what is wrong.

Conversely, it might even challenge common perceptions.

In short, no one has the right to criticize something they haven’t experienced themselves. Simply

judging by its surface—such actions are unfounded.”

LongLiveHisMajesty: Hah, as expected of His Majesty!

BackroomPhilosopher: Truly, that’s spot on. These days, people blindly criticize without even

understanding what they’re against. They just follow the crowd.

FantasyTowerOwnerIsCute: Agreed. Even the Illusion Magic Tower announced that there’s no cause for concern.

There were a few who shared the same sentiment.

The Emperor logged into the game with a heavy heart.

Although the Illusion Magic Tower reassured there was no need to worry,

it was undeniable that the update had stirred significant backlash.

As the leader of the continent, the Emperor believed it was his duty to guide the people properly.

He resolved to play Demon Slayer himself and determine whether it was appropriate or harmful to the world.

-“Let’s begin in earnest, then.”

After creating his character,

the Demon Slayer tutorial officially began.

The viewers’ screens quickly darkened.

The Emperor was being drawn into the world of Maple Leaf Story.

As the darkness lifted, the story of Demon Slayer began.

-“No… It can’t be…!”

The screen showed a burning village from an aerial view.

The Demon, which was controlled by the Emperor,

was flying swiftly over the blazing village.

All the buildings were engulfed in flames.

Some people lay collapsed on the ground, bleeding,

while others were consumed by the inferno along with the buildings.

Murmuring words like “No, it can’t be,”

the Demon landed in front of a particular house.

That house, like the others, was burning down and crumbling.

The Demon threw himself through the flames and entered the house.

But it was already too late.

-“Ah, no… Mother…! Demian…!!!”

The Demon’s mother had stopped breathing, consumed by flames.

His younger brother, Demian, was nowhere to be found.

As the Demon’s anguished roar echoed, the scene shifted.

LongLiveHisMajesty: Whoa… What is this? The immersion is insane from the start.

FantasyTowerOwnerIsCute: Wow, the quality is unbelievable… Truly god-tier work by the Fantasy Tower Owner.

FootmanForHisMajesty: Didn’t Riot model this?

BackroomPhilosopher: This makes me want to try it myself. I feel like leaving work early…

FootmanForHisMajesty: Aren’t you unemployed?

Even though the viewers were just watching a stream,

they held their breath, fully immersed.

The storyline was that gripping.

The Emperor, actively playing the game, was even more deeply engrossed.

-“To harm others for your own goals… You’ll eventually find yourself in the same position! Commander!”

-“…Hmph. Regrettable. Die, priest.”

The story shifted to the Demon’s past.

Before returning to this burning village, his hometown,

the Demon had overrun the Tower of Time.

He was the commander of the Black Dark Sorcerer’s army,

leading a war to consume the Maple Leaf world.

Following the orders of the Black Dark Sorcerer,

he had carried out his conquests.

FootmanForHisMajesty: As expected, he’s a bad guy. He’s the commander of the Black Dark Sorcerer’s army.

BackroomPhilosopher: Can you reserve judgment until you finish watching?

As the story progressed, the viewers’ opinions began to shift.

The Demon, assumed to be the villain,

was revealed to be a half-blood—part human and part demon.

The truth about his past emerged,

including the Black Dark Sorcerer’s betrayal and the murder of the Demon’s family.

FantasyTowerOwnerIsCute: ㅠㅠ Poor Demon…

-“Are you sure about this, Commander? But the Black Dark Sorcerer…”

Overwhelmed by betrayal and the loss of his family,

the Demon wrestled with his actions,

the lingering humanity in his blood,

and his seething rage toward the Black Dark Sorcerer.

Amid these conflicting emotions, the Demon made a decision—

a righteous one for himself and his family.

-“…Take this to the heroes, Mastema.”

The Demon handed a letter to his familiar, Mastema.

It was a message for the “Heroes” to rise against the Black Dark Sorcerer.

The Demon planned to exact revenge on the Black Dark Sorcerer.

-“Why did you do it?”

-“……”

The Demon eventually confronted the Black Dark Sorcerer alone.

He asked why his family had been killed, but the Black Dark Sorcerer remained silent.

The grip on the Demon’s axe tightened.

-“I was merely… a pawn in your ideals, only to be discarded…!”

Bang!

Spreading his wings, the Demon leaped toward the Black Dark Sorcerer.

Of course, the Demon’s power alone could never defeat him.

The Demon was bound to die.

Yet, despite knowing this, the Demon flew onward.

Consumed by fury and guilt.

Deeply regretting his past self.

The Demon’s axe shattered the Black Dark Sorcerer’s barrier.

Crack!

-“…!”

The seemingly impenetrable barrier began to fracture and break.

This barrier was so sturdy that even other commanders couldn’t damage it alone.

It was a testament to the Demon’s immense strength.

-“Kuhuk-”

But it wasn’t enough.

He had only managed to break one layer of the barrier.

With a relentless follow-up attack,

the Demon coughed blood and collapsed to the ground.

-“Ugh… Gaaaaah!”

On the brink of death, barely able to move,

the Demon forcibly unleashed the remaining force within him to rise once more.

-“It feels like my entire body is shattering.”

 

Knowing their own death.

Even as their whole body was on the verge of breaking.

-However, Demian…

Even so, the Demon flew toward the Black Dark Sorcerer.

The Black Dark Sorcerer stretched out their arm.

The collision of two entities.

-KRAAAAAAAAH-

The explosion of two massive forces.

Within that explosion, the Demon’s form drifted away.

-If only… I had one more chance…

The vision darkened, and time passed.

LongLiveHisMajesty: Wow… So, thanks to the Demon, the heroes sealed the Black Dark Sorcerer.

PhilosopherInTheBasement: Didn’t he summon the heroes and weaken the Black Dark Sorcerer by sacrificing himself? Knowing he’d die.

HisMajesty’sFootWasher: But he’s dead, so what happens now?

IllusionTowerMasterIsCute: The Demon… he’s straight out of an ethics textbook…

After a long time, the Demon emerged from an egg.

Facing strangers trying to use him for something, the real play began in earnest.

“Hoo… Let’s take a break here for now.”

The Emperor paused the game and turned away from the screen.

Tears welled in his eyes, perhaps due to his intense immersion.

Even though it was just a story, it felt as if he were the Demon, weighed down by the anguish.

“What did everyone think? Speaking as someone who played it myself, I can honestly say I’m still having a hard time shaking it off. It’s incredibly moving. I hope you all try it out for yourselves.”

LongLiveHisMajesty: The fact is, this isn’t even the start of the tutorial. The backstory alone is mind-blowing.

IllusionTowerMasterIsCute: The fact is, the Demon made the Maple Leaf World healthier.

The chat echoed with agreement to the Emperor’s sentiments.

For a villain, his story was painfully emotional.

“The story will probably proceed with the other heroes trying to stop the resurrecting Black Dark Sorcerer, like always. Truly, as Riot said, he’s not a character you can simply point fingers at.”

Though his race was Demonkind, he was, in essence, a hero.

Of course, before that, he was a Legion Commander responsible for massacres—but that was because he had been used by the Black Dark Sorcerer.

The fact that he was a hybrid of Demonkind and human also played a role.

“The one thing I know for sure is that I need to keep playing. Based on what I’ve seen so far, it’s absolutely worth continuing.”

Of course, controversy would still remain.

But it didn’t seem like it would be dismissed outright.

“Well then…”

-Your Majesty! Something terrible has happened!

Just as the Emperor was about to continue the tutorial,

An urgent voice rang out from outside.

“What is it?”

“Lord Galliard was attacked during a COL broadcast!”

“…What?”

***

“So now, the Imperial family—no, the entire continent—is in chaos.”

“Yes. Normally, it would take at least a few hundred years for Demonkind to cross back into the middle realm.”

“What’s the reason?”

“The most likely explanation is… that a being of extraordinary power appeared in the Demon World. Someone capable of reviving the fallen Demonkind almost instantly. For example, a new Demon King.”

“…In such a dire situation, is it really okay for you to be here?”

After the attack on Galliard,

In the midst of all the uproar, Rikal had retreated to the Illusion Magic Tower and was sipping coffee.

The attack on Galliard had happened during his live broadcast.

Because of that, the fact that the assailant was Demonkind spread across the continent in an instant.

“Those guys should handle it. My brother included, even though he’s still gaming in this situation… Ha.”

Thanks to that, the Imperial family was incredibly busy.

But even so, everyone seemed to still be gaming.

It seemed Rikal had escaped on his own as his workload increased.

“Sigh… What a shame.”

It was truly a shame.

But honestly, I was busy too. I didn’t have time to hang out with Rikal.

For illusion mages like us, there wasn’t much we could do even if Demonkind attacked.

Maybe play games with the Demonkind?

From my perspective, there was nothing I could do.

I didn’t have time to listen to Rikal’s complaints either.

“It’s unfortunate, but I’m busy too. Go back now!”

“Hey, hey! Wait a second!”

“What? Do you have more to say?”

“That… Ha, never mind. Get lost.”

“Ugh, geez.”

After sending Rikal away, I prepared for the upcoming patch.

Days passed.

The chaotic news about Demonkind began to quiet down, and the world slowly returned to normal.

Just as I thought I could finally relax…

“Are you the Riot who made Demon Slayer?”

“Uh, yeah… Who are you?”

“I am The Demon King-sama!”

A child claiming to be the Demon King appeared at the Illusion Magic Tower.
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Long ago.

In the time when the empire that would rule the continent in the future was just beginning to emerge,

When Trinity was established and a new society of mages began to form,

When Galliard, who would become a hero, and Aria, who would become a saintess, had not yet been born,

When the forest of elves had remained sealed off for centuries, and the continent was still fragmented,

During the era when adventurers were flourishing.

In a desert located somewhere in the northwest of the continent, a girl was walking.

A girl with violet skin, unlike ordinary humans.

Her arms and legs were covered in the blood of monsters.

Her wings, left unconcealed, were massive like those of a dragon.

However, the wings, with their dark red bones and bat-like membranes, were those of a demon.

Her name was Lumia.

She possessed the blood of both humans and demons.

From her appearance, she seemed like a girl in her mid-to-late teens.

But the years she had lived were many times longer.

Born into human society, she had lived her childhood enduring discrimination.

Rejected wherever she went, she naturally became a wandering adventurer.

With the blood of demons flowing through her veins, she was immensely strong.

In no time, she reached the highest rank of adventurers.

But whenever her true identity was revealed, people would exile her.

Even though Lumia had risked her life fighting for their safety.

“Kieeeek—!”

When she unleashed her demonic energy, the death worms crawling through the desert immediately fled.

No ordinary monsters of the human world could challenge her anymore.

Thud.

Lumia stabbed the demonic sword she had been carrying into the middle of the desert.

It was a relic of a Demon King who had invaded the human world thousands of years ago, obtained through her long adventures.

Through her extensive journeys in the human realm, Lumia had acquired vast knowledge and history.

From the first and second demon invasions to how they crossed into the human world.

How humans defended against the demons and the principles behind the demons crossing into the human realm.

Her exploration of such forgotten and difficult-to-find records was not without reason.

It was to cross into the Demon World.

“@#!&&!~@#!$$#”

Muttering under her breath, Lumia infused demonic energy into the sword.

A sandstorm arose around the sword, forming a massive vortex.

It resembled a giant antlion pit.

Amidst the vortex, a large spatial crack appeared.

“It worked…!”

A portal to the Demon World.

It was something that only a Demon King-level entity with sufficient power could open, defying the laws of the world.

But with the knowledge Lumia had acquired and the demonic sword, she could produce a similar effect.

Swallowing her dry throat a few times, Lumia took a step forward.

Her long-awaited journey to the Demon World.

Her reasons for wanting to go to the Demon World were clear.

First, to find her father.

She wanted to meet the father who created her and disappeared into the Demon World.

Not to resent him, but to at least ask why he had done so.

Second, because she was a demon.

Although she carried human blood, humans had never welcomed her.

Her appearance was essentially that of a full-fledged demon.

The influence of demonic energy only grew stronger the more she used it, making it clear that she was, in essence, a demon.

Her unmatched strength, even compared to pureblood demons, was evidence of this.

It was only natural for her to want to find a society of her kind.

With trembling emotions, Lumia crossed dimensions.

“Woohoo! Here I come!”

Lumia’s personality was exceedingly cheerful.

Had it not been, she would not have been able to endure the long years of human discrimination.

Despite experiencing betrayal by humans she had trusted,

Lumia never lost her self-respect.

She simply let it go and chose to cross into the dimension of her fellow demons.

Thus, long before the Demon World began its invasion of the human realm,

Lumia crossed dimensions.

“Hah… Hah… Whew… I’m the best!”

What awaited Lumia in the Demon World was even fiercer battles.

Fighting demons, winning, and raising her rank.

It was an endless cycle.

But it was different from human discrimination.

In the Demon World, proving strength and determining one’s status through power was their destiny.

When the fight ended, the defeated demons bowed their heads to Lumia and became her allies (in Lumia’s sense).

As she steadily built her position in demon society,

One day, she reached the domain of the Demon King’s army.

“Where in the world… did something so unrefined come from…”

And then she defeated the third Legion Commander of the Demon King’s Army.

It was news that caused a great stir in demon society.

“Would you join me in leading the Demon King’s Army?”

“Very well!”

And so, at the Demon King’s invitation, she became a Legion Commander of the Demon King’s Army.

After becoming a Legion Commander, she no longer fought against demons as she had before.

To begin with, as the third Legion Commander, there were only about five beings, including the Demon King, who could rival her power.

She had already become friends with them.

Instead, she focused on commanding her legion and preparing for war with the humans.

She began to develop a new form of power and became an integral part of the Demon King’s Army.

“Hiyahhhhhh!”

Time passed, and the demons invaded the human realm.

Lumia led the Demon King’s Army in the conquest of the continent.

In particular, Lumia’s legion played the most significant role in the Demon King’s Army.

Even when other legions faltered, her forces always broke through the enemy frontlines and reclaimed strategic points.

Undoubtedly, she was the greatest contributor to the human realm invasion.

Thus, the tide of war gradually shifted in favor of the Demon King’s Army.

Most of the continent was enveloped in demonic energy, and the human territories shrank.

Everything seemed to be progressing smoothly.

Until that incident.

“Alright, everyone! If we win this battle, the Demon King will end the Hero’s party once and for all!”

It was expected to be the final battle.

If they won this battle, the Demon King was likely to confront the Hero directly.

Given the current state of affairs, it appeared the Demon King would defeat the Hero.

Victory for the Demon King’s Army seemed imminent.

“Hiyahhh! It’s over!”

As always, Lumia fought with all her might.

The other legions finished their battles and converged on Lumia’s battlefield.

However…

“—!?”

As the other legions joined in, the movements of their Legion Commanders seemed strange.

“What are you doing…”

Suddenly, the commanders of the 1st, 2nd, and 4th legions began attacking Lumia.

They seized her demonic sword and cast her deep into the abyss of the Demon World.

“Urgh—”

The source of Lumia’s power, the ancient demonic sword that had chosen her as its master, was taken.

The Legion Commanders, aware that without her demonic sword, Lumia’s combat strength would significantly diminish, exploited her weakness.

They succeeded in confiscating the demonic sword and sealed Lumia at the edge of the Demon World.

“Why… why are you doing this, all of you!”

“Lumia… it’s the Demon King’s order.”

“Why would the Demon King…”

It was the Demon King’s command.

With victory in sight, the Demon King no longer needed Lumia.

The reason was that Lumia had grown too powerful.

She had greatly contributed to their victories in the war, but her rapid growth posed a potential threat to the Demon King’s position.

To prevent future risks, the Demon King discarded her once the tide of war was in their favor.

Now that victory was secured, she was no longer necessary.

“I just wanted… to have friends…”

Sealed in a desolate, demonic wasteland, Lumia muttered.

For years, no, for over a decade.

It was a tormenting time.

She had been discriminated against by humans and abandoned by demons.

As someone with both human and demon blood, she belonged to neither.

More precisely, neither side accepted her.

All she ever wanted was a friend.

Tears welled in Lumia’s eyes, who had never once lost her smile.

In truth, she was not okay.

She felt sorrow when humans discriminated against her, and despair to the point of wanting to die when demons betrayed her.

Throughout her life, not once had Lumia been welcomed by anyone.

In her seal, Lumia resolved to end her life.

The pain was unbearable.

It was then that the seal suppressing her broke.

“…Huh?”

The Demon King’s Army had been defeated.

With Lumia absent from the battlefield and the Hero’s awakening, humanity miraculously turned the tide of battle.

Afterward, humans gradually reclaimed their lost lands, and eventually, the Hero’s party defeated the Demon King.

Lumia had thought the war had gone on too long.

By now, the Demon World was likely in utter chaos.

With the Demon King gone and their defeat in the war, the Demon World had devolved into a lawless land.

Under the rule of strength, everything would have to be rebuilt from scratch.

“…Alright.”

Lumia made up her mind.

Given a second chance.

She hadn’t forgotten the countless betrayals.

Yet even so, Lumia’s sense of self remained intact.

Her values remained unchanged.

As both a human and a demon.

If everyone continued to betray, discriminate against, and suppress her…

“I will become the Demon King!”

Then she would rise to the top herself.

If she stood at the very pinnacle, untouchable by anyone.

Then she could make everything as she wished.

And so Lumia stormed the empty Demon King’s castle to reclaim her demonic sword.

In the chaos of the post-war Demon World, she rose to the position of the strongest.

***

“This… this is really… truly…”

Decades after Lumia swiftly consolidated power in the Demon World.

An artifact brought back by her subordinate Malphas from the human realm—a story about Maple Leaf.

An item called the “Fantasy Game.”

As Lumia experienced it, she cried her heart out.

“Isn’t this the most moving story ever? It’s literally the story of the Demon King’s life!”

The term “Demon King-sama” referred to Lumia.

Having become the Demon King, she liked calling herself that.

She had just finished playing “Demon Slayer.”

“So they say the fantasy magicians created it. It’s currently the most popular thing among humans. Unfortunately, the Hero was not dealt with. Even though he’s aged, his senses remain sharp.”

“I see. Good work, Malphas. We’ll talk again later.”

Lumia spent quite some time immersed in “Demon Slayer.”

She made a resolution.

The story had touched her heart deeply.

She would meet the creator of this story.

Lumia crossed over to the human realm.

 

—
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“Ah, ahaha… So, that’s why you came all the way from the Demon King’s castle to here, Demon King-sama.”

“That’s exactly right!”

The girl who claimed to be the Demon King… hearing her story, I awkwardly nodded.

For now, I was at a loss for words, unsure what this situation was about.

At the very least, it was clear that this Demon King-sama was a demon.

Her appearance, brimming with demonic energy, made it obvious.

The appearance of demons isn’t bound by their age, so this form was possible.

Recently, a demon had stolen Galliard’s Maple Leaf Story, and even played Demon Slayer, so it was somewhat understandable.

If I were to concede a million times, I could even accept that this Demon King-sama was the actual Demon King.

However,

“That doesn’t mean it makes any sense for the Demon King to actually come here! Does it?!”

“Hmm? But it’s not yet time to send the entire Demon King’s army to the middle realm. To break such rules, more demonic energy must accumulate in the Demon Realm first.”

“Oh… I see.”

Then, Demon King-sama pulled out her demon sword, explaining how she crossed over.

A demon sword obtained long ago during her time in the human realm.

She learned to traverse dimensions using this sword through her adventures in ancient ruins and records.

However, it was different from the periodic invasions of demons.

At most, it allowed one or two demons to cross at a time.

And this time, the Demon King herself had come personally…

All for Maple Leaf Story.

“Well, um… I’m glad you had fun playing.”

I picked my words carefully and said that much.

To be honest, this situation was incredibly dangerous.

The Demon King was now inside the Illusion Magic Tower.

If she were truly the Demon King, just a flick of her finger could bring this tower down.

Of course, I wasn’t idly sitting here, offering gratitude.

As soon as the demon approached, I used illusion magic to ask Hina to call the other Tower Masters.

But before Hina could even leave the tower, it was already sealed off.

The Demon King-sama had used her demonic energy to block all exits.

She seemed like a friendly girl on the surface, but her actions made the back of my neck feel cold—no, like a blade was pressed against it.

“A-anyway, the story of Demon Slayer… it has nothing to do with you, Demon King-sama. It’s set after the war between humans and demons, you see. It just happened to include characters like that.”

“I see… But this Demon King-sama was deeply moved!”

“I-I see. So, what exactly is it that you’d like to do?”

Above, the illusion mages were signaling desperately.

It meant all communications to the outside had been cut off.

Smiling brightly, she had thoroughly severed every line of communication.

Moreover, the main server artifacts for each game were housed at the top of the Illusion Magic Tower.

If those were also disabled, the world would be thrown into chaos.

Scribble scribble

Rain was signaling from above.

Thankfully, the game seemed to be operating normally.

For now, other mages in the game would request help.

“I heard there are other games too! Humans seem to enjoy them greatly, and Demon King-sama wishes to try them as well.”

“Oh, is that so? As much as you’d like…”

I showed her all the other games.

The Demon King-sama picked up COL with an intrigued expression.

“This is the one humans play together in groups, right?”

“Yes, yes.”

Her tone was strangely a mix of Rikal and JeBbit’s.

Surely, Rikal wasn’t pulling some kind of prank.

“Hmm!”

Demon King-sama logged into COL.

When entering the illusion game, the body is left defenseless.

However, none of us dared to touch the Demon King-sama.

Galliard once felt killing intent even while playing a game.

Besides, we illusion mages lacked combat abilities altogether.

In moments like these, I cursed my innate attribute.

Scribble scribble—

At that moment, Hina signaled from above.

She had contacted the Emperor and Electra in Maple Leaf Story and COL for help.

This meant the Tower Masters and Imperial Army would soon arrive at the Illusion Magic Tower.

Since the Tower Masters were in the same city, they’d arrive in less than a minute.

Finally, I felt a bit of relief.

And then, the Demon King-sama returned to reality after finishing a round of COL.

“It’s a bit challenging, but… this is truly fun!”

“Th-that’s a relief.”

“Hmm… by the way…”

The Demon King-sama stroked her chin as if contemplating something, though she obviously had no beard.

Meanwhile, outside, an enormous surge of mana could be felt.

It seemed the Tower Masters had arrived.

Swirling mana.

They were likely trying to destroy the barrier created by the Demon King’s demonic energy.

The moment that mana exploded outside,

The sealed doors of the Illusion Magic Tower opened,

Bang—

“How did the Demon King—!”

“We wish to buy this game as well!”

The Demon King-sama cheerfully shouted.

The Tower Masters, bursting in, looked utterly baffled.

***

“So, that’s really the Demon King, is it?”

Somewhere within the Imperial Palace.

We gathered in a place the Emperor described as the most secretive in the palace.

The group included the Emperor, me, Rikal, Leo, a Cardinal from the Holy Kingdom, and a few key royal aides.

After responding late to our call for help, the Imperial Army brought us to the palace.

Of course, the Demon King came along but was said to be waiting quietly.

The slow-moving Tower Masters hadn’t followed.

“What should we do now? The deity remains unresponsive. This was an unforeseen event, so…”

“How many centuries do you estimate it will take before the demon invasion occurs?”

“What are the current chances of defeating the Demon King?”

“If it’s just the Demon King alone, with the combined efforts of the Tower Masters, the Imperial Army, and the Holy Knights, I believe it is entirely possible.”

They were discussing the matter gravely.

Perhaps, as they said, this might truly be an opportunity.

The Demon King, appearing as a young girl, had foolishly crossed into the human realm alone.

Moreover, there hadn’t been enough time for demonic energy to accumulate, so now was their chance to strike.

“But the Demon King only expressed a desire to purchase a game,” I interjected.

The serious expressions on their faces turned toward me, unchanging.

“That’s the incomprehensible part. Why would the Demon King cross into the human realm alone just to buy a game?”

“…Could it be a trap? Perhaps this is a ruse to make us lower our guard, and she has hidden forces ready to ambush us… Commander, immediately search the surrounding areas for any ambushed demons or traps!”

“However, if it’s COL, even demons would find it irresistible…”

The conversations began to spiral out of control.

Some speculated that the Demon King might be using herself as bait to lay a trap.

Outside, the Emperor’s orders could be heard as knights moved swiftly.

Yet, from what I could see, there was no intention of attacking.

The fact that she had been waiting patiently all this time was evidence enough.

Unable to watch any longer, I spoke up.

“I believe she truly came to purchase a game. How about we just give her the game and send her back?”

“But even so, that’s problematic. What if this wicked demon does something malicious within the game?”

“Exactly. What if they ruin the game entirely?”

“Wicked demons are sure to do such things.”

“It could be an attempt to ensure we humans can’t play games anymore.”

But the prejudice against demons was far deeper than I had anticipated.

“Players cannot tamper with the game system. Additionally, I can restrict any malicious behaviour immediately.”

“But those wicked demons…”

“If it’s those wicked demons, they will surely…”

“We must never hand over the game to demons…”

Opposition erupted solely because she was a demon.

I still couldn’t understand their reasoning.

Perhaps it was because I had listened to the Demon King-sama’s story earlier.

A life lived as a half-human, half-demon.

She must have faced such discrimination wherever she went.

And it was evident that the Demon King-sama hadn’t come to the human realm with any invasion plans.

As she said herself, she simply found the game enjoyable.

“No. I will give her the game.”

“…What are you saying, Riot?!”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“Master Illusionist, why would you…”

“I sincerely believe the Demon King came here for the game. She enjoyed it. There doesn’t seem to be any intent to ruin our game or use this as a distraction for an attack. By now, it should also be clear that there are no hidden traps or ambushes.”

“There are indeed no traces of traps or demonic energy,” the Knight Commander reported to the Emperor.

“And have you considered the potential damage if we attack the Demon King now? The capital itself will likely be destroyed. Such a battle with the Demon King would demand immense sacrifices.”

“But still…”

I made my decision and stood.

The Demon King hadn’t come here to attack.

Her wariness toward us was because of what humans had done to her in the past.

As someone who creates games, my job is to let those who enjoy games experience them freely.

And so, I left the imperial palace.

Even after that, the Imperial Court and the Holy Kingdom continued to keep an eye on me.

But as time passed, they eventually dropped their suspicions.

***

The Demon King Lumia returned to the Demon World, carrying an abundance of illusion games.

“What a peculiar human…”

In truth, she had heard every conversation within the imperial palace while she waited.

No matter how discreetly they whispered, the Demon King’s ears were sharp enough to catch it all.

As always, humans like the Emperor and the Cardinal hated and discussed attacking her.

All she wanted was to enjoy a game, yet humans still loathed her.

However, she had no intention of causing a disturbance.

If humans attacked, she would simply retreat to the Demon World.

Even as the Demon King, she wasn’t yet strong enough to defeat all of humanity alone.

Still, amidst all this, there was one human with a different opinion.

The game creator, Riot.

He neither despised her nor insisted on attacking her.

He simply acknowledged her desire to play the game and handed it over.

A truly peculiar human.

In her entire life, no human had ever spoken to her that way.

Her previously gloomy mood lifted slightly.

And Riot, ignoring the Emperor and others, ultimately gave her the game.

It didn’t seem like he had any ulterior motives.

“If only all humans were like that…”

Though Lumia had endured much pain and found it hard to trust anyone,

Somehow, he seemed genuinely different.

Of course, that didn’t mean she planned to befriend humanity or anything.

Yet, it left her with a strange feeling.

“Everyone, gather around!”

Back in the Demon King’s castle, she distributed the games to her demons.

“…You want us to play something made by humans?”

“This primitive nonsense…”

The demons were no different from humans.

At first, none of them wanted to touch something made by humans.

But their bodies were honest.

After trying it a few times, the demons became hooked on the games.

Soon, an enormous gaming craze swept through the Demon World.

“Gaaah! Losing like this is unacceptable!”

“Level 176? I died because I couldn’t beat a simple mushroom? Waaaah!”

“I’m not sleeping until I break my losing streak!”

“You’re truly a god…!”

 

—
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The current fourth-ranked demon in the hierarchy, Baalzebub.

Appearing like a comet alongside the new Demon King, he was a rising star among the demonkind.

A new era began with the change of the Demon King.

As one of its main figures, he followed Lumia, leading the demons into a new age.

This Demon Realm, governed by Lumia, was changing, becoming different from the violent Demon Realms of the past.

Baalzebub did not dislike this new Demon Realm, and he resolved to create the greatest demons in history by following Lumia.

However, even he had complaints about one of Lumia’s decisions.

“This is a ‘game’ created by humans! I will provide one game per demon, but taxes will be increased!”

This was the announcement to supply human-made ‘games’ to the Demon Realm.

It was recently known that humans were enthusiastic about games.

However, following human trends was ridiculous for the demonkind.

“This is… the most fun thing! Not playing it will ruin your demon life!”

But Demon King Lumia persistently pushed forward.

Because of this, taxes increased, and there was less time to fight, filling the demons with dissatisfaction.

Taxes, a human concept, were something Lumia introduced to the Demon Realm for the first time.

Of course, it wasn’t money collected from humans but something like jewels.

Baalzebub could tolerate that much, but mimicking humans was something he simply couldn’t accept.

Until he played COL.

“This, this is…?!!”

The first game Baalzebub played was COL, and he instantly recognized its appeal after just one match.

Baalzebub, as an upper-level demon, usually fought with a massive greatsword and his own blood.

A champion named Aatrox, with a fighting style similar to his, caught his attention.

Playing as that champion, he could execute all the attacks he had only imagined until then.

Movements unrestricted by reality and absurdly flexible.

Stronger power and fantastical visuals that he couldn’t feel in reality.

Once he tasted that thrill, he naturally sought the next game.

“Uwooooooooooooo!! I’m overflowing with power!!”

His usual demeanour was not so high-energy.

Through extreme training, he had risen to the fourth rank, always maintaining his composure.

But the overflowing power in COL excited even him.

Moreover, COL had not only Aatrox but also many other champions.

Most of these champions had styles vastly different from Baalzebub’s combat method.

Still, Baalzebub thought such champions would not interest him.

But his assumption was completely wrong.

Combat styles he could never experience otherwise, movements unlike his own.

The pleasure from these was several times stronger.

“Oh… I should watch this broadcast.”

Before he knew it, he was watching Twitch streams of “master players” for each champion.

“Hmm. Welcome, Mr. Baalzebub. Is your name Baalzebub?”

One day, while engrossed in Master Yi, he came across the broadcast of Galliard, a master of Yi.

“So you’re here to learn Yi. That’s a good attitude. Watch closely and learn.”

Galliard read Baalzebub’s chat and interacted without realizing he was a demon.

And so Baalzebub began learning Master Yi.

Baalzebub gradually fell for Yi’s charm.

Before he realized it, he was playing Yi exclusively.

For someone who always swung a massive greatsword, the pleasure of Yi’s quick sword strikes was irresistible.

One day.

‘But… something feels lacking…’

Suddenly, Baalzebub thought Galliard’s Yi was somewhat lacking.

Galliard’s original swordsmanship skills were, of course, the best among humans.

But human swordsmanship was very different from that of demons.

Of course, the game’s motions were limited.

But if he incorporated his own swordsmanship, he felt he could play slightly better than Galliard.

Additionally, unlike Galliard’s speed-oriented build, he thought he could showcase a completely different Yi with a new item build.

From that moment, Baalzebub stopped watching Galliard’s broadcasts and began studying Yi himself.

How much time passed?

“This is it…”

Baalzebub discovered a new item build. A new Yi.

It wasn’t Galliard’s Yi.

It was a new Yi that combined the explosive power and devastating strikes of demon swordsmanship.

“Hero Galliard… Admitting a human is painful for a demon’s pride. But I’ve acknowledged you until now, for you were an authority on Yi. But now, things are different. My Yi is superior…”

Until now, he had humbled himself and learned from a human about Yi.

Because he knew nothing about COL.

But now Baalzebub was ready to prove his strength over humans.

He was prepared to demonstrate that his Yi was stronger than that of the former hero.

The problem was how to prove this to the world.

Showing it in the same game as Galliard was impossible.

The same champion couldn’t appear in one game.

In that case.

“I’ll start my own broadcast.”

The conclusion was to begin his own broadcast.

By streaming, he could show the world how strong his Yi was.

And he planned to secure more viewers than Galliard, or even absorb all his viewers, becoming the strongest Yi master and streamer.

That’s the way of the demonkind. A race that determines superiority through strength.

Baalzebub began streaming.

[Room of Yi Ranked 2nd, Baalzebub]

Currently ranked second among Yi masters, behind Galliard.

But that ranking would soon change.

A new Yi master appearing like a comet, rivalling the previously unrivalled Galliard.

COL players began to take an interest in him.

Thanks to that, Baalzebub’s viewer count increased rapidly for a first-time streamer.

‘But this isn’t enough.’

What Baalzebub could do was showcase a strong Yi.

And just as he thought, as soon as his serious gameplay began, the audience’s reaction started to heat up.

–IsMasterYitrashtier: ? Is this the right build for Yi? Not building attack speed?

–SorrySorry: He does build attack speed, but he mainly goes for armor-penetration items.

–WorldTreeIsJustABigTree: Armor-pen Yi? What kind of nonsense is that?

At first, it was disbelief.

A playstyle that completely shattered the existing frame Galliard had built for Master Yi.

But as the game progressed, the reactions began to change.

–IsMasterYitrashtier: Wait, what is that Alpha Strike damage?! Is this even possible for Master Yi???!!

–SaintessPantySneak: I heard rumors, but what is this? Why does Yi’s basic attack hit so hard?

–WorldTreeIsJustABigTree: Looks like Galliard better start sweating, lol.

One powerful strike after another.

As the devastating strength of armor-penetration Yi was revealed, the viewer count began to soar.

A new strong player had emerged in the otherwise monotonous Yi scene.

–IsMasterYitrashtier: Wait, isn’t this the guy? The one who kept asking questions in Galliard’s streams every day. He asked so much and became a The master of Yi himself, lol.

–SaintessPantySneak: Judging by the username, seems like he’s a demon, though?

–SorrySorry: Wow, but should we even be watching this? It’s so cool I can’t help it.

“Hello, everyone. It’s me.”

And so, Baalzebub quickly became a popular streamer.

“These days, my viewer count has dropped. What? A new Yi master named Baalzebub appeared?”

Eventually, even Galliard caught wind of the news.

Something seemed to be brewing between the two Master Yi experts.

Meanwhile, other demons were also completely engrossed in games.

They played various games that suited their preferences.

Of course, demons who loved combat the most preferred games like Maple Leaf Story and COL.

Though their preferences varied slightly, demons had one thing in common.

Their “nicknames.”

Defeating someone stronger than themselves and inscribing their name above theirs.

For demons, who thrived on proving their strength and leaving their mark, it was natural to have their names stand out.

Names like <Demon King Sama>, <IAmBaalzebub>, and <TheMightySuccubusLyriscia>.

Demons didn’t bother hiding their names.

And humans began to notice this, too.

For some reason, those with self-identifying nicknames.

They were all demon users.

[Is it okay for demons to play games? An interview with Riot developers on the issue.]

[They have no influence on the system. Only a few high-level illusion mages, myself included, manage it. Please think of them as just regular users.]

[The recent incident involving demons: The aftermath now revealed.]

[The reason behind exporting games to demons—and Riot’s stance.]

[The competitive spirit against demons: “Never lose to a demon.”]

[Are demons now accepted as players? How demon users have become part of the gaming landscape.]

The responses varied.

Naturally, many still felt wary of demons.

But it didn’t take long for people to realize they were just ordinary users who posed no real threat.

After that, attitudes toward demons in games gradually began to shift.

–DemonHunter: Lol, demon cut. Totally destroyed by a human kid, huh?

–WantToMeetASuccubus: Lol, demons are trash. But are you a succubus?

–DemonNoonaUwU: UwU it’s Demon King Sama.

It had already been announced that there was no imminent demon invasion.

Gradually, humans began playing games with demons without fear.

After all, demon players made up only a tiny fraction of the total player base.

And most importantly, they were only interested in winning and losing the games.

Unlike the toxic human players, they didn’t stoop to hurling insults if they lost.

As a result, perceptions of demons began to shift bit by bit.

Occasionally, humorous chat messages like “Demons probably have better manners than you” would pop up.

Compared to toxic human players, demon players’ gameplay was notably clean.

One media outlet even published a study on the report rates by race.

Elves ranked first, while demons were last.

This led to a trend of jokes like “Better a demon noona than a salty elf.”

Especially the younger generation, who had grown up after the war with demons, didn’t harbor the same fear.

Unlike figures like Galliard or the Emperor, who represented the older generation, this new generation had no direct experience of terror from demons.

Perhaps because of this, the fear of demons gradually diminished.

Of course, there were generational conflicts here and there.

Nonetheless, it was true that demon gameplay was clean.

And after a few months.

The demon faction sent a message to the Empire.

The content was simple:

“Demons also wish to participate in the next Empire-hosted gaming tournament.”
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“So, about the Tower Master?”

“If Hina appears, the viewers of Demon King-sama’s broadcast will undoubtedly skyrocket!”

“You already seem to have plenty…”

“Right now, 70% of the viewers are demons.”

Lumia, chatting excitedly in the Illusion Magic Tower.

At some point, Lumia began visiting the Illusion Magic Tower as if it were her own home.

Initially, it was merely to buy more games.

As a demon, she found it difficult to use the merchant guilds, so she had to come directly to the Illusion Magic Tower.

In doing so, she exchanged a few words with Rai.

From him, she learned about games, and later she would often come back to chat.

Had the developer been any other human, she wouldn’t have done so.

But Rai was a human unlike any other.

Even in the Empire, when everyone insisted Lumia should be attacked, Rai alone said he would give her a game.

The first existence that neither hated nor discriminated against her, whether to her face or behind her back.

Lumia found talking with Rai intriguing and enjoyable.

“Tower Master? Are you okay with this?”

“I-I-I c-c-can’t…b-broadcasts are…”

Hina stammered and mumbled, “Hoo-eh,” in response to Lumia’s request for her to join a broadcast.

Lumia had grown close to Hina as well from frequent visits to the Illusion Magic Tower.

Although Hina was also human, there seemed to be an understanding among the strong.

Moreover, Lumia had even started her own “Tworch” broadcast.

Watching famous streamers inspired her to give it a try.

She aimed to use her broadcasts to help demons better adapt to games.

“If Hina broadcasts, the viewership will explode, which is such a pity,” Lumia said as she grabbed a snack.

Lying comfortably on the sofa, Lumia laughed gleefully.

This signaled how relaxed she’d become.

She had even started forgetting to set barriers when visiting the Illusion Magic Tower.

Though she acted innocent on the surface, she was still the Demon King ruling the Demon World.

Moreover, her long life experience had made her trust in others difficult.

Thus, every time she visited the Illusion Magic Tower, she would isolate it from the outside world with a barrier, ensuring no funny business could occur.

But gradually, she grew more comfortable in the tower, convinced that these people were different.

It didn’t even seem like an act.

And Lumia could always see through people pretending in front of her.

Rai and Hina.

They didn’t appear to view Lumia as an evil being that needed to be eradicated.

Truly peculiar humans.

Most humans couldn’t wait to kill demons.

Of course, Lumia hadn’t entirely given her heart to them.

Still, she couldn’t help but hold hope that these beings were different.

“By the way, what is a ‘Col Cup’?”

“Oh, that…”

Hearing the term while gaming, Lumia asked Rai, who explained kindly.

“So, it’s a competition where beings from the human world gather to see who is the best at games?!”

“That’s correct.”

“Ooooooh! That sounds incredibly fun!”

Just hearing about it made her excited.

Naturally, Lumia wanted to go. She thought it would be great if she could participate.

But she soon grew dejected.

Though she played games, it was unlikely humans would welcome her in such an official tournament.

As someone who wished for a changed relationship between humans and demons, it was a painful thought.

“If you want, demons can probably participate. But, of course, you’ll need to decide on a representative.”

“…Really?”

“Elves, dark elves, beastfolk, all kinds participate. You’ll probably need to send an official request to the Empire.”

“B-but the Empire won’t…”

The Emperor had declared that the Demon King must die.

Lumia doubted the Empire would allow demons to participate.

“Even so, perceptions of demons in the gaming world have changed. While history hasn’t, they might even enjoy publicly stomping on demons in the tournament.”

“Hmm… That could be true. Then I’ll make the request.”

“Sure. I’ll also speak to them separately.”

It was an act requiring immense courage.

Humans had hated demons for centuries.

And they might suspect demons of planning something nefarious for the tournament and reject them outright.

Of course, Lumia had no such intentions, nor did demons have the power to invade the human world.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried.

“Why does Demon King-sama even want to bridge the gap with humans? Games are one thing, but don’t demons hate humans?”

“Demons don’t hate humans. The reason demons have invaded the human world repeatedly through history is that the human world lies between the Heavenly World and the Demon World, serving as a passage.”

“The Heavenly World?”

“If demons have an enemy, it’s the Heavenly World, not humans. It’s an ancient story even the Demon King doesn’t fully know. Beyond that, demons always seek stronger opponents. After the internal power struggles in the Demon World produce the strongest Demon King, they naturally turn their sights on the human world.”

“So basically, they’re just lunatics.”

“The Demon King just wants everyone to be friends. While battles for strength are natural, mutual hatred isn’t necessary…”

Lumia lowered her head, sadness overtaking her as old memories resurfaced.

Rai observed her silently for a moment.

“I see. Well, I hope demons can participate in the tournament.”

“Thank you, Riot.”

And so, demons were allowed to join the tournament.

Shortly afterward, the Empire approved it.

Not only Lumia but all demons were delighted.

It was an opportunity to compete with humans in strength through games rather than war during the current era of peace.

This was largely thanks to Rai’s determined persuasion.

***

“I said I’m not doing any interviews!”

Lately, I’ve been pestered by reporters again.

This time, it was because it had been revealed that I supported the Demonkind’s participation in the Col Cup.

Of course, people criticized me.

By now, everyone had gotten used to the Demonkind playing games.

In the game world, they couldn’t cause any physical harm, and players could even experience defeating them.

However, inviting them to the Human Realm to participate in a competition was a different matter.

It was about interaction between species.

Inviting the Demonkind to a Human Realm festival.

On top of that, being in the same space as the Demonkind inevitably caused unease.

“Rai, are you really sure about this?”

Rain, who had just chased off the reporters, asked me worriedly.

If even Rain reacted this way, the public reaction would be far worse.

“It will be fine. At least for now.”

But I was certain.

At least for now. And the current Demon King, Lumia, wouldn’t attack humans.

It was half intuition. A belief that Lumia would never lie.

Honestly, Lumia seemed like just a kid who really liked games.

If she had any intentions otherwise, she would have acted long ago.

Also, there were currently severe restrictions on the Demonkind crossing into the Human Realm.

By the original timeline, it would still take a few hundred years for the realms to connect.

Lumia could barely open a small passage for one or two individuals with her Demon Sword.

Even that couldn’t be done frequently.

Bringing enough Demonkind to invade the Human Realm was impossible.

“Besides, doesn’t the Demon King-sama seem far from the stereotypical Demon King?”

“That’s true.”

“There’s even that famous story from a thousand years ago, during the second Demon King’s invasion, where one of the heroes’ party members fell in love with the Demon King.”

“Oh, that one’s well-known.”

“Come to think of it, maybe the Demonkind’s goal isn’t human slaughter. Humans attack the Demonkind out of hatred, but the Demonkind seem to approach humans with a different concept in mind.”

Perhaps things could change. In the distant future.

Rain seemed to be pondering over my words.

I smiled lightly and headed to my room.

Even though I said that, it wasn’t as if I wasn’t anxious.

But I trusted my feeling that Lumia was trustworthy.

In reality, the Demon Realm Lumia envisioned seemed different from the Demon Realm of the past.

Maybe this could truly change the course of history.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t prepared for the worst.

I had asked the Tower Masters if they would be willing to fight if the Demonkind caused trouble.

After all, the Tower Masters would all be watching the Col Champs.

With the combined firepower of the Tower Masters and the Imperial Army, we could handle six or seven Demonkind.

I also coordinated with the Empire to ensure evacuation routes and protective barriers for the audience were thoroughly prepared.

It was a bothersome task, but I insisted strongly enough that everyone complied.

Of course, I didn’t think such incidents would happen.

Still, ensuring the audience’s psychological safety was necessary.

I heard that this caused a decrease in the number of spectators for this year’s Col Champs, but in the long run, it was a necessary step.

Not long after, the second Col Champs began.

***

Several months before the Col Champs, in the Demon Realm.

As soon as Lumia gained approval to participate in the Col Champs, she announced it to the Demonkind.

“So, we’ll choose representatives to participate in the human competition! We’ll hold the preliminaries starting next week, so those who want to join, sign up! And anyone with a COL or Auto Chess tier of Diamond 1 or higher should definitely participate!”

“So, does this mean we’re going to the Human Realm?”

“Is this finally the invasion of the Human Realm, Demon King? Oh, no, Demon King-sama?”

The Demonkind were excited about the idea of going to the Human Realm.

To them, invading the Human Realm less than a century after the last Human-Demon War was a monumental event.

“I said it’s not an invasion! We’re just going to play games! And any Demonkind who causes trouble with humans will be killed on the spot! We’re going to show the Demonkind’s manners!”

““What???””

The Demonkind were confused.

To them, the idea of not fighting humans didn’t make sense.

“We’ll select representatives purely based on gaming skill! This isn’t about physical strength; it’s about gaming prowess!”

“So, we’re competing with our strength in the game.”

“In that case, I’m in. I’m the best mid-laner. I’ve always wanted to go up against that guy.”

“Finally, it’s time to show humans my unmatched side-lane skills. Hehe…”

“Shut up, Baalzebub. What will you do if your champion gets banned?”

“Well, it seems playing only Auto Chess while others focused on COL paid off…”

But the simple-minded Demonkind quickly accepted the idea.

After all, it was a competition of strength in games.

A chance to mercilessly dominate in COL.

“It’s not the Human-Demon War, but it will still be fun to compete against human champions.”

“The Human Realm has an incredible number of skilled players. Let’s all prepare thoroughly!”

And so, the heat for the upcoming Col Champs began to swirl in the Demon Realm as well.
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The second day of the Championship of Legends (COL) tournament.

While preparations for the opening ceremony were in full swing, I was exploring the island where the tournament was being held.

As it was a festival, the entire island was lively and bustling.

Merchants were selling game-related merchandise.

Skewers and other snacks, perfect for eating while watching the tournament, were being sold everywhere.

People from all over gathered, making the vast island so crowded that there was barely any space to walk.

“Are you really sure this is safe?”

“It should be fine. Everything was prepared with safety in mind.”

“Even so… If a fight breaks out, the audience might not be able to avoid getting hurt.”

Rikal asked with an unusually concerned expression.

I was touring the island with him.

“The demonkind won’t cause any trouble. I’m more worried about humans attacking first.”

“That could happen too.”

Despite the reassurances, there was still unease.

And yet, I believed everything would be okay.

“The demonkind should be arriving soon.”

The demonkind would be arriving with Galliard, several Magic Tower Masters, and the Empire’s knights.

This was to monitor them from the moment they crossed over from the Demon World, ensuring they wouldn’t cause any incidents.

Even Lumia understood this precaution.

“Well… What’s the worst that can happen? We might die?”

“Yes. By the way, isn’t Her Highness the Princess co-hosting this event?”

“That’s right. You and your elder sister will handle it together.”

“Why isn’t JeBbit hosting? If JeBbit appeared, ticket sales would’ve gone through the roof.”

“Do you want to die?”

Shortly after, the opening ceremony began.

***

“Wow. This feels strangely exciting.”

“Those foolish humans… They laugh and chat joyously, unaware of what fate awaits them. Ha ha ha ha ha!”

“I, Dereta, will consume the human realm. Hahaha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”

“It’s time for a massacre! Tsahahahaha hahahaha hah!”

Right after the opening ceremony started,

Lumia and the other demonkind were laughing loudly backstage.

The demonkind were in an unusually high-spirited mood.

After all, this was their first time experiencing a human festival.

They didn’t particularly dislike the festive atmosphere.

Most demonkind naturally had high energy, and their excitement only amplified the mood.

Moreover, there were many participants who seemed exceptionally skilled at the game.

Former hero Galliard, who competed with Baalzebub for the top rank in Master Yi,

The legendary current COL player, Illusion Tower Master Hina, and renowned auto chess players were all present.

It was clear this would be an extraordinary battle.

The demonkind were thrilled at the prospect of numerous intense fights leading to the finals.

“Former hero Galliard. To think I’ll get to fight the one who defeated the former Demon King. This is… making my heart race like crazy!”

“But wasn’t the former hero a Master Yi main, just like Baalzebub? How did he become the representative using only Master Yi?”

“Ban Yi, I guess. Anyway, look over there! That person is radiating!”

“Ugh, the aura… To think we can fight someone like that. I can’t contain my excitement!”

Countless strong players in the game.

The thought of fighting them made the demonkind’s blood boil.

“Enough! Can’t you all quiet down? Stop saying such terrifying things! We’re here to play games, not cause fear!”

Lumia smacked the backs of the demonkind.

The other participants around them were glancing nervously at the demonkind.

“Let me remind you, the fighting is to stay within the game only!”

““Yes, ma’am!””

The demonkind replied in unison.

At the moment, they didn’t intend to threaten the humans.

They were simply excited at the thought of testing their skills in COL.

Finally, the moment arrived for the demonkind to take the stage.

-“And finally, as many of you already know…”

The voice of the Princess hosting the event echoed from the stage.

Until now, each team’s appearance had been met with cheers from the audience.

But it was only natural that no one cheered for the demonkind.

This time, unlike the previous introductions, the Princess focused on precautions and reassuring the humans.

-“Here are the six representatives of the demonkind!”

As the demonkind stepped onto the stage, a tense moment unfolded.

-“Are those really demons?”

-“I thought it was a joke, but demons are actually participating?”

-“Is this safe?”

-“Is Riot out of their minds? Shouldn’t we run away now?”

-“So this is why there were so many security measures. But then, why invite them at all?”

The murmurs of the audience.

With their sharp senses, the demonkind could hear all the remarks clearly.

In the game, the demonkind had become a familiar presence.

In the game, they were even mocked.

But in reality, the presence of demons, especially the Demon King, changed the story.

Humans couldn’t help but feel instinctive fear and hatred, knowing they might be attacked at any moment.

-“That’s really the Demon King?”

-“Shouldn’t we kill them instead of playing games?”

Lumia also heard every word.

Though she expected it, hearing it directly left her slightly shaken.

“These insolent…”

The other demonkind grew furious, trembling with rage as if they might destroy everything on the spot.

But they clenched their fists and calmed themselves.

Lumia had repeatedly warned them not to resort to violence under any circumstances.

She had anticipated such reactions.

“I am the Demon King!”

“Dereta.”

“Omos.”

.

.

.

Lumia smiled awkwardly as she introduced herself.

Following her, the demonkind introduced themselves.

As expected, the audience’s reaction was cold.

There were no cheers, no jeers, no reaction at all.

However, the demons could clearly feel the hidden contempt in the atmosphere.

It was an emotion that the demonkind had never experienced before.

It didn’t feel good.

To be honest, they hadn’t expected it either.

In the game, they had chatted with humans without any issues.

But it didn’t matter.

They could crush everything in the game anyway.

And so, the Championship of Legends (COL) continued.

Unlike the first tournament, the second COL unfolded in a more organized and engaging manner.

Instead of teams being randomly selected, representatives were pre-chosen from qualified nations or races to compete under their banner.

Teams like the Trinity Representative Team, the Academy Representative Team, the Elf Representative Team, and the Northern Nobles Representative Team emerged.

There were also more specific teams like the Royal Knights Representative Team or the Farmers Representative Team.

All the representatives were selected from groups that had proven their skill and qualifications through prior procedures.

Given the disappointment of last year’s tournament, this year’s preparation was even more thorough.

“The winning team is the Demonkind Team!”

Amid all this, the demonkind team kept advancing with overwhelming skill.

If you looked solely at the duration of gameplay, the demonkind had played the least.

However, their obsession with combat meant their playing hours were unparalleled.

Most humans had to engage in various activities to survive.

But demons spent their days doing nothing but fighting.

Once the game arrived, they simply fought in the game instead.

Having spent every day gaming, the demonkind had reached their peak performance.

And then came the final day of COL.

The winner of Auto Chess had already been determined—a member of the Royal Delegation.

The way they triumphed over genius magicians and academy professors garnered much applause.

However, what the people anticipated most was the COL Finals.

It was a face-off between the Academy Team and the Demonkind Team.

“Go, Academy Team!”

“Crush those demons!”

“Show them what you’ve got!”

“Demon King-sama is so cute… No, I mean, crush the humans!”

When the demonkind first competed, the audience remained silent.

They were too scared to jeer at the demonkind or cheer for the human team.

What if the demons got provoked and retaliated?

But as the tournament progressed, the audience grew more animated.

The demonkind team’s consistent victories. The humans’ defeats.

True to their word, the demons refrained from using any force.

They didn’t show anger or threats.

Some even chatted amicably with certain humans, such as illusion magicians.

As a result, the audience no longer stayed quiet during demonkind matches.

They fervently cheered for the humans and occasionally cursed at the demons.

But the demonkind remained focused on the game.

They simply smashed the human teams in the game itself.

The demons weren’t the type to get upset over a few insults.

In fact, they derived greater pleasure from crushing human teams while ignoring the audience’s cheers.

The more unified the audience’s support for humans became, the more intense the COL atmosphere grew.

“And now, it’s time to start the finals of the 2nd Championship of Legends: Academy Team versus Demonkind Team!”

The finals. A clash between the demonkind and the academy teams.

The Academy Team featured the current “God of COL,” Lee Mid.

Along with prodigies from the academy,

the team consisted of elites who were second to none.

“They’re this generation’s heroes!”

“Take down the demons!”

The Academy Team was practically a hero party.

If the past had real wars, this was now a war within COL.

In that sense, the COL finals felt like the legendary battle between heroes and the Demon King.

It was a historic moment akin to witnessing the Human-Demon War firsthand.

The excitement in the venue was hotter than ever.

“Humans are so fired up!”

“Hehe… I can’t wait to see those faces turn to despair.”

“A lane fight against them… I’m so excited, I can’t hold it in!”

The demonkind were equally thrilled.

They were up against the strongest COL team from the human realm.

Defeating them would make them the ultimate champions.

Amidst the intense energy, the finals began.

“Oh no! The Academy Team’s <Second-in-command of the Demon Realm, Omos> gets a solo kill!”

With the demonkind team’s overwhelming momentum, despair began to spread across the audience.
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The first set of the finals of the 2nd COL Championship.

The firepower of the Academy Team, led by the one regarded as the strongest in the human world—or even as having reached the celestial level in COL skill—was still explosive.

“Aaaaaahhh! The Demon Team’s ADC is assassinated!”

The game, which had been relatively even up until mid-game, tilted dramatically when they caught the Demon Team’s ADC due to their overwhelming vision control.

After that, the game leaned toward the Academy Team, resulting in the Demon Team’s defeat.

The audience erupted in cheers as one, while the demons exited the game with expressions of frustration.

“Uwaaaaahhh! What were you thinking getting caught there, Mesha?”

“But there was no vision in our mid-lane! What else could I have done?”

“It’s unfortunate… even though we won the top lane matchup…”

It was a regrettable game, especially for Lumia, who had dominated the top lane.

However, it wasn’t anyone’s fault.

It was simply the overwhelming presence of Denian. He was just too powerful.

“-Denian! Denian! Denian!”

The audience chanted his name in a trance-like state.

Meanwhile, he calmly stretched, unaffected by the commotion.

“It’s no one’s fault. We shouldn’t fight amongst ourselves…”

“Hah… I’m sorry, Demon King-sama. I thought I managed to contain him, but I’ll make sure we win the next match!”

“Uhm, okay. But don’t push yourself too hard…”

Despite this, the Demon Team’s determination burned even brighter.

They were resolved to deliver despair to those humans’ faces.

Omos, who had allowed Denian to grow in the first set, steeled his resolve for the next.

“Don’t get too cocky and die again, okay? Let’s focus on the bot lane next game.”

“Shut up, Tesha! I’ll secure an early solo kill this time, so just stay safe in the bot lane!”

“You said the same thing last game and still died…”

Nevertheless, the Demon Team decided to stick to a similar strategy.

Omos confidently declared that they would win.

Even though Denian was exceptionally strong, Omos was also one of the most skilled mid-laners around.

True to his word, an unexpected turn of events occurred in the next set.

“Aaaaaahhh! Denian is solo-killed by Omos, the Second-in-Command of the Demon World!”

Omos secured an early solo kill against Denian in the mid-lane.

The humans despaired, while the Demon Team erupted in celebration.

(Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): “What is this, Omossssss! I knew you could do it!”

(Team) Tesha (Leona): “Is this real life?!?”

(Team) Dereta (Lee Sin): “Uwooooooooohhhhhhh!”

(Team) Omos, the Second-in-Command of the Demon World (LeBlanc): “Hmphuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhu!”

The Demon Team’s spirits skyrocketed.

Even the top lane, where Lumia had a slight edge, began to snowball into a one-sided domination.

Of course, even so, their opponent was the Academy Team—the strongest in the human world.

Though they fell behind early, they endured and stretched the game out.

However, the early solo kill had severely restricted Denian’s influence.

The Demon Team skillfully snowballed their advantage, drastically reducing Denian’s impact on the game.

“The second set ends with a victory for the Demon Team!”

“Yaaaaaaaaaaaahhhh!”

“Fuhahahahahahahahaha!”

“Kiyaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”

“We won!!”

In the end, the Demon Team triumphed.

Unlike the sombre humans, the demons stood tall, laughing loudly.

With the score now 1-1, the winner of the last set would determine the championship title.

“We’ll take a short break before the final set.”

During the break before the historic final game, the audience was more excited than ever.

“Could we actually lose this? Even Denian got solo-killed!”

“Even gods make mistakes sometimes! Can’t you tell by looking at your face?”

“? What does my face have to do with this…”

The situation was dire—if things went wrong, humanity could lose to the demons entirely.

To make matters worse, Denian had shown himself being solo-killed in the second set.

“The Demon Team’s skill is nothing to scoff at.”

“Especially the Demon King’s. I wonder if there’s a top-laner among humans who can match her.”

“Their bot and jungle are solid, too. Compared to them, the Academy Team seems to have some weak spots outside of Denian.”

“No matter how talented the cadets are, they can’t all be on Denian’s level. If they had gathered the best players for every lane alongside Denian, they could’ve crushed the demons…”

“Sniff… Denian…! Oh, divine one!”

This was undeniably a war between humans and demons.

For representing humanity, the Academy Team had a few weak links.

In contrast, the demons displayed remarkable resilience, leading to growing concerns about the Academy Team.

“Hmm… a playstyle truly befitting the demons.”

“This is getting interesting.”

Galliard, who had been eliminated early, also watched the game with interest.

During the break, he spoke briefly with Rai after stepping down from the commentary desk.

Galliard, who always insisted Rai take over commentary, had a change of heart this time.

Even he was impressed by the high-level play between the demons and the Academy Team.

“Do you think the Academy Team can win?”

“Well… it’ll come down to their focus.”

Rai also found himself engrossed in the game while commentating.

The second set had surprised him.

Even though demons were known for their natural COL talent, their lack of game experience compared to humans made victory against Denian seem unlikely.

Yet they defied expectations and secured a solo kill—showing that the demons possessed something beyond mere talent.

“In my opinion, if things continue like this, the Demon Team has the upper hand. The Academy cadets are showing signs of losing focus. It’s too much for Denian to carry the game alone. On the other hand, the demons thrive in high-stakes situations.”

“They truly are a species addicted to battle…”

Elijah, who was co-hosting, added.

As she said, the demons’ focus only sharpened in moments of crisis.

At the edge of a cliff, the demons might indeed have the advantage.

“Well, one thing’s for sure.”

As the break was about to end, Rai spoke.

“If the demons win… it’ll be an unprecedented event.”

The final set began.

***

(Team) Demon King Sama (Aatrox): Top is MIA, Omos!

(Team) Second in Command of the Demon World, Omos (Syndra): Got it!

The Demon team was advancing fiercely in the final match.

Each lane skillfully shrugged off ganks and roams, leading the game effortlessly.

Once again, Omos was aiming for a solo kill.

However, unlike the previous game, there were no mistakes this time.

Amidst the humans’ fervent cheers, Denian displayed an extreme level of gameplay.

-Ahh! Azir survives by a miracle!

“Aargh! If only we had caught him!”

“He’s slipping away just like that!”

A breathless exchange.

For over ten minutes, the teams had only exchanged one kill each, keeping the game intensely close.

In this atmosphere of tension, a kill that shifted the game’s momentum finally occurred.

-Ohhh! Demon King-Sama secures a double kill!

Lumia’s Aatrox defended against a gank alone and came out with a double kill.

It was a situation that could completely turn the game’s tide.

-Top lane! Demon team is starting to snowball!

Lumia relentlessly snowballed the advantage.

Teleporting to bot lane, she picked up another kill.

(Team) Academy’s Popular Guy (Caitlyn): Ah…!

(Team) Took a Leave of Absence Because of Professor (Leona): Oh no, the bot lane was doing so well…!

The Academy team’s focus began to waver.

The mental state they had barely managed to hold onto was starting to crack.

Amidst this, a single voice of reason emerged.

(Team) Hide on Jungle (Azir): Let’s stick to what we’ve been doing.

Denian’s calm voice steadied the Academy team’s nerves.

Even so, the game’s progression remained unfavourable.

Whenever Denian managed to stabilize the situation, the Demon team executed bold plays, continuing to snowball their lead.

Despite their best efforts, the gold difference had grown too wide.

Frankly, it seemed like there was no chance of a comeback at this point.

“No way… This is…”

“This looks impossible to turn around.”

“No, but if it’s him…”

The audience was caught between hope and despair.

Objectively speaking, the Academy team’s chances of winning were slim.

Even with Denian, COL was still a team game.

(Team) Hide on Jungle (Azir): Guys, the enemy mid is coming.

At the moment, both teams had taken down one mid-lane tower each.

The Demon team began converging on Denian, who was clearing the mid lane.

The Demon team’s plan was clear—to eliminate the most troublesome player and finish the game.

Realizing this, Denian used his passive to rebuild the destroyed turret and kept a safe distance.

But then,

-Aaaaaahhhhhh! Yes! He’s stunned!

Denian was caught by Alice’s skill and stunned.

Sensing their chance, all nearby Demon team members rushed toward him.

Surviving this situation seemed nearly impossible.

To make matters worse, Denian was positioned deep in enemy territory.

If his teammates tried to help, they risked getting wiped out themselves.

Under normal circumstances, the best play would have been to abandon Denian and hold out until he respawned.

From a human perspective, that was the optimal move.

But “God” had a different vision.

(Team) Hide on Jungle (Azir): Everyone, come in.

In that brief moment,

Denian ordered his teammates to dive in with him.

It was a situation where a misstep could lead to a team wipe.

Logically, they should have run away.

(Team) Academy’s Popular Guy (Caitlyn): …Yes!

(Team) Took a Leave of Absence Because of Professor (Leona): Got it!

(Team) Uniform Enthusiast (Gangplank): I’ll teleport in!

Yet, the Academy team obeyed his command without a hint of hesitation and rushed toward him.

“What? They’re actually going in?”

“If they die here, it’s game over!”

“What are they doing?!”

The audience screamed in disbelief.

If they died now, it would mean certain defeat against the Demon team.

But even so, the Academy team did not falter.

Burning their Flashes, they dashed toward the stunned Azir.

Their movements showed not a shred of doubt.

It was the “God’s” call, after all.

The trust built over countless matches was unshakable.

-Ohhhhh! The Academy team dives in! If they get caught here, it’s over—huh? Huh? Wha… What?!

The commentator, Rai, who had been shouting frantically, froze mid-sentence at Azir’s next move.

-Aaaaaahhhhhh! Azir!!! He lands his ultimate!!!

The moment the stun wore off,

Azir swiftly maneuvered through his sand soldiers into the middle of the enemy team.

And with a single ultimate, he knocked all five enemies into a tight formation.

“Wooooaaaaaaahhhhhh!!!”

“This is insane! Insaaaane!!!”

The crowd erupted in an uproar.

Activating Zhonya’s Hourglass, Azir became untouchable.

In the meantime, his teammates arrived and unleashed all their skills on the stunned enemies.

-The Demon team is annihilated! The Academy team obliterates the Demon team alongside Azir’s turret!!!

It was a flawless ultimate, executed with perfect synergy.

An opportunity so minute that no ordinary player could have seen it.

Only the “God” could spot that tiny glimmer of hope.

Leading his team to a miracle, Denian stood at its forefront.

“He’s… a god…”

“This is… breathtaking…”

“Denian… Truly…”

The audience was awestruck by the “God’s” play.

Some cheered wildly, others knelt in reverence, and some even shed tears.

Meanwhile, the man who orchestrated the miracle was calmly destroying the enemy’s Nexus.

-The Academy team finishes it! Taking down the turret, inhibitor, and finally the Nexus!!! The Nexus is destroyed!!!

At that moment, a deafening cheer echoed across the continent.
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The roar of the crowd was deafening, as if it would shake the entire stadium.

In the midst of this frenzy, the Demonkind team and the Academy team returned to reality.

“Aaaaah!! How could we lose this!!”

“Ughhh! This makes no sense!”

“This is impossible! We were winning!!! Aaaghhhhhh!!!”

The victory that slipped through their fingers.

The Demonkind team stomped and raged in frustration.

On the other hand, the humans were in a festive mood.

The audience was chanting Denian’s name, and the Academy team members were embracing each other in celebration.

Amidst it all, Denian, the hero of the victory, was quietly smiling.

“The winner is the Academy team!”

-Wowwwwwwwwwww!!

The audience erupted in cheers.

Everyone was united in showering praise on the Academy team.

Among the cheers, occasional voices insulted the Demonkind.

“Shortly, we will have the awards ceremony and closing event. Let’s give a big round of applause to all the players who worked hard!”

A brief intermission for the award preparations.

The Demonkind team and the Academy team stepped off the stage.

Behind the stage, the excitement was just as intense.

Even the eliminated human teams were cheering for the Academy team.

“…This feels disgusting.”

“So annoying, somehow.”

“Yeah…”

In the midst of it all, the Demonkind stood as complete outsiders.

The gazes directed at them seemed to scream, “We’ve defeated you!”

Although the Demonkind were humanity’s enemies, they had never faced such looks before.

After all, they had never communicated with humans in any way other than war.

The Demonkind felt an unexplainable discomfort.

Then came the awards.

“Next, we will hear from the runner-up of COL, the Demonkind team.”

After the automatic chess awards, it was time for the Demonkind team.

In war, there is no second place, but in Championship of Legends, even the defeated could claim the honour of being runners-up.

Of course, the humans didn’t cheer for the Demonkind’s second place.

Feeling subdued, Lumia stepped in front of the amplified voice magic device.

“Greetings. I am the Demon King.”

Once again, the Demon King Lumia forced a smile as she began to speak.

At first, the humans, murmuring “That’s the Demon King?”, now listened silently to her words.

Of course, their gazes still contained disdain.

“We, the Demonkind, are grateful to the Empire for allowing us to participate in COL. It was truly, truly enjoyable.”

At that point, Lumia’s words paused momentarily—or rather, for quite a while.

An uneasy stillness.

Lumia gazed at the audience with an indescribable feeling.

Humans, filling the seats like countless ants.

Lumia had once been human, abandoned by them.

Once, she had wanted to belong among them.

Now, she knew she could never be a part of them again.

And yet, still.

Even though she trusted no one, what Lumia hoped for—

“…The Demon King is actually very old. By human standards, hundreds of years old.”

At her sudden confession, the audience began to stir.

Among them, a few humans gasped, “Could it be…!” in shock.

These were mostly viewers of Lumia’s previous broadcasts or those who had recently become her fans but dared not show it due to her identity as a Demon.

“And originally, the Demon King lived in the human world. Because half of the Demon King’s blood is human.”

Lumia spoke plainly about herself.

How she was born a half-demon in the human world.

How she lived as an adventurer, only to be rejected by humanity and forced into the Demon World.

How she became a Legion Commander for the Demonkind, only to be betrayed by them.

And how she rose to become the Demon King and arrived here.

Lumia shared her entire story with the humans, all while forcing an innocent smile.

“…That’s why the Demon King was so happy to participate in this COL! To be one, whether human or Demonkind. To enjoy the game together instead of hating each other… It was such a joy.”

But a single tear she couldn’t hold back formed in the corner of her eye.

As her smile moved her cheeks, the tear fell.

“The Demon King… no longer wishes for war. But the Demonkind are fated always to seek the strong and fight. So in the future… it would be nice to compete through games like this!”

From before the tournament, Lumia had agonized over how to express and convey her feelings.

Her long, painful life was laid bare in her heartfelt confession.

It was hard for her to raise her head afterward.

Despite her hopes, it was difficult.

No matter how many games they played together, the hatred built over a long time did not vanish.

Clap.

Then, someone’s single clap broke the silence.

Startled, Lumia turned to look back.

The audience that had been staring at her earlier.

Their expressions no longer bore hatred.

Of course, it couldn’t be said that they were friendly either.

But they had turned their heads, just slightly.

Those who had turned their backs now faced her, just a little.

Clap clap clap clap—

The single clap grew and filled the audience.

No one cheered or praised.

But for the first time in any match involving the Demonkind, there were applause.

At least applause.

The audience could offer that much to the Demonkind.

And for Lumia, that was enough.

Tears she had barely held back began to pour out uncontrollably.

“D-Demon King?”

“It’s okay. Just for a moment…”

Even that was enough to move her young heart to tears.

“Now, the next award for the champions, the Academy team!”

After refocusing the situation, the ceremony continued.

The award for the Academy team, the champions, was next.

The audience erupted in fervent cheers, and as Denian, the hero of the victory, lifted the championship trophy, everyone began chanting his name.

-Denian! Denian! Denian! Denian!

Each member was asked to share their victory speech in turn.

Finally, it was Denian’s turn.

With his usual composed expression, Denian stepped onto the podium and began to speak.

“The last match was the most difficult one I’ve ever faced.”

The first words from the ‘God’ himself.

Those words shocked the audience.

Denian had never said anything like that before.

His matches were always a product of perfect calculations and strategies.

No matter how difficult the match seemed, it was always part of his plan.

But saying this now implied that even he had been uncertain of the outcome.

“However, it was also the most enjoyable match I’ve ever played.”

His victory speech continued.

He was known for his concise words, but today, his speech was unusually long.

“…And I also want to applaud the Demon team for creating such a magnificent match.”

-!!!

The audience was stunned.

No one had ever directly praised the Demon team like this before.

“I was born long after the Human-Demon War ended, so I know nothing about those times. Also, this was my first time seeing Demons directly.”

Some people’s perceptions of him began to change, but Denian continued undeterred.

“However, the Demons I met in the game were the most mannerly players. They played sincerely, respected the combat regardless of winning or losing, and upheld sportsmanship.”

Even the Demons seemed surprised.

They likely never expected a human to say such things.

“And it was the same during this tournament. Contrary to some concerns, they played with manners throughout, which allowed for an extraordinary match like the finals to happen.”

Perhaps these were words only a young gamer like Denian could say.

“I contemplated a lot before saying this. But after hearing the Demon King-sama’s speech, I decided I had to say it. I don’t know what the future holds. However, to the Demons, I want to say this.”

All eyes and ears were focused on Denian.

In his still composed voice, he said:

“Thank you for creating such a wonderful match. And I hope we can compete together again next year. For COL. And for peace.”

Denian walked off the podium, step by step.

While everyone was still dazed, the audience erupted in cheers.

-Waaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh-

-As expected, he’s a god!

-Denian! Denian! Denian! Denian!

Though the COL Championship had ended, the heat of its excitement burned even brighter.

***

“The excitement hasn’t died down at all.”

“At this rate, he’s practically like a god. Maybe even more followers than His Majesty.”

“I heard he’s been incredibly busy lately. He’s become even more famous after his victory speech.”

Galliard, Rikal, and I were flipping through newspapers at the Tower of Illusions.

The papers were filled with articles about COL, Demons, and Denian.

[Can Demons’ Desire for Peace Be Genuine?]

[A Story of a Half-Human, Half-Demon Demon King That Moved the Continent. A Surge in Viewership for Demon King-sama’s Tworch Stream.]

[Even the Demons Were Embraced by Him. Is He Truly a God?]

[COL’s Success Spurs a Rise in Popularity for the I-SPORTS Major: 100,000:1 Admission Ratio This Year.]

[What Lies Ahead for Human-Demon Relations? Can the Demon King’s Words Be Trusted?]

[Amidst Lingering Doubts, Demon King-sama’s Popularity Rises. Will She Become the ‘Light of the Shadows’?]

…

The prophesied Human-Demon War was still centuries away, so nothing could be said for certain now.

But what was clear was that Lumia had no intention of fighting humans.

As long as she remained the Demon King, no war would break out when the time came.

At most, they’d just bicker in COL.

“In any case, it’s a relief everything wrapped up peacefully. None of the anticipated issues arose.”

“That Demon King was completely different from her predecessors. She had none of that signature malice.”

Recalling past Demon Kings, Galliard shared stories from those times.

Indeed, Lumia didn’t fit the terrifying image of a Demon King at all.

“Well, I suppose it’ll be fine. After all, the Demons have said their goal isn’t the conquest of the human realm.”

“True. Their actual enemy is the Celestial (Heavenly) Realm. It seems more accurate to say the Goddess issues decrees in the middle realm to block the Demons as a form of self-preservation.”

“…Did you know that, Galliard?”

“I didn’t during my time as a hero. But looking back now, it feels like humans were used by the Celestials to hold back the Demons. And I think that’s likely true.”

So perhaps the so-called decrees were less divine guidance and more Celestial commands for their own safety.

If you think of it that way, the Human-Demon War might not even be inevitable.

Of course, the finer details are known only to them.

But for now, it seemed like everything would be fine as it was.

As long as everyone was happy, wasn’t that enough?

And so, the second COL Championship concluded beautifully.

And not long after, the news from Tworch about The Light of the Empire became the talk of the world.
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The most demanding project undertaken by the imperial family in recent years was undoubtedly Col Champs.

After hosting Col Champs twice over the past two years, they were finally confident that next year’s Col Champs would be easier to prepare for.

At last, with some free time on his hands, Rikal was fully indulging in gaming after a long time.

“This feels like forever… Ha. These pathetic idiots.”

Naturally, the busiest person in the imperial family was Rikal.

He had often wanted to kill Leo and the other officials for slacking off and gaming instead of doing their jobs.

But somehow, he endured and managed to hold it all together, earning some rewards in the process.

Even so, he resolved that he wouldn’t work for a while, no matter what.

For the next few days, he planned to catch up on events and updates he had missed.

“Hm. Oh… A new story and boss, huh?”

In Maple Leaf Story, the release of hero job classes had been advancing the storyline significantly.

To progress through the entire story, players needed to have a high level.

However, there weren’t many high-level players yet, so much of it remained undiscovered.

Since Rikal’s Light of the Empire character was still ranked among the top-level players, he could proceed with the story quests.

“Ooh… This is intriguing.”

The unfolding past and the lore of the Maple Leaf World captivated him.

Rikal played Maple Leaf Story for hours, losing track of time.

Then, a thought crossed his mind.

“Didn’t the Maple Leaf Story streamers say they were progressing through the story live?”

This brought him to Tworch.

Even recently, Rai had jokingly asked if Rikal would stream as Light of the Empire.

Many people still hoped that Light of the Empire would go live again.

Articles speculating about Light of the Empire’s whereabouts still occasionally appeared in the newspapers.

“…No. Definitely not. I already vowed never to do it again.”

Rikal shook his head firmly.

He had sworn never to become Light of the Empire again.

Besides, while everything seemed fine now, who knew when things would get busy again?

Resolving to drop the idea, Rikal returned to his game.

“…Hmph.”

However, the more he played, the more something felt missing.

Hunting and questing solo meant he rarely interacted with other players.

Moreover, since his hunting grounds were for high-level players, he hardly encountered anyone.

Originally, in Maple Leaf Story, he’d gained levels by participating in party quests and raids.

Interacting with fans and playing around with them had been a key part of his gaming experience as Light of the Empire.

But now, merely hunting and doing story quests alone didn’t feel the same.

“Should I try some party quests…”

Rikal hesitated.

If Light of the Empire reappeared among the players, it would undoubtedly attract immense attention.

People would flood him with questions about his absence and what he’d been doing.

Journalists camping in Maple Leaf Story for 24 hours would surely come seeking interviews.

While he wanted to do party quests, he didn’t want to stir things up too much.

After all, he had resolved not to live a life of false adoration as Light of the Empire anymore.

“Oh, oh?”

“No way, is that…”

“Light, Light of the Empire! It’s Light of the Empire!”

But boredom was inevitable.

Gaming was supposed to be fun.

In the end, Rikal joined a party quest, preferring the fun over the monotony of solo play.

“Well, it’s just for a few runs.”

Party quests were essential for leveling up efficiently.

They also had daily quotas to complete, so Rikal convinced himself he’d just do those.

But the moment he received the players’ enthusiastic reactions, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of dopamine.

“It’s been a while, everyone!”

-Woaaahhhhhhh!

Waving his hand, Light of the Empire was greeted with cheers from the players.

The familiar feelings and emotions made him happy.

“Light of the Empire, please join my party! We desperately need a healer!”

“Light of the Empire, is everything okay? Why were you gone for so long?”

“Are you feeling better? I hope nothing serious happened…”

Players bombarded him with questions as they crowded around him.

Feigning innocence, Light of the Empire responded with a cheerful expression.

Before he knew it, Rikal had completely reverted to being Light of the Empire.

“I wasn’t feeling well… But I can at least play games now.”

“Oh, heavens… Why would the gods test Light of the Empire so…”

“If I could suffer in her place… I’d gladly endure it a hundred times over. Ahhh!”

The familiar, over-the-top reactions of Light of the Empire’s fans returned.

It seemed news of his return was already spreading, with journalists beginning to swarm.

Not wanting to deal with reporters, he quickly joined a random party and dove into a quest.

There would be articles, but he could just pretend not to know in real life.

While enjoying the party quest, a party member suddenly asked.

“By the way, Light of the Empire, have you heard about this Tworch thing?”

“I’ve heard of it, yeah.”

“If you streamed, your viewership would skyrocket. But is your condition not good enough for that yet?”

“Hm…? How does that work?”

Feigning ignorance, Light of the Empire asked with an innocent expression.

“You’d just share the wonder of your gameplay with people. Everyone’s been waiting for you, so it would make a lot of people happy.”

“Hm, hm…”

The party members continued to try to convince him.

Although he hadn’t intended to stream again, their persistence gradually swayed him.

“Even if it’s just ten minutes a day, everyone would love it. And with your presence, donations would probably pour in by the millions. Not that money is the point, of course.”

“But if your health isn’t up to it, there’s no need to force yourself. Your well-being is what matters most.”

“These days, even demons and dragons stream. You’d undoubtedly be the best among them!”

“Hm…?”

It seemed that far more people wanted JeBbit than Rikal had imagined.

Since they were so earnest in their requests, JeBbit found it hard to ignore.

And there was no more room left to fabricate lies.

“Um… Alright, for now, I’ll consider it.”

After playing the game for several hours,

Rikal logged off Maple Leaf Story and browsed Tworch.

“Streaming, huh…”

A thought that had never moved him before.

But ignoring the heartfelt pleas of his fans wasn’t easy.

For several days, he deliberated.

In the end, Rikal made a decision.

“If it’s just a little bit… why not…”

The plan was to stream Maple Leaf Story briefly.

No other content, just playing the story quests and streaming the gameplay.

After all, playing the story alone had been a little boring.

He could interact with fans and clear the story quests—two birds with one stone.

Thus began JeBbit’s streaming career.

Since he had returned the JeBbit transformation artifact,

he planned only to stream the gameplay screen.

Viewer1WantJeBbit: “Could it really be JeBbit?!?”

JeBbitToTheRoyalPalace: “No way. It’s JeBbit!!!”

HawaiianPizza: “Heard rumors about JeBbit on Maple Leaf recently, but it’s true. Welcome back.”

Even without promotion, viewer numbers steadily climbed.

JeBbit focused on playing Maple Leaf Story without much care.

“But… it’s less than I expected.”

Considering people had said the server would explode, JeBbit’s viewership wasn’t that high.

Of course, it was still impressive, and for a first-time streamer, it was great.

But it wasn’t the explosive reaction he had anticipated.

“Goodbye, everyone! Take care, alright~!”

Ending the stream, JeBbit felt a bit unsatisfied.

While it was fun, something felt lacking.

As he browsed other streams on Tworch to quell his lingering feelings,

he stumbled upon a stream.

One with an overwhelmingly large number of viewers for this timeslot.

[The Demon King has Arrived!]

A single stream with viewer numbers several times higher than others.

It was none other than Demon King-sama’s stream.

Rikal knew many had fallen for her after the Col Champs.

But he hadn’t expected this many people to be watching her stream.

“No matter how you look at it, she’s still a demon…”

Who were these people falling head over heels for the Demon King?

Rikal entered Demon King-sama’s stream.

As soon as he joined, chat messages scrolled at a blinding speed.

Compared to his own channel, the activity was on a completely different level.

While he couldn’t read most of it due to the sheer volume, he caught a few messages:

DemonKingSamaSoCute: “Aww, as expected, Demon King-sama is adorable.”

NoShameInLikingDarkness: “JeBbit of the shadows, wow.”

HopeToWorkAtDemonKingCastle: “By the way, I heard JeBbit made their streaming debut earlier?”

LaLaLaLa: “JeBbit? Who even cares about them anymore? It’s all about Demon King-sama now.”

MinerUnionChairman: “True. Why watch JeBbit, who’s always sick and skips games and Col Champs, when you have Demon King-sama? She’s cute, interactive, strong, and even a pacifist demon.”

OnePunchTwoTeethOut: “Goodbye, JeBbit… You’re just an ordinary mortal born in the wrong era without Demon King-sama…”

“…Huh? What? What are these idiots saying…!”

The chat worshipped Demon King-sama like fanatics.

It was like looking at JeBbit’s old fanbase.

“JeBbit of the shadows? Ha, what nonsense…”

And now, most of them claimed JeBbit was washed up, even calling Demon King-sama “JeBbit of the shadows.”

The general sentiment was that Demon King-sama’s streams were far superior.

Rikal couldn’t stand it.

“When did they love me so much, and now…”

Of course, it wasn’t something he should care about.

He hadn’t intended to take streaming seriously in the first place.

But seeing this unfold made his blood boil.

Thinking about how his original fans had been stolen,

and imagining being completely forgotten because of Demon King-sama’s rise,

it was unbearable.

In the end, Rikal made up his mind.

The next day, JeBbit started streaming again.

He changed the stream title to grab attention.

[Hawawa~ JeBbit’s Comeback~ A Big One’s Coming~]

Thus began the competition between JeBbit and Demon King-sama.
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“Hm? JeBbit? What is that?”

Lumia was in the middle of her stream, playing a game.

She noticed the name repeatedly appearing in the viewers’ chat and asked about it.

“A user who was incredibly popular in the early days of the fantasy game…? Even the Zatum Expedition knows about the Demon King-sama.”

JeBbit, who hadn’t been seen since Heart-pounding Academy, had disappeared around the time the demons started to seriously recognize the game.

“Hmm… An idol from Maple Leaf Story, was it? So, they’re making a comeback?”

Demon King-sama Adorable: Yep, that’s why viewers seem to be hopping around.

SuccubusJustOncePlease: Still, I only watch Demon King-sama.

Somehow, the viewer count seemed slightly lower than usual today.

Lumia didn’t particularly care about the numbers, but hearing that JeBbit was the most famous user in the human realm piqued her interest.

For some reason, she felt like they might get along well and wanted to get to know them.

“Hmm… Then I shall go see them too! I want to befriend this JeBbit person!”

Demon King-sama Adorable: Gonna scout?

SuccubusNoonaKillMe: Hehe…

DemonFunnierThanHumans: Sounds hilarious. LOL.

Pausing her game, Lumia decided to check out JeBbit’s stream.

It wasn’t uncommon to see other streamers watching each other’s broadcasts on Tworch.

“Ooh… What an incredibly cute human they are!”

Lumia got excited the moment she saw JeBbit.

It was a natural reaction. JeBbit’s appearance was one that no one could dislike, regardless of age or gender.

“But what are they doing?”

What puzzled Lumia was JeBbit’s strange rhythmic movements.

Demon King-sama Adorable: Looks like they’re doing a reaction.

SuccubusNoonaKillMe: It’s a dance popular in the human realm. People love it because it’s cute.

“Ah, so this is what they kept requesting with donations?!”

It was a reaction.

The trend had started recently, when a commoner danced as a token of gratitude for donations.

JeBbit was currently mimicking a rabbit in time with a silly song.

The adorable dance suited JeBbit’s image perfectly and was receiving a great response.

DemonFunnierThanHumans: Never thought I’d see JeBbit doing reactions. LOL.

Demon King-sama Adorable: Guess being a streamer suits them. JeBbit doing this makes sense.

“Hmm… It’s cute, but the Demon King-sama can’t possibly do such a thing.”

It was clear why people enjoyed it.

But no matter how much, Lumia, as the Demon King leading the demon race, valued her dignity too much to perform such a dance.

Demon King-sama Adorable: How about a collab? Maybe play a game together.

DemonFunnierThanHumans: If Demon King-sama and JeBbit collab, the server will crash. LOL.

“Collab…?”

It was when streamers broadcast together.

This, too, had been happening more frequently lately.

“I want to befriend JeBbit!”

***

A few days earlier, during JeBbit’s stream.

As usual, donations were pouring in.

JeBbit’sFootWasher: Please do the rabbit reaction once.

JeBbitForever: Seriously, you never do it even with all the donations.

“R-Reactions… I don’t really know how to do them…”

Naturally, many viewers were also requesting reactions.

JeBbit had never promised to perform reactions.

And the donations were purely voluntary.

‘Still, this is a bit…’

As JeBbit looked up what a reaction was, she thought to herself.

Reactions generally involved performing cute or funny actions in gratitude for donations.

Among them, the rabbit dance that viewers were asking JeBbit to do was simple.

To keep up with Demon King-sama, JeBbit tried to elevate her stream.

But even so, she couldn’t bring herself to do something like that.

It was an instinctive rejection.

JeBbitForever: Forget it; I’ll just watch Demon King-sama.

JeBbit’sFootWasher: Time to go wash Demon King-sama’s feet.

However, it was the viewers’ freedom to leave.

Not all streamers performed reactions.

In fact, most didn’t.

But what viewers expected from JeBbit wasn’t just gameplay.

It was her cuteness and brightness that uplifted their mood.

Like an idol, viewers found joy and comfort through her presence.

This naturally connected to reactions, and when JeBbit didn’t meet those expectations, viewers began to leave.

“Hawawa…?”

The declining viewer count day after day made JeBbit anxious.

‘These jerks…’

Meanwhile, Demon King-sama’s viewer count continued to rise.

In the end, JeBbit made up her mind.

She had already come this far as JeBbit.

It was stranger for her not to do reactions.

Fully immersing herself as JeBbit, Rikal even changed the stream title.

She couldn’t let herself lose to someone like Demon King-sama.

[“Hawawa! JeBbit Rabbit Reaction Time~!”]

HawaiianPizza: JeBbit’s rabbit reaction is finally happening!

JeBbitForever: Too cute to handle!

JeBbit’sFootWasher: OMG, JeBbit is sooo cuteeee!

The viewer count surged explosively.

It far surpassed the previous numbers.

And with the reaction, the donations poured in even more.

“Thank you, everyone~!”

The immense attention from performing the reaction.

The skyrocketing viewer count and the dopamine rush from the overwhelming donations.

JeBbit had discovered a new pleasure.

And so, amidst the continued reactions, some time later.

Demon King-sama sent a collab request to JeBbit.

‘Are they trying to openly challenge me?’

JeBbit, misunderstanding the intent, hardened her resolve.

“Let’s see who comes out on top!”

Thus, the collaboration between Demon King-sama and JeBbit was finalized.

***

“So you weren’t going to do it, but now you’re doing reaction streams and collabs…?”

The news about the collaboration between the Demon King-sama and JeBbit was plastered across the front page of the newspaper.

I clicked my tongue as I flipped past the page featuring a reaction photo of JeBbit attached to the article.

Even though he had claimed he wouldn’t do it, in the end, Rikal started streaming.

“Uh, uh, huh?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

When Hina, sitting beside me, asked, I casually dodged the question.

“By the way, we don’t seem to have many visitors lately.”

“That’s right. I thought this peaceful period would bring more people.”

Rain and Medeia, who were sitting nearby, commented.

It was true that we were in a relatively calm period with major events having settled down.

However, both Galliard and Rikal (JeBbit) seemed too busy with their personal streams to visit.

The same went for others, like the people from the Magic Towers, the Imperial family, and even the dragon kind.

It appeared that everyone was catching up on things they hadn’t been able to do due to the game.

The game had become so thoroughly ingrained in daily life that everyone was used to its existence.

On top of that, there hadn’t been any new games released recently, so there weren’t many special inquiries either.

“Do you have any ideas for the next game?”

Rain asked, seemingly thinking along the same lines as the rest of us.

So far, I had covered most genres of games.

There was one genre I could think of, but there were some concerns about it.

“If I were to make something, perhaps… an FPS.”

“FPS?”

FPS. First Person Shooting game—a genre where players shoot from a first-person perspective.

In my last memories, fantasy-styled FPS games like Overwatch were quite popular.

I had considered something similar myself.

However, there was a slight issue in this world compared to the modern era.

Here, all games were designed to immerse players directly into illusions where they played firsthand.

Even if I released an FPS, only the peripheral aspects would change; the core gameplay would remain the same for people in this world.

Due to the immersive nature of these illusions, the FPS wouldn’t feel new to them.

I explained the concept of FPS briefly.

“Hmm… It sounds similar to COL.”

“I don’t quite get it…”

“Hmm.”

The reactions were mixed.

Indeed, it felt almost indistinguishable from COL.

However, the distinctive feature of an FPS lay in its focus on weapons and the action itself.

“Hmm… I think I need to ponder this a bit more. Don’t look for me unless it’s urgent.”

With that, I retreated to my room.

FPS. I needed to figure out how to create it.

Days passed as I mulled over the idea.

***

“…So you said you wouldn’t do it, but here you are.”

“…Shut up.”

Some time later, at the Imperial Palace.

I had come to the palace to clear my head after a long time.

Knowing that the palace residents were avid gamers, I observed them for inspiration for the next game.

“I heard you even did a collab recently.”

“It was just playing COL together. Stop bringing it up before someone hears!”

“Alright, alright.”

Rikal became visibly flustered as I continued to bring up JeBbit. I chuckled and changed the subject.

“By the way, when’s the next game coming out? It feels like it’s time.”

“That’s what I’m struggling with.”

“What kind of struggle?”

“It’s a bit of a long story. I’ll just look around the palace for now.”

“You little…”

The truth was, there were plenty of games I could make.

However, they would ultimately feel similar to existing ones.

Considering the effort it took to develop a game, I wanted to create something that offered a fresh experience.

“…The Knights’ Order.”

While wandering the palace, I arrived at the training grounds of the Knights’ Order.

The knights were training in neat formations, wielding their swords.

“They’re still using swords, huh.”

“Well, what else can they do if they can’t use magic?”

Watching the knights clad in iron Armor swing their swords, I muttered to myself.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen actual combat in this peaceful era.

Living in a city of mages, I rarely encountered sword wielders.

It struck me how outdated the weapons in this world were compared to other advancements enabled by magitech.

“Hmm…”

In COL, there were many champions who used non-magical weapons like guns.

However, most of those champions used skills that made such weapons feel more like magical tools.

In this world, weapons like swords were still the norm, with nothing much beyond that.

“In that case…”

What if I introduced new types of weapons?

And if I created a game that focused entirely on those new weapons?

“I’ll be going now. Best of luck with your stream.”

With those words, I hurried back to the Illusion Magic Tower.

 

—
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Once, it was a game I played quite diligently: Hidden Attack.

At the time, it seemed like a game that even people who didn’t play FPS would have heard of.

While it’s hard to call it the original, it was certainly the first and most widely recognized FPS.

I had just decided that my next game would be Hidden Attack.

“Ra-Rai… I found a bug…”

At that moment, Hina peeked timidly from the door, hesitating before speaking.

Perhaps because I’d been holed up in the lab for the past few days, she was back to being shy and reserved.

Even though we’d lived together for years, it still amazed me how a few days apart could make her retreat into awkwardness.

In any case, it was perfect timing.

“That can be fixed with tomorrow’s patch. For now, come here for a moment, Master of the Magic Tower.”

“Uh, uhm? Okay.”

Hidden Attack was essentially a game devoid of fantasy elements.

In other words, in this world, Hidden Attack would actually appear fantastical.

A gun that exploded gunpowder instead of using magic.

Armor like bulletproof vests instead of magical shields.

It might look primitive in this world, but at the same time, it represented highly advanced technology.

It was undoubtedly going to be a new type of game, but the question was whether people would accept it.

“Do you know what a gun is?”

“A g-gun? Uh? Gun gun gun gun? Are you talking about that?”

When I mentioned a gun, Hina stammered while clumsily imitating the recent trending rabbit reaction.

It seemed the concept of a gun was entirely unfamiliar in this world.

“Well, to give you a rough idea…”

I conjured an illusion of a gun and took a shooting stance.

It was an K2 rifle I had used during my military service.

Even though it was a memory from my past life, the structure was vividly clear, and my stance came naturally.

Military memories must be engraved onto one’s soul.

“What… what is this?”

“It’s called a gun. It’s a type of weapon that fires bullets through this small hole.”

“Huh? Oh, like the ones in COL?”

“It’s a bit different, but let me show you.”

Bang—!

I created an illusion of a gunshot sound and a bullet flying simultaneously.

“Kyah—!!”

Even though it was just an illusion, Hina screamed and fell over, startled.

“Are you okay?”

I quickly dissipated the illusion and helped her up.

Her eyes were teary from the shock.

“W-what was that just now?”

“It’s a gun. A small explosion launches a tiny projectile at tremendous speed, piercing through the enemy.”

“It… it feels so dangerous.”

“I’m sorry.”

Even without knowing what a gun was, her instincts seemed to perceive it as dangerous.

“The next game will be about fighting with guns. It’ll be somewhat similar to the ones in COL but more realistic.”

“This is reality…?”

“It adheres more to the laws of physics. Anyway, do you think it could work?”

“I don’t know, but… it sounds fun.”

As expected of Hina, who had an innate talent for gaming.

Just from this, she seemed to have a rough idea of what the game might be like.

Suddenly introducing the concept of real guns into this world might be difficult to accept.

In the case of COL, people seemed to regard them as a form of magic.

However, in Hidden Attack, the guns were just guns—nothing more, nothing less.

I demonstrated the concept of guns to people through illusions before beginning development.

With the basics of the concept familiarized through illusions, I felt confident that people would quickly adapt to the game.

And so, I spent the next few months working on Hidden Attack.

***

“Hmmm… It truly is an age of peace.”

The Emperor lounged half-reclined on the throne, sipping his drink.

He had just played COL for five hours straight and was now taking a break.

These days, the Emperor’s routine consisted of gaming, idle chatter about life, and discussions about falling leaves.

Occasionally, he would play auto chess against members of the royal court.

“Somehow, it feels a bit boring.”

The games were still enjoyable.

The thrill of action, the excitement of winning in COL, and the fun of auto chess—all of it remained.

However, for some reason, the Emperor felt that these stimuli had weakened.

Even when playing the same way as always, not every moment felt as exhilarating.

Now, he only felt brief excitement during the peak moments of gameplay.

Of course, he couldn’t quit, but when he wasn’t gaming, he found it difficult to feel satisfied.

And he was always seeking even greater thrills.

“Hmmm… I should stretch my body for the first time in a while.”

He had been playing games excessively lately.

The Emperor, even as he aged, never neglected wielding his sword.

Before becoming Emperor, he had been a conqueror, and before that, a warrior.

Having experienced the Conquest Wars, he did not dislike combat.

“You’re taking up the sword again, Your Majesty.”

“A blade must not dull, even in times of peace. I’ve been gaming too much; I think I’ll start practicing regularly.”

“That’s wise. No matter how peaceful the times, a knight’s sword must remain sharp.”

The Emperor sparred with the Knight Commander, their swords clashing for the first time in a while.

It felt like a return to the old days, and he didn’t mind it.

“Come to think of it, the Illusion Magic Tower has been quiet lately.”

“Hm?”

“I thought it was about time for a new game to be released.”

“Now that you mention it… Ah, I see!”

During their conversation, the Emperor had a moment of clarity.

The source of his recent dissatisfaction.

Normally, around this time, a new game would have been released to entertain him.

However, the Illusion Magic Tower had been preoccupied with consecutive events and the COL Championships.

Without a new game, there had been no fresh stimulation.

At that moment, a royal official rushed in, shouting.

“Y-Your Majesty! The Illusion Magic Tower has announced a new game!”

“What?”

Like a dragon summoned by name, the news had arrived.

The Emperor immediately abandoned his sword and dashed off.

“I knew it.”

The Knight Commander sighed, watching the Emperor’s retreating figure.

It seemed the Emperor’s resolution to practice regularly would not last.

The Emperor promptly contacted the Illusion Magic Tower to inquire about the release date of the new game.

The release of Hidden Attack was scheduled for a week later.

The Emperor spent the following nights like a child eagerly awaiting their birthday.

And finally, the day of Hidden Attack’s release arrived.

“…What in the world is this?”

The Emperor, upon starting the game, couldn’t help but be confused.

The setting was a gray space composed of mysterious stone chunks.

The characters wore bizarre outfits he had never seen before, and they fought without any magic or swordsmanship.

“A gun…?”

The weapon was a gun.

When the trigger was pulled, a small object called a bullet flew out with a powerful recoil.

When it hit the opponent, blood splattered, and their life force decreased.

It was a strange world, but the gameplay itself was simple.

You aim at the opponent, shoot, and kill.

“This is harder than I thought…”

During his first attempt, the Emperor struggled significantly.

Unlike the arrows or spears whose trajectories were easy to see, the movement of bullets was difficult for the human eye to follow.

You had to aim using something called a reticle.

The reticle was so small that even seeing it properly was challenging.

However, after a few tries, he quickly got the hang of it.

“Oh! Got one!”

Enemies fell when he aimed accurately.

The impact of the gun’s recoil added to the pleasure of the hits, amplifying the thrill.

“This reminds me of the old days.”

‘Hidden Attack’ was fundamentally different from the battles in games like ‘Maple Leaf Story’ or COL.

The previous games felt more like knocking opponents down rather than killing them.

Using magic to deal more damage than the opponent’s health felt more like playacting.

But ‘Hidden Attack’ was different.

This game was unmistakably about killing people.

If you hit a non-vital part, the opponent didn’t die instantly.

But hitting a critical area like the head would kill them in one shot.

Blood spurted realistically when a hit connected.

Adrenaline surged.

It felt like the battles from his past on the battlefield.

The sensation of killing was still raw and sticky.

But narrowly dodging death and taking down an opponent gave him an unmatched thrill.

The feeling of surviving alone after breaking through situations where his body seemed about to shatter and blood was gushing everywhere.

This place was a real battlefield.

A place drenched in blood, where failing to kill meant being killed.

A space where you had to focus solely on killing your opponent. Otherwise, you’d die yourself.

A real battlefield. Real death.

The sensation he thought he’d never feel again in this era of peace.

‘Hidden Attack’ brought it back to the Emperor.

Naturally, and perhaps inevitably, the Emperor became hooked on ‘Hidden Attack.’

***

After countless people started enjoying ‘Hidden Attack,’

Most had grown accustomed to the new virtual weapon called the ‘gun.’

A weapon much more convenient and impactful than swords.

Contrary to Rai’s initial concerns, people were thoroughly enjoying it.

“This…”

However, not everyone was simply enjoying it.

“It feels like we could really make one.”

Somewhere on the continent.

An alchemist was seriously delving into the study of guns.
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Alchemy is useless.

This was a well-known fact in this world.

Alchemy began a long time ago when a man with the elemental affinity of “Lead” attempted to turn lead into gold.

Naturally, it didn’t attract much attention.

After all, it was merely the desperate struggle of a commoner who had been dealt a bad hand in life.

Those with higher elemental affinities for metals had no reason to immerse themselves in alchemy.

Everyone could use magic to some extent, no matter how insignificant.

And in Trinity, where magic engineering was advancing rapidly, there was no place for alchemy.

Thus, alchemy began attempting what magic could not achieve.

For example, creating an elixir of immortality.

Or melting metals together in various combinations to create the Philosopher’s Stone, a legendary material.

Of course, there were a few meaningful discoveries made along the way.

Improvements in metal refining or advancements in certain areas of pharmacology, for instance.

These did help blacksmiths and pharmacists, but the masses were uninterested.

To them, alchemists were just fools throwing strange things into cauldrons to boil.

By this era, very few people were still pursuing such practices.

And among the handful of people still engaged in alchemy was one man.

“Oh, the new release from Phantom Tower is out!”

The alchemist, Alken.

He was a man living in a small mountain village in the Kingdom of Franken.

He got by with a modest living, foraging herbs.

This was typical for the citizens of minor nations, whose wealth was drained away by the Empire, leaving little room for savings.

Though minor nations had been growing under international law recently,

Alken could have moved to the city for a better life.

But he didn’t.

Having eked out a living as an alchemist for nearly 30 years, he didn’t see any reason to change.

Moreover, the current era was simply too good to leave.

The Illusion Magic Tower’s Fantasy Reality.

Why bother with unnecessary hardships when there’s so much fun to be had here?

For Alken, as long as he had enough food to fill his belly and money to buy new releases, he was content.

Thus, he purchased and started playing the new game, Hidden Attack.

“What on earth is this…”

As soon as he logged in, an unfamiliar world unfolded before him.

A gray world he had never seen before.

It was honestly so alien that it was difficult to accept at first.

But since it was a game from Illusion Magic Tower, it was guaranteed to be fun.

After a few hours of playing, Alken quickly became accustomed to Hidden Attack.

“A gun, huh. What an interesting concept. How does Riot always come up with these ideas…”

If he had this kind of creativity, perhaps he could have created an elixir of immortality.

With a sigh, Alken immersed himself deeper into the game.

Bang-bang!

Hidden Attack was quite brutal.

For Alken, who had never killed anything beyond tossing a live frog into a cauldron, it was a strong stimulus.

Unlike the previous games that felt like mere “games,” Hidden Attack felt like actually killing someone.

Ordinary people generally struggle to accept the sensation of having killed.

It’s common for knights returning from war or adventurers to develop trauma from their actions.

Yet, Hidden Attack avoided such issues, seemingly due to the “gun” as a weapon.

“Killing someone really does feel like a game. Well, it is a game.”

You simply aim accurately and pull the trigger, and the person dies.

It felt like practicing archery, except the gun only required the slightest flick of a finger.

The unrealistic background and outfits also played a role.

Alken, as was his habit, disassembled the gun in the game.

If he could make something like this with alchemy, it would surely be a huge success.

Although nothing from the game had ever been successfully replicated with alchemy before.

Items like Minecraft’s obsidian or Ender Pearls, for instance.

“This one… actually seems doable, though.”

It looked deceptively simple.

“Don’t you just need to make the body and the bullets?”

You load the bullets into the gun, pull the trigger, and fire.

That seemed to be the entire mechanism.

Of course, there were likely more intricate details to its operation, but Alken couldn’t comprehend the inner workings of the gun.

Moreover, Illusion Magic Tower hadn’t fully implemented the internal mechanisms of the gun.

Only the exterior and the firing function had been designed.

So, disassembling the gun wasn’t even possible.

“The bullets seem to be the key.”

Thus, Alken focused on the bullets.

The bullets appeared to be cylindrical pillars made of a strange metal that converged towards the tip.

Yet, when fired, a small sphere seemed to shoot out.

Only the casing of the bullet was ejected to the side.

“So, something inside explodes, propelling the sphere forward…”

That would mean the bullet contained both the sphere and some kind of explosive mechanism.

The ignition mechanism was likely inside the gun.

With this in mind, Alken sent a chat message to other alchemists playing the game.

Don’tLookDownOnAlchemy: “Guys, don’t you think this could actually be made?”

There’sAPersonInside: “There he goes again. This is a weapon; even if it could be made, blacksmiths would be the ones to do it, not us…”

Don’tPutFrogLegsIn: “Ugh, stupid alchemists. Still boiling frogs in cauldrons, huh?”

There’sAPersonInside: “Dude, you’re an alchemist too.”

Don’tPutFrogLegsIn: “I recently got a job at a nearby pharmacy. ㅇㅅㅇ”

They didn’t seem particularly enthusiastic.

In fact, few alchemists pursued alchemy seriously anymore.

There’sAPersonInside: “Didn’t you blow up your cauldron last time trying to make obsidian?”

Don’tLookDownOnAlchemy: “Ugh, but this one really feels doable…”

Don’tPutFrogLegsIn: “Just shut up and play the game.”

In the end, no one showed any interest.

Yet, perhaps because he had roughly figured out the principle,

Alken began experimenting on his own to create the explosive material.

***

“Bang bang bang! Die!”

“Grrr! Grenade toss!”

Children on the street mimicked a gunfight, holding what looked like sticks as rifles.

This had become a common scene after the release of Hidden Attack.

Smack—

“Ouch!”

One child got hit in the head by a rock another had thrown like a grenade.

The child who threw it, seemingly unintentionally, didn’t know what to do.

“It’s okay. Even allies can get caught in a grenade’s blast, so you have to aim carefully before throwing.”

“Oh…! Yes, sir!”

“Kyahaha!”

When reassured, the children burst into giggles and ran off, delighted for some reason.

Watching them, I felt a pang of nostalgia—it reminded me of my younger self.

“…Should kids really be saying stuff like that already?”

“Well, it’s just play.”

Hidden Attack had a strict age restriction, prohibiting sales to anyone under 15.

But just like in modern times, some kids appeared to be secretly playing it using their parents’ artifacts.

Rikal watched the children with a concerned look.

“Killing people taints the soul. It’s not something children should come to understand.”

“True. I also warn buyers not to let their kids play. Still, I’m surprised to hear this concern from you, Your Highness. Especially in a world where even children used to go to war. Many people don’t understand why we’d bother restricting kids in the first place.”

Before the peaceful era, it was common for children to wield swords and axes in battle.

This world’s children still lived far closer to violence than those of the modern age.

Thus, many didn’t understand the necessity of an age restriction.

Surprisingly, Rikal, who seemed cold and ruthless, was concerned about this issue.

“But that doesn’t mean it’s a good thing.”

Muttering under his breath, Rikal walked on.

I ignored him and went about my shopping.

“By the way, where did you come up with this concept of a gun?”

“It’s just something I thought of.”

“So, it doesn’t exist in this world?”

“Correct. Although it seems feasible to create, I wouldn’t know how. Why?”

“If guns existed, military strength would multiply hundreds of times. Imagine a world where wars are fought with guns.”

Rikal’s sharp calculations showed how much work he’d been doing recently.

As a ruler, his desire to incorporate guns into his military was natural.

Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to make them myself.

I had only manifested the idea as a fantasy.

“Try ordering your scholars to make them.”

I immediately regretted my words.

If firearms were to become reality, the world could face drastic changes.

Perhaps the entire order of things would be upended.

“They couldn’t do it. Useless fools.”

“I see.”

“Do you really not know how?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t have conjured them as mere fantasy, would I?”

“Hmm.”

It seemed his recent visit was motivated by his curiosity about guns.

Sorry, but I don’t know the answer either.

If I had, I wouldn’t be wasting my time as a fantasy mage.

“I understand.”

“Goodbye.”

Having finished his business, Rikal turned back toward the capital.

I checked the time and realized it was almost time for JeBbit’s broadcast to start.

“For now, it’s impossible.”

Guns and gunpowder had appeared relatively late in the history of my past life.

Considering the level of technology in this world, it wouldn’t be easy to make them.

Sometimes people like Rikal would entertain such ideas, but it still seemed impossible.

If guns were ever made, it would be a positive development.

After all, the world must progress.

“I’m just a game developer.”

That would be a good thing.

But creating guns would take a lot of time.

I discarded the thought and munched on a donut as I headed back to the magic tower.

A few quiet months passed, and the topic of guns seemed forgotten—

Until a certain beggar—no, an alchemist—visited the Illusion Magic Tower.
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“Hmm… It can’t be a liquid.”

Alken thought as he looked at the boiling cauldron.

It had been months since he started making a gun.

The key was creating bullets that could explode.

From the way the trigger activated the explosion, it seemed that the detonation was caused by physical impact on a localized area.

In the end, if he could create a substance that would cause an explosion within the bullet, he could consider his work successful.

The problem was that he had no idea what that substance could be.

“It’s not a liquid, and containing a gas without magic is unrealistic… then it must be a solid.”

As he continued his research, Alken began to think that this might be an impossible task.

But whenever such thoughts arose, Alken recalled Riot’s interview.

-“In my view, this game feels more real than reality. The world of Hidden Attack is not magic. It’s brutal reality.”

He had clearly stated that no magic was used.

This meant it was something that could be made without magic.

“But how would Riot know if guns could actually exist in reality when he’s just creating illusions?”

From another perspective, Riot was just an illusion mage.

How could he possibly know whether or not guns could be made in the real world?

Alken shook his head to clear his thoughts and resumed his alchemical work.

Above all, he had a gut feeling that it would work.

That strong intuition was there.

As an alchemist, he wanted to prove his pride.

“If it’s neither gas nor liquid, then it’s a solid. And… powder form would be the most useful. That way, it would have a larger surface area and seem likely to cause a bigger explosion.”

This idea stemmed from the observation that fires spread more easily in a dry atmosphere with scattered dust particles.

The finer the particles, the better they transmitted flames.

This was an intuition Alken had developed through his extensive experience in alchemy.

In modern terms, it might be considered science, but Alken was inching closer to the answer purely through experience.

One day.

“This combination doesn’t work either… Hmm…”

As he experimented with various combinations, Alken had just powdered a new substance.

Nearby, a cauldron filled with all sorts of materials bubbled away.

“Will it work this time…?”

With a sigh, Alken scooped out a small amount of powder.

Over time, he had found a few substances that caught fire or caused minor explosions.

But those reactions were universal to most materials.

None of them had the explosive force needed to implement a gun.

Even when compacted into small bullets, their performance was unimpressive.

This was his 79th attempt.

He jotted down the mixture in his notebook and prepared to head outside.

It was safer to conduct experiments outdoors to avoid damage in case of an explosion.

But then—

“Ha-choo!”

A sudden sneeze overcame Alken.

“Ah, ah… ah-CHOO!”

With his sneeze, the powder scattered everywhere.

And in that instant—

BOOM!

A tremendous explosion rocked Alken’s house.

“Ahhhhhhhhhh—!”

Fortunately, Alken had been wearing a protective robe, a costly investment he had made long ago, enchanted with defensive magic.

It was an essential item for alchemists.

One of his ears was ringing, but that was a minor concern.

“It worked… It worked!!!”

He had succeeded in creating “gunpowder.”

“It… it worked, but…”

The explosion had destroyed everything, including his house.

“Well, that’s a problem.”

Still, success was success.

After a moment, Alken collected the burned remains of his belongings, including game artifacts, from the ruins of his house.

As long as he had his formula and the game, nothing else really mattered.

He hadn’t owned much to begin with.

Alken decided to head to a fellow alchemist’s house, where he often played games.

He planned to stay there for a few days to refine the substance and craft a gun.

“But what would I do with it once it’s made?”

He paused to ponder before leaving.

He had no intention of killing anyone, and selling weapons recklessly would violate international law.

“I’ll figure that out later.”

It was a problem for the future.

For now, the certainty that alchemists would become a promising profession was enough to lift his spirits.

Feeling upbeat, Alken cheerfully made his way to his friend’s house.

But his joy and worries didn’t last long.

“Is the alchemist who caused the explosion near the Poho Forest here?”

Not long after, soldiers from the Kingdom of Franken came to the house where Alken was staying.

“Wh-what?”

“There you are. Come with us.”

“What? Wait, what?”

And just like that, Alken was taken into custody by the kingdom’s soldiers.

The case was straightforward.

Hearing the explosion, a resident had reported it to the guards, but the site had been deserted.

Because Alken had been openly declaring his plans to make a gun throughout town, the guards quickly identified him as the alchemist trying to create firearms.

After a little more investigation, they found his residence.

“Are you the alchemist who claims to be making a gun?”

Surprisingly, it was the king himself who had ordered Alken to be brought to the palace.

The king was also a Hidden Attack player.

He enjoyed venting his frustrations against the Empire through the intense gameplay.

Moreover, the King of Franken had a different thought.

If he could possess this “gun”…

And if he could build an army equipped with such weapons…

Then the knights who wielded swords would be easily subdued.

Life had improved under international law, but the long-standing grievances among the kingdoms remained.

If most kings were given a chance to overthrow the Empire, they would seize it without hesitation.

“Y-yes, that’s correct.”

Alken trembled as he bowed his head and answered.

For a commoner like him, meeting royalty was unimaginable.

All he could do was quiver in fear, utterly unaware of what was to come.

“Raise your head.”

“T-that is…”

“Raise your head.”

Alken raised his head while remaining prostrated.

“Is it true that you created a gun?”

“I-I haven’t created a gun yet, but I have managed to develop the materials for the bullets.”

“So the reported explosion was caused by that?”

The minister standing beside him nodded.

The royal family had been secretly pouring efforts into the development of firearms.

That was why news about someone like Alken reached the ears of the king.

“Impressive. To think that a mere alchemist could achieve what the scholars of the royal court could not. Alchemist, you shall work in the royal palace.”

“E-excuse me?”

“We will spare no support. Create the gun. You shall be greatly rewarded.”

And so, Alken unexpectedly became a royal scholar.

A generous salary, warm meals, and a comfortable bed.

There was no reason to refuse.

After several weeks of research within the palace, Alken gradually grew accustomed to life in the royal court.

He even began to make friends among the palace staff.

Before that, as a commoner from a rural village, he hadn’t been able to utter a word in such a setting.

Now, having acquainted himself with a few people, he managed to hold conversations with the palace workers.

A few weeks later, curiosity led him to ask one of his fellow scholars:

“By the way, why does His Majesty wish to create a gun? Is he a huge fan of ‘Hidden Attack’?”

“Huh… As expected of someone from a common background, you really know nothing. Well, you’ll find out sooner or later. It’s obviously for ‘war.'”

“W-war, you say?”

“Yes. Tell me, can you take down a sniper in ‘Hidden Attack’ with a dagger? Of course not. If we had guns, we could easily defeat even the Empire’s knights.”

“Then that means…”

“It’s about paying them back for all we’ve suffered. That’s what His Majesty intends to do. ‘Hidden Attack’ has brought about a new wave.”

“And the Magic Tower will just sit idly by?”

“Magicians have no interest in political matters.”

Could Riot, when creating the game, have predicted such consequences?

Considering his interviews, it seemed unlikely.

From that night, and on many nights thereafter, Alken found himself unable to sleep, lost in thought.

Of course, war would break out.

It could potentially alter the order of the continent.

If that happened, countless people would perish.

Although Alken had never experienced war, even he could comprehend that.

“Because of the gun I created…”

Countless people would die.

All because he created a gun.

The thought of that future made it unbearable for Alken.

“This is…”

After spending sleepless nights pondering, Alken made a decision.

He couldn’t bear it anymore.

“Where are you off to so early in the morning?”

Alken set out early in the morning, leaving the capital.

“I urgently need some materials.”

“Looks like you’ve pulled another all-nighter for your research.”

The guard let Alken through without suspicion.

After all, as a commoner, it was common for him to personally fetch materials for his experiments.

But this time, Alken left the capital, traversed mountains, and traveled far beyond.

In complete secrecy.

He didn’t use a carriage either, as it might increase the risk of getting caught.

He simply wanted to live as an ordinary citizen.

To practice alchemy moderately and enjoy the rest of his time playing games.

The thought of people dying because of him was intolerable.

He journeyed for several days and nights until he reached Trinity.

***

“So, that’s why you came to see me?”

“Yes, that’s correct, Riot. Since magicians remain strictly neutral in such matters, I thought you, as the creator of ‘Hidden Attack,’ might have an idea.”

After hearing Alken’s story, I leaned back in my chair.

I had anticipated someone would eventually create a gun.

The royal family had been fervently researching it as well.

However, this world’s reliance on magic had stunted the development of basic science.

Creating a gun without magic would take an incredibly long time—or so I had thought.

Even now, the royal court had no clear direction for firearm development. (I wouldn’t be of much help either since I didn’t know the scientific principles.)

Alken’s accidental creation of gunpowder must have been sheer coincidence.

He likely discovered it without even knowing the elemental composition of the materials.

“Hmm…”

Indeed, allowing a single kingdom to monopolize firearms would be disastrous.

If firearms were secretly developed further, it could lead to large-scale wars.

The only possible countermeasure might be the royal court’s magic. However, their skills were inferior to those in Trinity.

“War will inevitably break out. That much is certain.”

The rapid progress in firearm research, driven by the existence of someone like Alken, was beyond my expectations.

Naturally, I didn’t desire war either.

Perhaps this was the unpredictability of human affairs.

Still, I had given this potential scenario some thought.

“Then, does the Kingdom of Franken already possess firearms?”

“No, not yet. They’ve managed to create bullet materials and partially construct gun mechanisms. However, methods like ensuring a powerful shot from a simple trigger, as in ‘Hidden Attack,’ remain elusive.”

“I see. Bullets consist of metal balls, gunpowder, and a detonator, correct? Ah, I named the explosive material ‘gunpowder,’ and the detonator is the part within the bullet that ignites the explosion. I’m not entirely sure about the details, but striking the bullet’s detonator creates a spark, which ignites the gunpowder, causing a powerful explosion.”

At that point, Alken’s expression lit up with realization.

“That principle… If applied, guns could indeed be made easily.”

“Exactly. Which means the kingdom might…”

“Yes, they could wage war.”

“But that’s exactly what I want to avoid. If people die because of me…”

“But it’s inevitable now. Someone else would create it eventually.”

“Then…”

After a moment of contemplation, I spoke.

Alken, clearly worn out from his mental anguish, appeared gaunt, his limbs revealing bone and sinew.

Would Einstein have suffered similar anguish if he had known in advance that his inventions would lead to countless deaths?

Perhaps he, too, might have chosen not to create them, like Alken.

Yet another truth remains: Einstein’s discoveries also propelled humanity forward in many ways.

Ultimately, it all comes down to how it’s used.

“Create it here. The gun. And document everything about gunpowder.”

“What?”

“And then, distribute it to all nations. Ensure that every country can possess firearms.”

“What?! Did you even listen to what I said…”

Alken jumped up, startled by my suggestion.

But there was no other solution.

“Don’t worry. The outcome you fear will not come to pass.”

Shortly after, a revolution began in the world.
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“What in the world are you talking about?”

The king of the Frankish Kingdom slammed the table with a loud bang.

The knight delivering the report bowed his head, trembling with fear.

“Well, it seems he walked directly through an unused forest path. Because of that, there were no witnesses…”

“So, you’re saying he still hasn’t been found?”

“W-We did find him, but…”

Alken had disappeared from the royal castle.

And he possessed complete knowledge of gunpowder formulas.

“It seems he has gone to Trinity. Apparently, he entered the Illusion Magic Tower there, but we also…”

“Sigh…!”

The king let out a deep sigh and leaned back against his throne.

The only solace was that Alken hadn’t fled to another nation like the Empire.

At least it seemed he hadn’t gone to divulge the Frankish Kingdom’s firearms research to foreign countries.

“We’re still monitoring him closely. He hasn’t left Trinity and doesn’t appear to be contacting other nations.”

“Hmm… That man…”

As the king, he couldn’t understand Alken’s motives.

A simple citizen who didn’t wish for war to erupt by his hands.

He was a being whose peaceful mind the king could not comprehend.

“Continue the surveillance. Also, ensure that the research continues. The gunpowder formula should still be intact.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Even without Alken, we can proceed with the research.”

“Phew… Dismiss everyone.”

At least the royal scholars were now capable of producing gunpowder.

Even without Alken, the research could continue.

For now, this was the best course of action.

It was impossible to demand Alken’s return from Trinity, a neutral entity even the Empire dared not provoke.

For the time being, the king had to be content with the fact that Alken hadn’t aligned himself with another nation.

But a few months later…

“What?!”

A piece of news shook the entire world.

***

“Oh… This is almost identical, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. As expected of the Dark Elves.”

“Wow… Amazing!”

We all marveled at the M16 rifle Kilia had crafted.

While bullets could be made, creating the firearm’s body had been challenging.

But the Dark Elves, known as the finest artisans, had solved the problem.

“This was easy. The internal structure is just as intricate.”

Click, clack.

Kilia disassembled the rifle like a seasoned drill instructor, showcasing its internal structure.

She had perfectly reproduced it based on my military experience.

Truly, no one could match the Dark Elves’ craftsmanship.

“Does this mean it’s finished now?”

“We’ll need to test it first to ensure it functions properly.”

Taking the rifle, I skillfully loaded the bullets Alken had created.

After carefully inspecting the chamber, I positioned myself.

“Oh, Riot. Have you been practicing a lot of ‘Hidden Attack’?”

Kilia admired my shooting posture.

Sorry, but this wasn’t from playing games—it came from real-life experience.

“All right, firing now.”

I aimed the reticle at the target, exhaled slowly, and pulled the trigger.

In case of a malfunction, I had equipped a defensive artifact.

However, I was confident in Kilia’s rifle and Alken’s bullets.

The sensation of holding this weapon felt as natural as during my military service.

The surroundings fell silent as the trigger moved.

Bang—

A heavy recoil hit my right shoulder, chest, and collarbone.

Thankfully, there was no malfunction.

“Whoa…!”

“Wow! It’s just like Hidden Attack!”

“Amazing…!”

Expressions of awe filled the room.

Kilia, in particular, seemed thrilled that her rifle had worked perfectly.

“It seems to be functioning without any issues.”

“So…”

“Yes. It looks like we’ve successfully created a real firearm.”

Applause and cheers erupted from everyone present.

I, too, clapped for Alken and Kilia.

“But what’s the plan now? We know how much effort Alken put into this…”

“We’ll distribute the firearm manufacturing techniques to every nation. Oh, and selling them would be great—our sales have been declining lately. Of course, Alken and the Dark Elves will receive a share.”

“Are you sure about this, Riot?”

Alken asked in a concerned tone.

After all, he had fled the Frankish Kingdom out of fear of starting a war.

“Eventually, someone else would have invented firearms. But if everyone has them, wars might not break out.”

“That’s true, but…”

“And even if a war does happen, so what? It wouldn’t be Alken’s fault. If you think about it, it’s more my responsibility.”

Despite my words, I was confident no war would occur.

The Empire, with its vast resources, would likely maintain dominance even in firearm production.

The current order would persist.

What I truly anticipated was something else.

“If anything, it will be Alken and the Dark Elves who’ll become busier.”

Shortly after, we shared the news with the world.

Unsurprisingly, it caused an uproar.

***

[Alchemist Alken succeeds in creating firearms with ‘Hidden Attack’—a collaboration with the Illusion Magic Tower and the Dark Elves.]

[The reality of firearms unveiled by the Illusion Magic Tower and an alchemist—exploring their structure and principles.]

[A surge of interest in alchemists—Academy seeks to invite Alken.]

[Is alchemy truly obsolete? Interview with an alchemist.]

[Gunpowder and firearms production techniques revealed to the public—the key lies in gunpowder.]

[Firearms that swords cannot counter—how will the continent change?]

[Illusion Magic Tower begins selling firearm and gunpowder production techniques—nations compete to purchase them.]

[Riot: The invention of firearms is merely the first step toward historical progress. Gunpowder’s potential is limitless, and the Dark Elves’ skills will be needed again.]

[Academy scholars: Firearms will revolutionize the world.]

[The fear of war brought by firearms—will conflict erupt?]

[Governments swiftly ban civilian use of firearms.]

.

.

.

The reactions I anticipated poured out from each media outlet.

Each country spent a fortune to learn the methods for crafting M16s and gunpowder from us.

Of course, that was not the end of it all.

To develop further, much more research and technology would be required.

They would likely begin to dig deeper into Alken’s and the Dark Elves’ technologies.

The nations and academies were already scrambling to recruit Alken.

“This… this much money…!”

“With this, we might finally escape Dihelium…!”

“There may be even more wealth to come in the future. However, please restrict yourselves to trade alone. If knowledge and technology tilt in one direction, as Alken fears, war may break out. Moreover, there will likely be limitations on ordinary citizens owning firearms.”

“Yes, yes. I understand, Riot.”

For an astronomical amount, we sold the methods for making firearms and gunpowder to various nations.

Truthfully, the amount was enough to buy a small country.

But every nation, without exception, made the purchase.

If any nation ended up without firearms, it was clear they would face inevitable destruction.

And it didn’t seem like the global order would change even if weaker nations acquired guns.

The empire was already mass-producing firearms, adding its wealth to the acquired technology.

Few weaker nations had accumulated wealth comparable to the empire.

Even with international laws in place, the empire maintained its superiority.

“I recommend that Alken join the academy. You’ll be free to conduct research there and can largely escape the entanglements of national interests.”

Alken couldn’t stay in the Illusion magic Tower forever, so I suggested the academy.

Though it’s only a small gun now, I foresee a tremendous revolution beginning soon.

Naturally, the related fields of study will advance as well.

There needed to be someone to become the father of that academic field.

And above all, the one who delved into science rather than magic was Alken.

Though he initially began with mere alchemy, my observations from the Phantom Tower confirmed he was suited to being a scientist.

“Yes. I’ll do so. Thank you so much for everything.”

“Yes, yes. The academy is near Trinity, so you’ll be able to visit anytime.”

“Yes. Truly, thank you.”

“Kilia, how about researching something other than ‘Minecraft’ for a change?”

“Alright. We’ve also drawn a lot of inspiration from making guns.”

Thus, the world grew noisier, and the Illusion Magic Tower returned to normal.

I questioned whether it was right for a magician to lead such advancements.

But, after all, I only had useless illusion magic. Actually, this is better.

Time passed like that.

***

“Ha… these days, we’re short on workers. Demand is through the roof.”

Uracal Mountains. Urac Mine.

A supervisor sighed and muttered to himself.

Ever since the popularization of fantasy games, more miners had been quitting their jobs.

Nowadays, people preferred earning just enough to get by and enjoying the virtual worlds in games.

Moreover, in games like Maple Leaf Story, becoming a high-level player could be enough to make a living.

Today’s weak-willed youth disliked hard labour like mining.

“I’ve got to meet this month’s quota, but it’s hopeless again…”

With so few miners, it was difficult to meet the usual output.

Even increasing wages and work intensity didn’t change the fact that there was only so much a human could do.

To make matters worse, it was currently the phase for digging new routes, which doubled the workload.

“Screw it. I’m just going to play games.”

The supervisor’s concern was only temporary.

Once his shift ended, he, too, would spend his time gaming.

Recently, he had become obsessed with Hidden Attack.

-“Fire in the hole!”-

He gleefully threw grenades in the game.

Then a thought crossed his mind.

‘Wait… explosion?’

Recently, even in the real world, it had become possible to make gunpowder and firearms.

The Phantom Tower had collaborated with the alchemists and Dark Elves to make it a reality.

“Boss!”

The supervisor, struck by inspiration, dashed off to the mine owner.

The owner, immersed in Maple Leaf Story, was forcibly logged out.

“What the hell?! What’s the big idea?!”

“I have a great idea.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Blow it up. The mine!”

“What?”

His idea was both an explosion and a masterpiece.

Manually digging into the earth required extensive labor and time.

But if they simply blasted through with gunpowder, a path would be created instantly.

Then they could just clear the way and extract the ores, drastically reducing the effort required.

The supervisor enthusiastically explained his idea, spitting as he spoke.

“What do you think? It would also make finding new mines easier.”

“You genius bastard!”

The owner, initially enraged at being interrupted mid-game, suddenly leapt to his feet.

“You’re a damn genius?!”

A revolution had arrived in the mining industry.

But that wasn’t the only revolution.

“With this, we could even tunnel through mountains! No more arduous journeys over or around them!”

“What’s this black rock? It keeps coming up while we recklessly drill through the ground and mountains.”

“Wait, tunneling through mountains? That means the time spent commuting will exceed the time spent mining.”

“Just lay down tracks and use carts. We’ve always done it that way.”

“But it’s still exhausting to travel such distances.”

“If we use inclines, the carts will roll down by themselves!”

“No, it’s still too tedious! If we’re already shooting guns, why not make the carts move automatically… Ugh, I need to visit the Dark Elves! They’ve been developing incredible technology lately!”

The world’s transformation had only just begun.
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Many revolutions have unfolded in a series of explosive chain reactions.

Initially, there were dramatic improvements in mining efficiency.

However, it didn’t stop there; the increased availability of coal triggered new developments.

It all began when a mining supervisor, seeking to simplify the act of pulling carts, approached the Dark Elves.

The Dark Elves were already in a state of excitement over the rapid advancements in technology.

They were ecstatic even when tasked with making guns, and now, with an influx of requests, they were overjoyed.

The discovery of gunpowder sparked a variety of imaginations.

To realize those imaginations, people turned to the Dark Elves.

The Dark Elves, in turn, collaborated with Alken to research and develop these ideas.

Thus, gunpowder was invented, and a year has passed since then.

The Dark Elves are still advancing their technology at a feverish pace, and humans have begun to learn and adopt these advancements.

Alken is also expanding his presence in the academy, reportedly establishing a new major.

The development of foundational academic disciplines is also essential.

“They say something called a train is being developed.”

“Indeed.”

“Not long ago, I wouldn’t have imagined it, but these days, there seems to be a heavy smell in the air.”

During breakfast,

The members of the Magic Tower were chatting while reading the latest news that came out every day.

Even I found the speed of progress astonishing.

Of course, as someone from the modern era, I thought it was still quite primitive.

In my previous life, science had advanced leisurely over a long history.

When the Industrial Revolution finally arrived, civilization rapidly grew thanks to that foundation.

But in this world, there was no such foundation.

Currently, things were being developed using coal and gunpowder.

However, the lack of basic academic knowledge would inevitably become evident.

Even the use of coal may have been a coincidence.

After a year, nothing more significant has emerged beyond this.

Instead, Alken was diligently conducting research at the academy.

A world progressing not through magic, but through something else.

I knew it was science, but there wasn’t much I could do to help.

After all, I wasn’t a scholar to begin with.

That said, I was curious—would the physical laws of my previous life apply the same way in this world?

With magic in existence, there might be undiscovered laws.

Perhaps the scholars at the academy would uncover them someday.

“Well, it doesn’t seem like life has changed immediately. Magic is still more convenient, after all.”

“True. But I think it’s a necessary endeavour. Magic isn’t equal for everyone, after all.”

“Explosions, on the other hand, are equal for everyone.”

Galliard, who was reading a newspaper nearby, chimed in.

Recently, he had become obsessed with Hidden Attack.

Of course, as a melee enthusiast, he wasn’t into gunfights.

Instead, he was engrossed in an entertaining playstyle, using only a dagger in the game.

His unconventional gameplay delighted his viewers on his broadcast.

He was simply crazy.

“Do you use grenades in Hidden Attack, Galliard?”

“I’ve decided to compromise on that. But I did try slicing through a flying grenade with my dagger—it didn’t work well.”

“Of course, it wouldn’t. The game doesn’t simulate such things.”

“Why don’t they make it possible! And why is the only sword-type weapon a dagger? Add more swords!”

“It’s a game made for gunfights, you crazy old man!”

At any rate, the world hadn’t changed significantly.

Magic remained convenient, and the rules of the world weren’t about to change with the advent of early modern technology.

Of course, firearms were being utilized in the military of various countries.

At least in the military field, progress was evident.

“But what if firearms advance to the point where even mages could be killed by them?”

“Mages like us, perhaps, but not other Magic Towers.”

“True. Defensive magic can’t be penetrated by bullets, after all.”

It wasn’t enough to threaten the role of magic.

After all, a high-ranking spatial mage could survive even a nuclear bomb.

Wind mages, for instance, wouldn’t be hit by bullets.

Only illusion mages like us were vulnerable.

Even by the standards of modern military power from my previous life, mages were extraordinary.

“By the way, we’re releasing a new game.”

“Huh? Hidden Attack has only been out for a little over a year.”

“What do you mean, Rai?”

“Oh! Is it a game about the great adventures of Mai?”

More importantly, the announcement of the next game.

This was a project that had been in slow development for a long time.

Naturally, it was a game rooted in history, the foundation of online gaming, and a part of everyone’s memories.

Given how well a game like Hidden Attack was received and how it had brought change to the continent,

I believed this new game would also be easily accepted and enjoyed by everyone now.

“We’re not planning to make a game like Mai’s adventures. In fact, Galliard might not like it much.”

“Grrr! What the—@#$#$”

Ignoring the enraged Galliard, I pulled an artifact from my pocket.

“Galaxy Craft.”

“Galaxy Craft?”

“It’s a kind of strategy game. It’s a bit different from Auto Chess.”

Galaxy Craft.

A game that occupied PC cafés even before Championship of Legends or Maple Leaf Story.

There was probably no one who didn’t know this game.

It produced numerous famous pro gamers and was essentially synonymous with gaming history.

“Let me show you.”

The gameplay resembled Auto Chess.

In other words, unlike Championship of Legends or Maple Leaf Story, it wasn’t about stepping into a fantastical reality.

Instead, the map was much larger than in Auto Chess.

Unlike Auto Chess, which was akin to a large chessboard,

this game allowed players to view an entire battlefield if they wanted.

In my previous life, Galaxy Craft had a fixed screen size. Instead, players could move the screen by dragging.

This time, we added zoom in and zoom out functionality.

“There are three races to choose from.”

In Galaxy Craft, players selected one of three races to compete.

The game started with only workers.

Players would gather resources with workers to build and upgrade various structures.

From these structures, unique units with distinct traits would be produced.

The goal was to out-develop the opponent and destroy their base.

It was a game requiring incredible manual dexterity and strategic thinking.

Each race had distinctive features, adding to the enjoyment of watching matches.

“Sounds, sounds like it’ll be fun!”

Hina gazed at ‘Galaxy Craft’ with the most excited look.

The others seemed a bit apprehensive.

It might be hard for someone like Galliard, an insane swordsman grandpa.

But still, everyone had an expression of anticipation.

And that’s because once you try it, it’s genuinely fun.

Perhaps the next international competition might even include ‘Galaxy Craft.’

At that point, it would truly become the Olympics of games.

“But isn’t it a bit too soon to release the game? The impact of ‘Hidden Attack’ hasn’t even settled yet.”

Rain said while reading a newspaper.

As Rain mentioned, the world was still in chaos over the discovery of gunpowder and fossil fuels.

When ‘Galaxy Craft’ launches, there might be people trying to build spaceships.

Of course, that would be impossible without magic.

“On the contrary, now is the perfect time. If we wait too long, the world will be in chaos again. Releasing it all at once might make the uproar die down faster.”

‘Hidden Attack’ and ‘Galaxy Craft’ were cutting-edge novelties in this world.

Moreover, the people in this world were highly prone to over-immersion.

If ‘Galaxy Craft’ launches, there will undoubtedly be a commotion again, so it might be better to face it all at once.

Who knows, someone like Alken might visit the Magic Tower again.

“And once ‘Galaxy Craft’ is released, I have other things to do. Major updates for other games probably won’t happen for a while.”

Soon, I planned to frequently and for long periods leave the Magic Tower.

Since it was no longer something that could be postponed, I intended to release the games at once and, after the commotion settled, leave the Magic Tower.

“What’s the reason?”

“It’s hard to explain even for me. Perhaps, I might be away from the Magic Tower for a while then.”

“??”

Of course, not immediately.

You never know what the overly immersed people of this world might do again.

It would probably take some time for the frenzy of ‘Hidden Attack’ and ‘Galaxy Craft’ to subside.

Sometime later, ‘Galaxy Craft’ was released as well.

***

“Riot’s on fire these days, huh? Releasing games at a one-year interval.”

“Is that so? To me, it looks like they’ve fallen into bizarre fantasies. ‘Hidden Attack’ and now ‘Galaxy Craft’—what a strange world. How can they even imagine such things?”

“But isn’t it fun?”

“Well, that’s true. Riot’s games are undeniably fun. So much so that drugs are unnecessary.”

“I heard that ‘Galaxy Craft’ is set in a space-themed universe. The setting book is quite fascinating as well.”

“Isn’t there supposed to be a Celestial Realm above the skies?”

“Strictly speaking, not exactly. For starters, there’s the planet we live on, right? And the universe supposedly has several more of these planets, each with different races.”

“Ha… Where does such imagination come from? But then, where is the Celestial Realm?”

“Who knows? Maybe somewhere in the universe? Since we can’t leave the planet, it’s anyone’s guess. That’s why it’s called the Celestial Realm, isn’t it?”

The hottest topic among the Imperial officials recently was, of course, ‘Galaxy Craft.’

‘Galaxy Craft,’ like ‘Auto Chess,’ was a console game controlled in real life.

Unlike immersive games, ‘Galaxy Craft’ was a welcome addition for those who enjoyed games like ‘Auto Chess.’

“It’s a bit unfortunate, though. ‘Galaxy Craft’ doesn’t seem like a game you can leisurely enjoy like ‘Auto Chess.’”

“That’s right. Surprisingly, it demands constant focus.”

One drawback was that it required more attention than ‘Auto Chess.’

As a result, the Imperial officials played ‘Auto Chess’ while working and switched to ‘Galaxy Craft’ during breaks.

In short, they played both games.

“Haa…”

Two men trudged toward the chattering Imperial officials.

It was the Knight Commander and the Minister of War.

“Busy times for you, Minister of War.”

“Ugh… Uwooooh…”

The Minister of War moved like an undead monster.

The relatively more composed Knight Commander spoke.

“I feel like I’m dying. Even during wars, it was never this exhausting.”

“The Knights and the Military seem to be quite busy recently.”

“Well, that’s because of guns. With small nations arming themselves like madmen, we can’t afford to do nothing. We’re overhauling and expanding the army.”

“You’re working hard.”

The usually composed Knight Commander uncharacteristically complained to the officials.

The sudden introduction of firearms had triggered an extensive military reform.

They had to create firearm-equipped units and train soldiers to use them.

However, the Knight Commander had wielded a sword all his life.

Having no experience with guns, finding firearm instructors was a challenge.

They had finally succeeded in recruiting instructors through practice in ‘Hidden Attack.’

But the actual expansion and operation of the military were proving even more taxing.

“I don’t even have time to play ‘Auto Chess’!! Meanwhile, His Majesty is… Ah, I’ve misspoken.”

The Emperor, engrossed in games, wanted to see the newly equipped modern army.

He issued orders while he indulged in gaming.

Even the loyalty of the Knight Commander, who had dedicated his life to the Empire, was wavering.

“What’s most challenging is devising new strategies. With so many types of units, it’s hard to figure out how to use them effectively in war.”

The slightly recovered Minister of War added.

Since the other officials were unfamiliar with military affairs, they simply listened in silence.

“In that case, you probably haven’t had time to try ‘Galaxy Craft.’”

“I’ve heard of it. But I don’t have the time.”

“How about taking a break to try it? We can teach you. It’s still lunchtime.”

“Hmm… Let’s do that.”

Although they were supposed to be working through lunch, the Knight Commander and Minister of War ignored it.

The truth was, they had been dying to try the new game.

Thus, they joined the other officials in playing ‘Galaxy Craft.’

“Wait, with this…”

A brilliant idea popped into the Minister of War’s head.

An idea to simultaneously enjoy the game and devise the Empire’s military strategy.
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“Riot has been doing a great job lately. A new game already?”

“Exactly. ‘Galaxy Craft’ is phenomenal.”

“How do they even come up with ideas like this? Honestly, ‘Hidden Attack’ and ‘Galaxy Craft’ are both terrifying.”

“Right? When ‘Hidden Attack’ first came out, I felt the same way. Who even thinks of weapons that can kill people so easily?”

“Come on, it’s just a game. What’s with all the seriousness? And dangerous weapons like knives and guns are basically the same.”

The release of successive games sparked intense reactions among the public.

Both games were set in bizarre worlds completely different from reality.

In fact, the invention of guns in the game even brought drastic changes to its world.

Yet, for most people, life remained the same.

Even with the invention of gunpowder, ordinary people had no use for it.

Using small artifacts was still more convenient.

These artifacts were primarily used for cost-efficient large-scale operations, such as mining.

It had only been a year since ‘Hidden Attack’ was released.

The same applied to guns.

The manufacturing methods for guns were strictly regulated by governments worldwide.

While a few individuals figured out how to make them privately, most nations restricted general firearm usage.

Even in secret, guns were mainly used in the underworld.

Besides, anyone determined to kill someone would do so with a knife or any other weapon.

The presence of guns did not significantly increase the rate of murders.

Human nature stayed the same.

Ultimately, people’s focus returned to ‘games.’

“Are you choosing the Zerg race? That horrifying species?”

“You just don’t know how satisfying it is to play as Zerg. It’s way more fun than those flashy Protoss.”

“You people are hopeless. Terran is obviously the superior choice.”

“Oh, please. Terran, my foot.”

‘Galaxy Craft’ gained even more popularity than ‘Hidden Attack.’

An engaging storyline. Intriguing factions.

And one match where players became strategists, leading battles to domination.

Countless strategies for ‘Galaxy Craft’ were developed.

On ‘Tworch,’ the streaming platform, ‘Galaxy Craft’ streams surged in viewership.

Additionally, various groups and individuals began organizing small and large ‘Galaxy Craft’ tournaments.

Unlike COL, these tournaments were for solo players, making participation much easier.

As a result, the popularity of ‘Galaxy Craft’ skyrocketed.

“Damn it, lost again. Those damn Terran players.”

One prominent user, Kong, stood out among many famous players.

Known as one of the top Zerg players, Kong participated in numerous tournaments.

Kong was the second son of the imperial Count Jino family, just two years younger than the eldest.

With two arms, legs, eyes, nostrils, and ears like everyone else, he managed to secure second place in every tournament he entered.

His skills were exceptional, consistently bringing him to the finals, only to be defeated by a Terran player each time.

“Ah, Kong Jino, thank you for your efforts.”

“Ah, yes. Please, just call me Kong.”

“It’s easier to say your full name since it’s so short.”

At the age of 22, Kong chose gaming over pursuing higher education at the academy.

This trend was increasingly common among young people.

Some even managed to bypass the academy entirely and secure positions as professors with outstanding skills in COL.

Perhaps part of this trend stemmed from a growing dissatisfaction with traditional academic studies.

But most were like Kong Jino from the Jino family—young people hoping to find success through games they loved.

Of course, such cases were rare.

No matter how talented a gamer was, exceptional talent on Kong’s level was uncommon.

“I need to win to achieve anything…”

It was widely known that the academy’s I-SPORTS major was about to introduce a new specialization focused on ‘Galaxy Craft.’

Kong Jino also dreamed of becoming a professor in that field.

However, to achieve this, he needed victories in several major and minor tournaments.

Especially in the upcoming international tournament hosted by the royal family.

Yet, strangely enough, he had never won a single championship.

He always lost in the finals, finishing as the runner-up.

“No one remembers who came in second…”

Indeed, the academy only scouted champions, those who secured first place.

“Oh no! Kong Jino’s Zerg loses yet again to Johan’s Terran in the finals!”

Even in the royal family’s first international tournament featuring ‘Galaxy Craft,’ Kong Jino participated.

Despite the immense attention the tournament garnered, akin to the COL Championships, Kong once again faced a Terran player in the finals and lost.

Achieving second place in the first international tournament was undoubtedly impressive.

Yet, Kong Jino was far from satisfied.

The I-SPORTS major at the academy also appointed Johan, the champion, as a professor.

All Kong had left was the “eternal runner-up” label and his 21st consecutive second-place finish.

“Another second place? Seriously, you should just enroll in the academy already!”

“Brother, it’s not too late. You’re only 22. You can still apply.”

Even his family saw him as a freeloader.

They had pinned their hopes on ‘Galaxy Craft,’ but now they scolded him for not applying to the I-SPORTS program.

“But I’m not good at games like COL… I wouldn’t have passed the entrance exam anyway.”

The competition for the I-SPORTS major was insanely high.

For someone like Kong Jino, who only excelled in ‘Galaxy Craft,’ it was a daunting task.

“Maybe I’m cursed or something.”

Kong Jino wandered the streets, lost in thought.

A game he was good at had finally emerged, yet he had never won a championship.

This had to be the work of some curse.

Then, he heard some surprising news.

“Have you heard? The royal family is recruiting a new strategist.”

“What’s that got to do with us? We don’t know anything about military strategy.”

“Apparently, they’re using ‘Galaxy Craft’ skills for the recruitment!”

“What? Has His Majesty lost his mind after playing games for so long?”

“Shh! Are you trying to get yourself killed? That’s not it. The reorganized military is struggling to develop proper strategies. Apparently, the knights, who’ve only ever fought with swords, can’t adapt to new strategies that incorporate firearms.”

“Ah! That makes sense. Recruiting someone skilled in ‘Galaxy Craft’ could help devise strategies for the restructured military. If only I were a bit better at the game, I would’ve applied. Sigh.”

The news spread that the Imperial Army was looking for a new military strategist.

And they were even planning to recruit through Galaxy Craft.

It made sense that having a Galaxy Craft user skilled in diverse strategies could benefit the new army.

There were even rumours that Galaxy Craft would be included in officer exams starting next year.

“This might be my chance…”

Kong Jino applied to be the Imperial Military’s strategist with a trembling heart.

He could barely recall the military strategies he had learned lightly during high school.

But he believed the strategies he had internalized from playing Galaxy Craft could still be utilized effectively.

“But… I’m a Zergling main.”

The problem was, Kong Jino was a Zergling player, not a Terran user.

That part could be dealt with later.

***

“What?! They’re selecting the new military strategist through Galaxy Craft?!”

Upon hearing the news, the Emperor stood up and shouted.

He had just finished his Maple Leaf Story homework.

“Yes, Your Majesty. It was approved by you…”

“Hm… I don’t recall. Was I playing Auto Chess at the time?”

The Emperor didn’t remember approving such a thing.

In reality, it was one of the many proposals he had carelessly approved while gaming.

Lately, he hadn’t even been attending government meetings because of his gaming addiction.

“Hm… It is true that the new army has been a concern.”

Still, the Emperor didn’t dwell on the matter for long.

After all, he was also an avid Galaxy Craft player.

Thus, he already understood most aspects of the game.

“Galaxy Craft. It’s truly the essence of military strategy.”

In war, the critical factors extend beyond mere combat.

Army coordination. Commanders. Supply lines. Resource allocation. Contingency plans for emergencies. The harmony of diverse units. The importance of vision and reconnaissance.

Formulating military strategies.

Especially for an army incorporating new weaponry, crafting new military strategies required careful consideration of such elements.

“To be honest, I’ve always been dissatisfied with appointing bookish types to the military department.”

“Y-yes, Your Majesty.”

“After the era of peace, it couldn’t be helped, though.”

Only those who had faced the brink of death in war truly understood such nuances.

However, after peace was established, graduates of the Academy—elite intellectuals—dominated the Imperial Military.

It was inevitable, as academic records became the sole metric.

As a conqueror Emperor, this had always been a source of dissatisfaction.

“But with Galaxy Craft, it’s different.”

Galaxy Craft. Truly, the pinnacle of strategy.

It could compensate for the lack of experience among strategists and commanders.

Thus, even the notion of selecting the new military strategist through Galaxy Craft earned his approval.

With a satisfied expression, the Emperor spoke.

“You’re doing good work. Now, let’s start a COL broadcast…”

“…”

The Empire is running smoothly.

The pleased Emperor connected the Tworch artifact and began streaming.

“Greetings, everyone. Oh, a donation right as I start. Thank you. No reactions, though. What do I do with the donation, you ask? Well, despite being the Emperor, I’m flush with funds. I spend it all on Maple Leaf Story. By the way, today, I have a collaboration with the Demon King-sama…”

The Emperor’s secretary shook their head and quietly left the room.
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The Imperial military department strategy officer exam.

It was conducted in a significantly different atmosphere compared to other “Galaxy Craft” competitions.

Previously, there were over 1,000 participants.

But this time, only 32 participants were selected based on previous competition results and ladder rankings.

Only one winner, determined through a tournament format, could secure a position as the Imperial Military Strategy Officer.

“Serra, show them your skills to the fullest!”

“Jorgo, you are the last hope of our family!”

“If you fail again this time, you’ll have to enroll in the academy!”

The enthusiastic cheering was reminiscent of an academy entrance exam.

As the competition began in earnest, all spectators had to leave the venue.

Families and acquaintances who accompanied the participants shouted their final encouragements before stepping out of the examination hall.

“Then, we shall begin the test.”

With the Knight Commander’s declaration, the atmosphere became heavy.

Unlike the cheers of typical gaming tournaments, the mood here was entirely different.

This was the Imperial Military.

A place to select a strategist who would support the Empire.

Naturally, the evaluation criteria had to differ as well.

“As you know, this is to select the new strategy officer for the Imperial military. The evaluation criteria do not solely focus on victory. It’s about assessing whether you can take responsibility for the Empire’s forces. We will judge the effectiveness of your strategies. Keep this in mind as you compete.”

Victory alone wasn’t the priority.

The competence shown, the understanding of strategies, and how applicable those strategies would be to the Imperial military.

Everything was comprehensively evaluated to select the final strategy officer.

‘But why would you decide that through a game, you crazy people?’

Looking at the Knight Commander, who was passionately delivering a speech while spitting slightly, Rai thought.

He let out a small laugh while glancing at the participants and knights who were listening with serious expressions.

‘Most of these people haven’t even graduated from a military academy. Is it really okay to decide this based on gaming skills?’

Rai had been invited to provide advice on the selection process for the military strategy officer.

Honestly, Rai found the idea of choosing a strategy officer through a game absurd.

However, observing the situation here, it seemed the Imperial officials genuinely believed it was effective.

For someone like Rai, who had only ever seen games as games, this was baffling.

And so, the strategy officer selection exam began.

“Ah! Johan is already—”

“……”

“Ahem. I apologize.”

Rai, seated at the evaluation table with the Knight Commander and the Minister of Military Affairs, was watching the matches.

He unconsciously slipped into his habit of commentating, raising his voice.

“Hmm, hmm. Johan has already won an international competition hosted by the Imperial family. His Terra gameplay is truly an art. Indeed, if he plans to build strategies for the Imperial forces, playing Terra seems appropriate.”

“Hmm… I see.”

However, this was a solemn strategy officer selection exam (conducted through games).

There was no need to commentate loudly like in a tournament.

Rai, regaining his composure, diligently analyzed the players’ gameplay and skill levels.

The exam progressed to the semifinals.

It was a match between Kong Jino and a Terra player.

“Ah…! That’s…!”

“What is this? Kong Jino isn’t producing drones.”

“It’s a 4-drone, 4-drone rush!”

“4-drone?”

‘I must win no matter what…!’

As soon as the match began.

With incredible speed, Kong Jino built a spawning pool and stopped producing worker drones.

Instead, he used all the gathered resources to produce six Zerglings, the basic units of the Zerg race, launching an immediate attack on the opponent’s base.

“This strategy exploits Terra’s early-game vulnerability… I mean, targets it directly. It’s a strategy that uses all the early-gathered minerals to produce Zerglings and attack!”

“Oh…! So, he exploited the opponent’s weakness.”

Rai was impressed.

Of course, the 4-drone rush was a valid early-game strategy even in his previous life.

But at this point, “Galaxy Craft” had only been recently introduced in this world.

Moreover, executing such a strategy for the first time in a high-pressure setting like this.

It wasn’t something just anyone could do without significant research and a strong mental resolve.

“Indeed, his boldness and skill are extraordinary. Even conceiving that strategy for the first time deserves high praise.”

In the future, countless players would imitate this opportunistic strategy.

But the genius who first discovered such a strategy was always special.

Understanding this, Rai held Kong Jino in even higher regard.

“That ended incredibly quickly.”

“The final match is between Johan and Kong Jino.”

“Indeed, the most outstanding players have advanced. Kong Jino is exceptional, but he’s always placed second in every match.”

The semifinal match with Kong Jino’s 4-drone rush ended swiftly.

Only the final match remained.

Kong Jino’s opponent in the finals was Johan, someone he had previously lost to.

“Riot, do you think Kong Jino’s skills are lacking?”

“Not at all. His skills are remarkable. However, the Zergling race and its peculiarities, along with the luck involved in finals, tend to work against him. Purely in terms of skill, he isn’t falling behind… but who knows.”

“Hmm…”

Before the final match, Kong Jino, tense, was pondering his next strategy.

‘Under normal circumstances, I should have used the 4-drone strategy in the finals. But my semifinal opponent was too strong, so I had to use it early.’

Kong Jino looked up at Johan.

Unlike the tense Kong Jino, Johan wore a relaxed expression.

It was partly because Johan had already defeated Kong Jino before.

‘Johan must have prepared a countermeasure for the 4-drone strategy after seeing the last match. Should I exploit that expectation and try a different strategy? If the 4-drone strategy fails, it’s practically a loss. It’s almost impossible to build up later. But I can’t beat Johan’s Terra with a conventional strategy…’

It was an intense dilemma.

What strategy should he use?

A standard strategy seemed unlikely to defeat Johan.

But the 4-drone strategy had already been revealed, so the opponent was likely prepared to some extent.

After much deliberation, Kong Jino made up his mind.

‘I’ll go with the 4-drone strategy.’

The 4-drone strategy was extremely difficult for the Terra race to counter early on.

Moreover, having seen it only once, Johan might not yet have the perfect countermeasure.

The answer was 4-drone.

Kong Jino chose to gamble boldly.

“Let us begin.”

And so, the final match began.

As soon as the game started, Kong Jino quickly moved his hands, constructing a spawning pool.

It was time to produce Zerglings and begin the rush.

“It’s the 4-Drone strategy again.”

“Do you think it will work, Riot-kyung?”

“I’m not sure. Since it’s been shown once already, it depends on how Johan responds.”

Six Zerglings raced across the map, quickly breaking through the fog of war.

Kong Jino continued producing Zerglings, his trembling hands working relentlessly.

And then, the Zerglings reached Johan’s base.

“It’s not ending quickly like the last match.”

“It seems Johan has come up with a countermeasure.”

Kong Jino kept sending Zerglings to destroy Johan’s workers.

However, Johan stood firm, building Barracks and Bunkers.

As time passed, Johan began to amass troops.

‘He figured out a way to counter the 4-Drone strategy in such a short time. Johan isn’t ordinary either.’

At this point, Rai already knew what would happen next.

If the 4-Drone rush failed and the game stretched into the mid-to-late game, Kong Jino would inevitably be at a disadvantage.

Johan quickly realized this and used Barracks and Bunkers to endure the initial rush.

“This could go either way now.”

‘No, this is disadvantageous for Kong Jino.’

After Johan weathered the early assault…

Even though the Knight Commander and the Military Minister remarked that it was hard to predict the outcome of such a long game…

In reality, Kong Jino was as good as defeated.

Rai silently observed the remainder of the game.

‘To think he’d block this… If this happens…’

Kong Jino was flustered after his initial rush was thwarted.

He hadn’t expected Johan to hold out so tenaciously.

Although he started building up belatedly, he was slower than Johan.

‘I still have to win…!’

Originally, this should have been a game where Kong Jino lost in the midgame after failing the 4-Drone strategy.

But Kong Jino’s determination wasn’t to be underestimated.

Somehow, he managed to hold on, dragging the game into the late late-game.

He was still at a disadvantage, and his defeat was almost certain.

Even so, Kong Jino didn’t give up.

‘I don’t want to come in second place again. Not this time…!’

He no longer wanted to face the scornful looks of his family, calling him a perpetual runner-up.

He wanted to prove that he excelled at something.

To show he wasn’t just a useless, gaming recluse, but someone capable of something valuable.

In truth, Kong Jino also wanted to show that he could do it.

That he was a person of worth.

“Well played. You did great, Kong Jino-nim.”

But reality didn’t change.

In the end, Kong Jino was defeated by Johan once again.

He was second place.

Kong Jino sat in his chair, staring blankly, unable to get up.

‘The 22nd time being runner-up…’

If he failed this time, he’d planned to quit and join the academy.

But now that it had happened, the pain was unbearable.

The fact that he’d never once been rewarded with a first-place finish despite all his efforts.

‘There’s no second place in war.’

That phrase came to his mind.

In war, only the last one standing is remembered.

No one remembers the second place.

It mirrored his situation.

“Thank you all for participating. You’re all remarkable strategists. And as announced earlier, we plan to recruit only one new strategist.”

After everything ended…

Kong Jino stood with a gloomy expression, while Johan beamed with excitement.

“Our new strategist will be…”

The Knight Commander opened his mouth for the final announcement.

The result was obvious.

“…Sir Kong of the Jino Marquisate.”

“…?!”

“Huh?”

Both of them were shocked.

The winner of the final match was clearly Johan.

It only made sense for him to be chosen.

“I told you, didn’t I? We’re looking at their qualities as strategists, not just the win-loss record.”

“But who remembers second place in war?! And Kong Jino is a Zerg player! As a Terran player, I’m the natural choice…”

The Knight Commander shook his head as Johan protested in frustration.

“We can’t evaluate solely based on race preferences. And the enemy we’ll face in war will also be humans. A strategist familiar with countering Terran strategies is more suitable.”

“That’s…”

“And to be honest, Johan, you were lucky with your matchups. On the other hand, Kong Jino defeated numerous strong opponents to reach the finals. And the strategies he displayed along the way were truly astonishing. What about yours in comparison?”

Johan was at a loss for words.

He had used textbook strategies, almost foolproof methods, to secure victory.

Of course, they required skill and ingenuity, but the same could be said for Kong Jino.

“And above all, what’s most important is leadership. In the final match, Sir Kong did not give up, even in a situation where defeat seemed inevitable. If the roles were reversed, Johan, could you have done the same? From what I’ve seen, if such a thing happened in real life, you’d likely send your subordinates ahead while you fled.”

“……”

Johan couldn’t say anything.

The difference in responsibility between him and Kong Jino was clear.

When it came to leading an army…

The unyielding and determined Kong Jino was more fitting.

“Come here, Sir Kong.”

Kong Jino, still in shock, walked up to the Knight Commander.

“There may be no second place in war, but second place is still something to be proud of.”

The second son of the Jino Marquisate, two years younger than his elder brother, 22 years old, and now a 22-time runner-up.

Later, he would remember this day and say:

“People say no one remembers second place, but when you come in second enough times, they do remember you.”

From that day forward, the Imperial military strategy improved significantly, thanks to Kong Jino’s contributions.
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“Uwooooooh…! Psionic Storm!”

Bzzt—

Electra was visiting the Illusion Magic Tower after a long time and fooling around.

Covered entirely in plasma, she was imitating an Arbiter from Galaxy Craft.

An Arbiter could be created by combining two High Templars.

It was a fairly high-ranking unit, admired for its appearance, with its body cloaked in plasma.

Electric mages could emulate that appearance using their magic.

Recently, whenever an Arbiter appeared in Trinity, it was always an electric mage.

“…Even the Tower Master is no exception.”

“It’s been a while, Riot. Galaxy Craft is truly a masterpiece.”

Electra’s personality had changed over time. Initially, she seemed cold and aloof.

Now, she often showed a playful side.

“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed it. You’re not still manipulating brainwaves to induce euphoria, are you?”

“I stopped because you told me to. But instead, like last time, I…”

Electra subtly leaned in toward me.

Since there were many eyes watching, I discreetly stepped back.

“Ahem. Anyway. What brings you here today?”

“I came to show this off. You all can’t do this, can you?”

Electra once again enveloped herself in plasma, imitating the Arbiter.

Did she really come all the way here just to show off?

It felt like people were losing their minds more and more these days.

Not long ago, Dark Elves were researching new materials to emulate the Terran faction’s armour.

At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if we actually ended up going to space.

“By the way, are there really such races in space? And where even is space in the first place?”

“It’s just a game setting. Though I imagine space exists. I don’t know what it’s like, though.”

This world probably had space, too.

Would it be the same space I knew from my previous life?

If so, could I board a spaceship and return to Earth?

Thinking that far made my head hurt.

Since it was something impossible in my lifetime, I shook my head to dispel the thought.

“Besides, don’t people in this world believe that Heaven exists beyond the sky?”

“That’s right. But beings from the Middle Realm can’t reach Heaven.”

“Wouldn’t wind mages be able to fly to the end of the sky?”

“It’s certainly possible. In fact, the current Wind Tower Master attempted it once.”

“Did they succeed?”

“The higher they ascended, the less air there was to manipulate, and they felt as if something dark was swallowing them. So they couldn’t go all the way and had to come back down. That’s what I heard.”

“Hmm.”

I nodded at the expected answer.

It seemed there really was space beyond the sky.

Which meant that, like the Demon Realm, Heaven could only be reached by crossing dimensions.

“That’s actually why I came. The Trinity Council meeting is coming up, and I’m here to tell Hina to attend.”

“Ah… She’s skipping it again, isn’t she?”

Ever since the Arcane War, Hina had apparently been avoiding Council meetings.

No doubt she was muttering something like, “M-Meetings are scary…” as an excuse not to go.

“Is there something important on the agenda?”

“That’s right. It seems like all the Tower Masters need to gather. The Illusion Magic Tower is somewhat involved, so Hina must attend. And Riot, you’ll need to come too.”

“Me too?”

“Yes. You’ll find out the details once you’re there. Just make sure to drag Hina along. Now, I have a meeting with the Fire Tower Master and the COL duo, so…”

Checking the time, Electra quickly returned to her tower.

It seemed the COL duo was still going strong.

“So, it’s something related to Heaven?”

Galaxy Craft had finally entered a stable phase.

I had been planning to take care of some delayed tasks, but now it seemed another bothersome issue was about to arise.

Still, with such a direct summons, it wasn’t like I could skip the Council meeting.

A few days later, I dragged Hina along to the Trinity Council.

***

Three dimensions overlapped in this world:

Heaven, the Middle Realm, and the Demon Realm.

These names were given long ago by someone, and they stuck.

The idea of Heaven being holy, the Demon Realm being evil, and the Middle Realm inhabitants being weak beings caught in between—

All these were merely images solidified over a long time.

They were not inherent truths but perceptions that had become reality.

However, there were reasons why each dimension had its name and associated image.

For instance, the beings of the Demon Realm—demons—were inherently drawn to conflict and hierarchy.

They believed in the value of physical strength and constantly fought.

In contrast, the beings of Heaven—celestials—were inherently drawn to distinguish good from evil.

They believed in the value of inner virtues and pursued what they deemed good.

Of course, the “good” they spoke of was a concept arbitrarily defined by themselves.

Then there was the Middle Realm, home to various races.

While they all had distinct characteristics, they shared one common trait:

They were mundane beings—weak.

Unlike celestials or demons, they were not born with unique, innate traits.

Instead, they were beings capable of “growth.”

Their short lives were marked by recording the growth of previous generations and passing on their legacy, steadily progressing.

Heaven was composed of divine energy, the Middle Realm of mana, and the Demon Realm of demonic energy—the fundamental substances that made up each dimension.

A long history preceded the current state of the world.

Too long to recount in full.

What was clear was this: periodically, the Demon King’s Army attempted to invade Heaven via the Middle Realm.

Heaven, in turn, indirectly lent power to the Middle Realm to prevent the demons from crossing over.

The current era was one of peace, as the previous war had ended not long ago, and the next was still far off.

It was an era of tranquility.

Thus, Heaven, too, remained at peace.

“Yaaawn~”

Archangel Raphael stretched wide as he yawned, lying in the air.

“The lambs frolic peacefully in the meadow, and the serpents have hidden themselves deep underground. The children are so pure, and the faith of the Middle is shining so brightly. How could this moment not last forever?”

“What nonsense are you spouting, Raphael, you bastard? You’ve been slacking off again, haven’t you?”

Smack— Smack— Smack—

A flying kick landed on Raphael from a certain angel who had suddenly appeared.

It was Archangel Uriel.

At Uriel’s waist hung a sword, and his clenched fists flickered with flames.

“Ah, agh! Stop! Stop it, Uriel! You’re too violent! You’re no different from the demonkind!”

“What did you just say, you bastard?”

Smack— Smack— Smack—

Uriel disciplined Raphael’s mouth with his fiery fists.

After taking a beating for a while, Raphael, now looking thoroughly miserable, was dragged away by Uriel.

“This is too much. On such a beautiful day, what is this…”

“The days in the Celestial Realm are always beautiful. Stop spouting nonsense and just follow me.”

“What is this all about, Uriel? It’s not even a particularly busy time.”

“You’ll find out when we get there.”

Uriel and Raphael headed to a certain location in the Celestial Realm.

There, five archangels were seated in a circle, deep in discussion.

With the arrival of Uriel and Raphael, the seven archangels were now all gathered.

“So everyone was already here. This is clearly no trivial matter.”

“Shut up and sit down, Raphael.”

As Raphael and Uriel took their seats, the conversation resumed.

“…So, the flow of demonic energy in the Middle World has been behaving abnormally. It’s been less than a hundred years since the last war ended.”

The one speaking was Archangel Sariel, with long, flowing hair and pale skin.

“If it’s to this extent, we can only conclude that a Demon King-class entity is crossing into the Middle World.”

“What did you say?”

“A Demon King being born early happened two thousand years ago as well, didn’t it?”

“Yes, but even then, the Demon King didn’t roam the Middle World alone.”

The current abnormal flow of demonic energy in the Middle World.

The early birth of a Demon King, and one wandering the Middle World.

However, it didn’t seem like the demonkind were waging war against the Middle World.

If that were the case, the level of demonic energy would have been far more explosive.

“Then what do we do? Issue a revelation?”

“I think we should observe the situation for now and find out what’s happening in the Middle World.”

“But if the situation were dire, wouldn’t there have been changes in the prayers? Human prayers remain the same as usual. At least, it doesn’t seem like they’re suffering because of the demonkind.”

“About that. Are we sure the prayers are the same as always? Haven’t they been a bit odd lately?”

Half-lying down, Raphael spoke.

The other archangels nodded in agreement with his words.

“That’s true. There have been some strange prayers like, ‘Let me hit Challenger,’ and phrases like ‘My Buff?’ have been popping up frequently.”

“Right. Too many prayers that we can’t even make sense of. Something about games?”

“Hm. What could that be? But it doesn’t seem to be related to the demonkind…”

The archangels fell silent, deep in thought.

In the Celestial Realm, as in the Demon World, it was impossible to directly observe the Middle World.

They would either have to descend themselves or use other methods like incarnation.

Otherwise, they could only hear through the prayers of the faithful.

“…Let’s issue a revelation.”

Gabriel, who had remained silent until then, finally spoke.

It was his role to deliver revelations and designate saints in the Middle World.

“…Are you sure? What if it causes unnecessary confusion?”

“But the fact remains that a Demon King-class entity is roaming the Middle World. If so, we must issue a revelation to stop it.”

“…Alright, let’s do that.”

“I think it’s a good idea. A being of that level should be manageable even without divine intervention.”

Thus, the archangels delivered a revelation to the Middle World:

“A powerful and evil demonkind is roaming the Middle World, scheming wicked plans. It must be stopped.”

Upon receiving the revelation, the Pope of the Holy Kingdom was flustered.

“…Could this possibly be referring to the Demon King-sama?”
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“…This is why the Holy Kingdom has requested our assistance. However,”

The current Chairman of the Council and Master of the Space Magic Tower concluded his briefing on the agenda.

The Holy Kingdom had requested help regarding a recent revelation.

The content was that a wicked demon was roaming the Middle World, plotting schemes.

“…Isn’t it Demon King-sama?”

The Fire Tower Master said.

It seemed that the other Tower Masters shared the same thought.

“…Actually, the Holy Kingdom seems to think the same. They said they scoured the entire continent using holy power but couldn’t detect any demonic energy other than Demon King-sama’s. Since they couldn’t find anything with their power, they’ve come to us, hoping we might discover something.”

“Well, we’d probably get the same results if we searched.”

The Tower Masters exchanged remarks.

Listening to them brought back a conversation I had with Demon King-sama.

‘…The true enemy of the demons is the Celestials. The Middle World is just a pathway to the Celestial Realm…’

If Demon King-sama’s words were true, there was a possibility that the Celestials issued the revelation to keep Demon King-sama in check.

Moreover, no powerful demon other than Demon King-sama traversed the Middle World in the first place.

After all, who would dare enter the Middle World without Demon King-sama’s permission?

“Can’t we just check it out once? The Space Tower Master can glance through space, right?”

“Right. To be honest, we’ve already searched the continent, but there wasn’t anything noteworthy apart from Demon King-sama.”

“Then we can just confirm to the Holy Kingdom that the revelation refers to Demon King-sama.”

“Exactly. But…”

The Water Tower Master said nonchalantly while playing auto chess.

Everyone nodded, eager to move things along quickly.

It seemed they were in a hurry to get back to gaming.

“But if the revelation is true, wouldn’t that mean Demon King-sama is plotting something wicked?”

“That’s true.”

“Indeed.”

“That’s right.”

“But Demon King-sama?”

Demon King-sama plotting something wicked?

No one would believe that.

Demon King-sama’s touching story.

And the sincerity she had shown.

Currently, many people had become fans of Demon King-sama.

If it were all an act, she should debut as an actress.

“That doesn’t seem likely,” I said.

Because it genuinely didn’t seem likely.

“Why do you think that, Illusion Mage Riot?”

Of course, there was a chance it was an act.

There was also the possibility that she was secretly plotting something wicked.

But demons didn’t have the time for that.

“Because demons are almost always online 24/7. Even Demon King-sama rarely turns off her stream, right?”

“That’s true.”

“That makes sense.”

“Indeed.”

“If she’s broadcasting 24/7, when would she have time to plot schemes?”

“That’s a valid point.”

“Let’s just wrap this up and start the COL internal match.”

The Tower Masters responded half-heartedly.

But it seemed everyone agreed with me.

In reality, demons spent almost all their time gaming.

Unlike humans, they didn’t work. Fighting was their job.

Their in-game chat logs were clean of any schemes,

“Then let’s report that and conclude. The rest is the Holy Kingdom’s responsibility.”

“Sure, sure. Done!”

“Who’s up for a match against our Magic Tower in COL?”

“Me, me!”

Thus, the regular Council meeting ended.

Everyone left to play games.

***

“They say they couldn’t find anything.”

“What?”

Gabriel responded to the desperate prayers from the Middle World.

The prayer pleaded for guidance, as they couldn’t detect any danger—essentially asking, “Where is the wicked demon?”

“But the demonic energy is still present.”

“Hmm…”

The situation became even more complicated.

Without directly observing the Middle World, it was impossible to grasp the situation.

“This has never happened before. We can’t figure it out without seeing it ourselves. How could we know without eyes?”

“Then why don’t you go check, Raphael?”

“I don’t want to.”

“Do you want to die?”

Just as the Demon King could cross dimensions, so could the Archangels.

The Celestials, in fact, had more freedom to travel to the Middle World than demons.

However, the Celestials had long decided to appear as “Gods” worshipped by humans.

By doing so, they could use the beings of the Middle World to repel demonic invasions.

If the revered Celestials suddenly roamed the Middle World openly, it would create chaos.

“This is a delicate situation. It feels too minor to warrant descending, but ignoring it seems risky, given the confirmed presence of demonic energy in the Middle World.”

“Hmm…”

Once again, the Archangels fell into deep contemplation.

“There’s no other way. I’ll go.”

“Descend? Isn’t that too sudden?”

“But do we have any other options? The recent prayers have been peculiar, and there’s a need to communicate directly with the believers. Clearly, something unusual is happening in the Middle World.”

Michael spoke.

Descent—borrowing the body of a devout believer to enter the Middle World.

It was a method devised in the past when the Celestials couldn’t directly cross into the Middle World to help.

At that time, the lack of faith in the Middle World resulted in low holy power levels.

Now, with religion spread globally, the Middle World and Celestial Realm weren’t completely disconnected.

Instead, the method was rarely used, only occasionally, to emphasize the Celestial’s holiness.

It hadn’t been used for centuries.

“There’s no choice. Understood.”

“Please take care of it, Michael.”

Michael nodded solemnly.

He would descend by borrowing the body of a believer.

Usually, this was done through a saintess, but since there was no saintess now, they would have to use another body of strong faith.

And chaos erupted in the Middle World.

“This, this is…!”

“Wh-what is going on!”

“Th-the God! God has revealed themselves!”

The chapel of the Vatican.

One day, during a regular worship session, a divine light descended from the heavens.

The holy light focused on a single nun fervently praying in the center of the chapel.

“Ah, ahhh…!”

“Ahhh…! Oh, God!”

-My lambs, I have come to save you.

Mikael spoke through the nun’s lips.

An immense holy power filled the chapel.

-A wicked evil is threatening the Middle World, and its identity must be uncovered as soon as possible.

“G-God, that is…!”

-Also, my lambs, your prayers have reached the Celestial Realm, and I could not ignore your earnest pleas.

“Ohhh…! Ohhhhhhh!”

The believers suddenly became excited.

Even the pope, usually reserved, shed tears of emotion.

They seemed happier to have their prayers answered than concerned about the wicked darkness.

“F-finally, I can reach Challenger…!”

“Could it be that I’ll finally get a fully upgraded Zatum…!”

“Now even Ma Yi can become a Tier 1 champion…!”

-…?

The believers were saying things that made no sense to Mikael.

These were clearly words he had heard during their prayers.

At that moment, Mikael’s gaze fell upon an artifact.

It was inscribed with the large letters, “COL.”

This was another term that frequently appeared in recent peculiar prayers.

-Child… bring that to me…

Mikael pointed at the “COL” and spoke.

“Ah, ahh… this is…”

But the owner of the “COL” hesitated.

What could this object possibly be, that it made them hesitate to offer it to God?

-What is that……

“This, this is a ‘COL,’ a fantasy game from the Illusion Magic Tower…! I, I had plans to play a duo match after worship, so I couldn’t…”

“You idiot! The Goddess is asking for it!”

“Then give her yours!”

-……

A fantasy game, huh.

It must be one of the new cultural inventions created by humans.

-I will not take it from you… Instead, I shall enjoy it with the same heart as you, so explain it to me…

“Well, well, ‘COL’ is…”

The believer began passionately explaining “COL,” spitting as they talked.

Mikael roughly grasped what it was.

It seemed to be a cultural phenomenon humans enjoyed immensely, but he wouldn’t truly understand without trying it himself.

“Would you like to try it with this…”

The cardinal pulled out his own “COL” and offered it.

Although it might have been considered blasphemous to hand over an object to God,

the cardinal was perceptive enough to realize Mikael was intrigued.

And so, while still descended, Mikael began playing “COL.”

-Oh, ohoh…

After finishing a single match, Mikael let out a low groan and awoke.

Meanwhile, the believers had spent the time playing auto chess and Galaxy Craft among themselves.

When Mikael awoke, they all bowed their heads again.

-This, this is what you desire, and I shall grant it…

Saying so, the divine power gradually dispersed.

The nun who had hosted Mikael collapsed, and Mikael, who had descended, returned to the Celestial Realm.

“…Huh. Where’s my ‘COL’?”

The “COL” handed over by the cardinal had also been taken.

And back in the Celestial Realm.

“What happened, Mikael?”

“Well, I couldn’t uncover the identity of the wicked energy, but… I did figure out the strange nature of recent prayers.”

Mikael began explaining the fantasy game.

In her hand was the cardinal’s “COL.”

“So, such a culture was trending.”

“So, uh, I think I need to investigate this ‘COL’ further. W-well, I’ll be off then…”

“Wait, Mikael! You said you’ve already tried it, so we must too. Hand it over.”

“A-ahhh…”

Uriel snatched the “COL” from Mikael.

And for about two hours, Uriel became immersed in the fantasy.

“Huh, huhhh? What is this…!”

The stimulation was overwhelming for the beings of the Celestial Realm, who lived such monotonous lives.

For entertainment in the Celestial Realm, the most exciting thing was counting sheep frolicking in the fields.

For them, this “COL” was an unimaginable thrill.

“What exactly is that, Uriel?”

Raphael, seeing Uriel completely engrossed, began playing “COL” next.

One by one, the other archangels followed suit.

And they all melted away, overwhelmed by a joy they had never experienced before.

“Huff, huff… hold on, this is…”

“I brought it here, so I’ll keep it! Let’s discuss the matter of the wicked energy later!”

“Wait! Mikael has so much work to do! The least busy among us should keep it!”

“This came from the Middle World, so I’ll manage it. I’m responsible for communicating with the believers!”

“Gabriel, your role is limited to delivering revelations and communicating with saintesses. I’ll take charge of this!”

The Celestial Realm quickly descended into chaos.

“Huff, huff… this will never end. I have a good idea.”

“What is it, Gabriel?”

“We issue a revelation. Let them dedicate this ‘Fantasy Game’ to the altar.”
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“So, you’re saying that a revelation, which hadn’t come down for ages, has descended twice this month alone?”

“Yes, that’s correct, Your Holiness.”

“And the content of the second revelation is to offer ‘Fantasy Games’ on the altar?”

“Yes, that’s correct. The revelation was to offer a large quantity of artifacts related to all kinds of fantasy games.”

“What could possibly be the reason the Goddess would… Hah, no, I must not doubt Her will.”

Another revelation had come down.

The Pope held his forehead, deep in thought.

Revelations were meant to descend briefly only during urgent situations, like an impending invasion by the Demon King’s army.

And this was an era of peace.

The first revelation, which stated that malevolent demons existed in the Middle World, was somewhat understandable.

Internally, it was concluded that this referred to the Demon King.

However, before they could decide what to do about the Demon King, an incident of divine descent occurred.

And then, just a few days later, a second revelation was issued, instructing them to offer fantasy games.

Even for a Pope who had lived nearly a hundred years, the will of the Celestial Realm was utterly incomprehensible.

“Well, let us prepare for it.”

Offer games on the altar?

He had no idea what kind of absurd revelation this was, but he had to comply.

As the leader of the religion, he could not harbour doubts about the will of the Goddess.

For the first time in his life, the Pope, who had never doubted his faith, instinctively felt a question mark rising.

Moreover, during the recent incident of divine descent, the Cardinal’s COL artifact disappeared along with the Goddess.

“This feels almost like…”

The Goddess seems to be asking for games because She finds them so fun.

The Pope shook his head vehemently at the irreverent thought he had just entertained.

No matter how it seemed, that was far too disrespectful.

The idea of the Goddess losing herself in COL and gaming endlessly was preposterous.

Of course, that was a mistaken assumption.

The truth was not that the Goddess alone had become engrossed in games.

Rather, the Archangels were fighting each other over a single game.

In any case, they had to prepare the games.

And then, on the day the games were offered on the altar—

“Ooooh…! Ooooh!”

As the ritual proceeded, a divine light descended from the heavens.

The altar, adorned with perfectly aligned fantasy games, shone brightly.

“Aaaah…!”

“Oh, Goddess…”

The holy light of the Celestial Realm.

A miracle that ordinary people might never experience in their lifetime caused the devotees to bow their heads in reverence.

Though it was already the umpteenth miracle this month.

—I shall watch over you with love…

“Ooooh…!”

“Sob… sob…”

The voice of the Goddess resounded from afar.

Hearing the Goddess’s voice, some devout followers burst into tears.

However, the true identity of that voice was not the Goddess but the Archangel Michael.

Meanwhile, the games transported from the Middle World arrived in the Celestial Realm.

“Woohoo, it’s here!!”

“With this, we won’t need to fight over it anymore.”

“But there’s more than just COL here.”

“What is this leaf thing?”

The Archangels, who had quickly lost interest in the tearful humans of the Middle World, widened their eyes at the diverse array of games.

One by one, they picked up the games and began exploring them.

“Aaah… Humans dared to enjoy this on their own… how audacious…”

“Oh, no… I’m going for a triple kill…!”

“The despairing three-star has arrived!”

The Archangels’ exploration of the games continued for days.

Experiencing an intense pleasure unlike anything in the Celestial Realm, the Archangels, who had lived their lives in tranquil asceticism, couldn’t easily pull themselves away.

“Hoooot… ooooh…?”

While each was absorbed in games matching their preferences, the Archangels belatedly tried out an artifact that wasn’t a game.

Its name was ‘Tworch.’

It was an artifact that allowed users to share their gaming experiences live with others.

“Hmm… This person must be a master of My. So, they watch the gameplay of famous individuals and chat while doing so… Hm?”

The first to try out ‘Tworch’ was Uriel.

The other Archangels were too engrossed in their respective games to notice.

“Is this… a collaboration between the Demon King-sama and JeBbit? What’s with this stream title… huh?”

While scrolling through the Tworch streams, Uriel came across a particular broadcast.

“The Demon King-sama?”

It was a broadcast hosted by demons.

The streamer’s nickname was ‘Demon King-sama.’ They were even collaborating with a human. And on top of that, they were… adorable.

Upon closer inspection, there were other demons hosting broadcasts as well.

Uriel doubted his eyes. Humans were playing games together with demons?

“They dared to enjoy something this fun before us…! Those wicked demons…”

Uriel couldn’t help but feel cheated, as though he had been robbed of something precious.

“No, no. This isn’t the time for that.”

Uriel quickly regained his composure and hurried to wake the other Archangels.

“W-what is it, Uriel? This is a crucial moment!”

sGabriel, who was in the middle of Auto Chess, responded without even turning his head, busy with rerolling.

“Hah… Fine, I’ll talk after this round.”

Uriel had no choice but to wait for everyone to finish their current games.

Interrupting Sariel and Michael in the middle of their COL matches might result in his death.

“Ha… What nonsense are you up to, Uriel? I need to queue for my next game!”

“Pull yourself together, Raphael, you lunatic. This is serious.”

“What’s the matter, Uriel? If it’s not important, I’ll report you.”

“That would be a problem… No, just look at this.”

Uriel pointed to his Tworch screen.

“It’s an artifact that lets humans share their game screens and communicate. Watch the stream of this user named ‘Demon King-sama.’”

As the Archangels looked around ‘Tworch,’ following Uriel’s words, their expressions began to change.

A demon was openly hosting a collaborative stream with humans.

At first glance, it seemed like a young demon.

But there was no mistaking it. She was the Demon King.

“She’s the Demon King. And she emerged far earlier than expected. What’s even more surprising is that she’s playing games with humans, and even more…”

“Her popularity is soaring. The chatroom in her stream is genuinely beautiful.”

“Everyone is praising Demon King-sama. What is this… Have the humans all been collectively hypnotized or something?”

“Well, the magical energy observed in the Middle World must have been hers. But why are the humans…”

The Archangels were bewildered by the incomprehensible situation.

Becoming fans of the Demon King, of all beings, was beyond their understanding.

“Could it be that this cuteness has bewitched the humans?!”

“Snap out of it, Raguel. And why are you reaching for the donation button?”

Indeed, she was undeniably cute.

Even the Archangels found themselves instinctively tempted to donate.

“But this doesn’t seem like some kind of collective hypnosis.”

“Hm… Should we try asking the humans?”

Following Gabriel’s suggestion, Uriel typed in the chat.

Cruel Flame’s Judge: Why does Demon King-sama have so many fans? She’s a demon.

DemonKingSama’sFootwasher: ?? Who’s this clown?

DemonKingSamaFansAreEverywhere: Troll alert!

“What the…?”

“What’s wrong, Uriel?”

“I was forcibly removed from the stream. It won’t let me back in.”

“Were you banned? But why…”

“Let me give it a try.”

Servant of the Divine One: Hello, first time here in Demon King-sama’s stream. Why is she so popular?

DemonKingSama’sFootwasher: Wow, are you living under a rock? Have you been off the grid for 10 years or something?

DemonKingSamaFansAreEverywhere: You don’t know Demon King-sama? How is that even possible?

SuccubusBigSisHehHeh: Seriously? But even if you don’t play games, you’d have at least seen her name in the news once.

SolidMan: Exactly. The whole world’s been talking about it.

Servant of the Divine One: This is my first time using Tworch, so I’m a bit clueless. Could you explain?

“At least I haven’t been forcibly kicked out yet.”

Gabriel wiped the sweat off his brow and continued typing.

DemonKingSama’sFootwasher: Fine, I guess we have no choice.

DemonKingSamaFansAreEverywhere: Let’s educate them.

The fans began recounting Demon King-sama’s life story with enthusiasm.

From her first appearance in the Middle World to her current status, they shared her touching tale, praising her personality that moved even humans despite her being a demon.

“…This feels like a full-blown religion.”

“So it’s not hypnosis. She’s a half-demon, half-human Demon King.”

“Sniff… sob… For someone so young to endure such discrimination and still smile so brightly. How much suffering must she have endured…! And yet, she leads with love!”

“Raguel, you idiot! That’s the Demon King! Somebody hit him!”

In any case, the Archangels learned about Demon King-sama.

They also managed to grasp the current state of the Middle World while chatting with the viewers.

“It seems this fantasy game has dramatically transformed the Middle World.”

“Exactly. It’s a completely different world compared to the time of the Human-Demon War.”

“It’s not hard to understand. This game is sweeter than any substance in the Celestial Realm.”

“What should we do?”

The Archangels fell into deep contemplation.

The games themselves weren’t the problem—they were excellent.

The real concern was that humans were getting closer to demons.

If this continued, the Middle World would uncover the truth about the relationship between the Celestial Realm and the Demon World.

The next Human-Demon War might immediately escalate into a Celestial-Demon War.

Friendly relations between humans and demons could allow demons to pass through the Middle World without resistance and invade the Celestial Realm.

“But we’ve been intertwined with humans through religion for so long. Would they really believe the demons so easily?”

“Still, it doesn’t seem like humans and demons are on the verge of war in the Middle World.”

“Then demons could move freely into the Celestial Realm without obstruction.”

For the Celestial Realm, which had long relied on the Middle World as a shield against demons, this was an alarming development.

“Why don’t we play the game while thinking it over?”

“Let’s do that. We can’t afford to lose queue time.”

And so, the Archangels spent a long time pondering.

However, they still hadn’t found an answer when—

“…?!”

Their concerns resolved themselves naturally one day—but in the worst possible way.
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Somewhere in the Demon King’s Castle.

Kos, a low-ranking soldier from the 1st Corps, was as usual, playing COL.

“Ah, damn it, mid lane, what the hell!”

His tier was Silver 4.

Being a low-ranking soldier meant having a low position in the Demon Realm hierarchy.

Naturally, his skills in COL weren’t impressive either.

(Team) SupremeKos (Aatrox): Ah, I’m mid again from the last game.

(Team) Holy Guide of Light (Azar): Insulting those you love in any situation is unacceptable. Let’s overcome this match with love in our hearts.

(Team) SupremeKos (Aatrox): Why would I love you? Are you crazy?

(Team) Holy Guide of Light (Azar): Despite giving you a chance, you continue to pollute the souls of your teammates with your speech. I shall bring down the hammer of reports. Reflect and return to the righteous path.

(Team) SupremeKos (Aatrox): Ugh, damn it…

A saying had recently been circulating in COL: “The worse the skills, the louder the blame.”

However, demons rarely blamed others or criticized their teams.

For demons, the desire to grow stronger was like an instinct.

Ultimately, if one became stronger, there would be no need to rely on the strength of others.

If you lost, you simply trained to grow stronger.

But even demons couldn’t hold back in certain situations.

They couldn’t tolerate users who talked nonsense about faith and belief despite being weak.

“Ugh… why do I keep running into these kinds of people these days?”

Recently, strange users with these peculiar concepts had started to appear more frequently.

Their common trait was their annoyingly sanctimonious nicknames.

Just hearing their names made his skin crawl.

“Their tone is just like those Celestial Realm guys, and they’re terrible at the game. Ugh, I’m too stressed to play.”

“Kos. Why are you grumbling to yourself? You should play another match of COL if you’ve got time to complain.”

“Ah, Commander!”

While wandering around the Demon King’s castle, grumbling, Kos ran into Omos, the 1st Corps Commander.

Omos, the second-ranking demon in the Demon Realm, was a Challenger-tier player.

“Well, actually, my account got suspended, so I can’t play more today.”

“Suspended, you say?”

“Yes, well… I kind of cursed in the chat.”

Kos explained the situation in COL to Omos.

It seemed that there were no such users in the higher tiers, as Omos appeared unfamiliar with the concept.

“What ridiculous people. They sound just like the Celestial Realm folks.”

“Yeah… there are so many of them lately. They’re so annoying I can’t stand it.”

“Hmm… until your suspension is lifted, focus on ‘Maple Leaf Story.’ What level are you now?”

“I just hit 4th job advancement yesterday.”

“Excellent. Keep up the effort.”

“Yes, sir!”

Kos saluted Omos and went off to play ‘Maple Leaf Story.’

Omos, too, wanted to play ‘Maple Leaf Story’ after a long time but headed toward Lumia instead.

Because today, he was scheduled to appear as a guest on Lumia’s broadcast.

Today’s concept for Lumia’s broadcast was “Interview with the Man Who Solo-Killed the Boss.”

“Demon King-sama.”

“Oh, Omos! You’ve finally arrived! Come here quickly! Everyone, Omos is here!”

Lumia had been chatting casually with viewers while waiting for Omos.

Humans referred to such broadcast styles as “chat shows.”

“Greetings. I am Omos, Commander of the Demon King’s 1st Corps.”

DemonKingSama’sFootWasher: Oh, Omos is here!

DemonKingSamaFansAreEverywhere: Hurry up and duo queue!

SuccubusQueenHnng: When are we getting a special feature on the Succubus Queen?

“The Succubus Queen, Liria, is currently quite busy. Humans have started playing illusion games even during non-sleeping hours, which is similar to entering a sleep-like state, so her workload has increased. Some of you might have had your life energy drained while gaming.”

SuccubusQueenHnng: Oh no, please force-quit my game and wake me up next time!

“Anyway, let’s queue up. Omos, connect the artifact.”

“Yes, Demon King-sama.”

Omos connected to the Demon King-sama’s “Tworch” broadcast artifact.

After launching COL, they queued for a game and continued their conversation.

Since both were Challenger-tier players, it took a long time for their match to start.

“By the way, I heard something interesting from one of my soldiers earlier.”

“Oh? What is it?”

Omos shared the story about the strange users he had discussed with Kos.

The ones in the lower tiers with odd names and behavior.

“Don’t they sound just like Celestial Realm folks? Even their nicknames.”

“That’s exactly what it sounds like! But why haven’t I encountered them even once?”

“If they’re Celestial Realm people, they probably wouldn’t be good at COL, would they?”

“That’s a valid point. But does that mean Celestial Realm folks are playing COL too?”

Their conversation flowed effortlessly, and viewers couldn’t keep up, spamming question marks.

SolidMiner: What’s the Celestial Realm? Are you talking about the Goddess?

FarmFailedThisYear: The Church of the Goddess would lose their minds if they heard this conversation.

“Hmm. Come to think of it, humans think of the Celestial Realm as a religious concept.”

LegendaryMiner: ??? What are you talking about?

DemonKingSama24Hours: ???

DemonKingSama’sFootWasher: Huh?

“The Celestial Realm exists as a place, just like the Demon Realm. And there are celestial beings there, just like demons here. The being humans call the Goddess is likely one of the archangels. You could think of archangels as being similar to corps commanders in the Demon Realm.”

DemonKingSama’sFootWasher: ???

DemonKingSama24Hours: ??????

LegendaryMiner: ????? Is this real?

DemonKingSamaFansAreEverywhere: This feels like a hidden secret of the world, doesn’t it?

FarmFailedThisYear: But are you sure? Demon King-sama, are you saying this because you’re a demon?

“The Demon King-sama has lived in the human world before. Humans’ common knowledge about the Celestial Realm is somewhat lacking. Of course, there are reasons why Celestial Realm beings don’t actively interact with the human world either.”

Lumia shared more details about the Celestial Realm with the viewers.

As the truth about the Celestial Realm came to light, human viewers became confused.

Their long-standing religious beliefs were deeply ingrained.

Naturally, there were those who couldn’t easily believe it.

“Well, that’s how it is. Of course, the Celestial Realm also has its own supreme being, just like the Demon King-sama.”

DemonKingSama’sFootWasher: Wow, this is crazy.

FarmFailedThisYear: This is seriously confusing.

LegendaryMiner: Is this real???

DemonKingSama24Hours: By the way, speaking of the Celestial Realm, I heard the Church recently bought a ton of illusion game consoles.

SolidMiner: Yeah, I heard they’re dedicating them to their altar or something.

DemonKingSama24Hours: If the Celestial Realm folks are playing games, isn’t that proof of what Demon King-sama is saying?

LegendaryMiner: LOL, you’ll get branded a heretic if you say stuff like that.

SuccubusQueenHnng: But isn’t watching Demon King-sama’s broadcast already kind of heretical…? Cough

“Did something like that really happen?”

“If so, it might really mean the Celestial Realm is playing games. After all, the Celestial beings only communicate with the Middle World in such ways.”

“Hmm. Pretending to be some hidden, transcendent existence while giving out divine revelations… even the Demon King-sama seems a little amused by this.”

DandanMan: Wow, is this for real?

DemonKing24Hours: But hey, even the Demons play games, so it’s not surprising if the Goddess does too.

LegendMiner: LOL, even the Goddess can’t hold back on this one.

Thus, rumors started spreading across the Demon World and Middle World that the Celestial beings might be playing games. People also began discussing peculiar usernames that seemed to indicate connections to celestial entities.

“…Something feels strange. Recently, players have been constantly asking me if I’m from the Celestial Realm.”

“Lately, the trend has been to mockingly ask if someone is from the Celestial Realm if they’re bad at COL.”

“I’ve heard similar things while playing Galaxy Craft.”

The Archangels started feeling that something was off.

Currently, most Celestials were playing games, thanks to offerings made by their followers.

“You all know nothing. That’s why I keep saying to stop playing games all day and try interacting with the world on Tworch.”

“What are you even talking about, Raguel? Did something happen on Tworch?”

“The Demon King-sama mentioned a few things about the Celestial Realm. That’s probably why humans started having doubts.”

“…What? Why are you only telling us this now, Raguel?!”

“I-I just remembered! At the time, I got too absorbed watching Demon King-sama and forgot…”

“Ugh, Raguel, you’re such an idiot!”

“Ahhh! Don’t hit me, Uriel!”

The Archangels received the news belatedly.

At that moment, a private message arrived.

“A username that screams ‘I’m a Demon’ just sent me a whisper on COL. It says, ‘You’re from the Celestial Realm, right? Let’s have a match.’”

“…What?”

“Are they suggesting we stake the fate of all dimensions on a match?”

“If we lose, the Celestial Realm will be overrun with demonic energy.”

“Ugh… But our tier rankings…”

A provocation from a Demon.

For now, it was something they could only ignore.

Still, conversations about this topic continued to spread further in the Middle World.

[Breaking News! Demon King-sama reveals the truth about the Celestial Realm!]

[Is the Demon King-sama’s claim true? What is the reality of the Celestial Realm?]

[Recent revelations by the Holy Church. Are they the Demon King-sama’s schemes to consume the Middle World? Or is there truth to the Demon King-sama’s words?]

[Enraged believers. Growing hostility toward the Demons. And rising support for Demon King-sama’s followers.]

.

.
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The Demon King-sama’s statement about the Celestial Realm, combined with some suspicions among players and dissatisfaction toward players suspected of being Celestials, tied into recent divine warnings from the Holy Church regarding a looming threat from the Demon World.

Followers of the Goddess insisted that the Demon King-sama had been scheming all along to take over the Middle World.

They claimed that the Goddess’s recent revelation to beware of the Demon King-sama was proof of this.

However, Demon King-sama’s fans argued that her words were the truth.

After all, humans had no idea what the Celestial Realm looked like. It wouldn’t be surprising if the Celestial beings operated similarly to Demons, as the Demon King-sama suggested.

“Wow, this is a scary story. If the Demon King-sama’s claim is true, it would mean the Celestials have been using the Middle World as a shield to fend off Demons all along.”

“So, you’re saying the being humans thought was a Goddess is actually an Archangel acting like a Demon Legion Commander, using religion to manipulate humanity? That sounds far-fetched…”

“But Demon King-sama seemed so confident when she said it. Unlike the Demon race, Celestials just play games, don’t they?”

“None of this makes sense to me. But, I don’t think Demon King-sama will attack us.”

Humanity, having a long history with religion, was thrown into chaos.

They had always believed that the Celestial Realm was simply the dwelling place of the Goddess, an absolute being who lent her power to save the Middle World from Demons.

“But doesn’t this change nothing? Even if the Goddess turns out to be an Archangel, isn’t it still the same thing?”

“Were you even listening? The point is that the Archangels have been masquerading as a Goddess and using the Middle World to defend against Demons. That’s the issue.”

“Hey, don’t speak with such certainty. We don’t even know if this is true or not.”

The Church denied the allegations, saying such things never happened.

The Demon King-sama claimed she was simply stating the truth.

She also stated that she didn’t particularly care about how humanity structured their religion.

The Demon King-sama had no real interest in conquering the Middle World or invading the Celestial Realm. She had no intention of elaborating further on the matter.

However, she did share one interest with the Celestials—deciding superiority through games.

Instead of discussing this further, she sent a message to players suspected of being Celestials.

She suggested that a representative of the Demons and the Celestials have a match in COL.
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Chapter 88

—

“Do you think they’re trying to gauge our power through this COL match?”

“No, I don’t think so. We’re much worse at games than the demons anyway.”

“Isn’t this more like a declaration of war? Like, ‘we’ll step on you in COL first, then come after you.’”

“Those wicked demons… If we leave them alone, they’ll corrupt the Celestial Realm with their dark magic!”

“There’s a fierce debate happening among humans.”

The Celestial beings had received a request for a COL match from the demons.

The Archangels were thrown into chaos.

Meanwhile, in the Middle World, lively debates were unfolding about whether the Celestials had used the Middle World as their shield all along.

If they accepted this COL challenge, it would be tantamount to admitting that parts of the Demon King’s claims were true.

“Prayers from the believers have been surging lately.”

“Hm…”

The situation was so dire that they couldn’t even enjoy their games anymore.

“…Can’t we just win?”

“What did you say, Uriel?”

“Well, so what if the goddess’s true identity is Michael? Does it matter? Michael only took on that role to protect the Middle World. It was the humans who began worshipping her as a goddess.”

As Uriel pointed out, Michael never claimed to be an absolute being or a goddess.

In fact, she had been worshipped arbitrarily by the humans who had received her grace in ancient times.

This eventually evolved into the current Goddess Church.

“The point is, the controversy isn’t because the goddess turned out to be an Archangel. It’s because people are suspecting that the Celestials have been using the Middle World as a shield all along.”

“Well… that suspicion isn’t entirely unfounded, Uriel.”

“That may be true, but what can we do about it now? Instead, we should show them. Let’s defeat the demons in COL and prove that we are still the protectors of the Middle World.”

“That’s a good idea. If we defeat the demons in COL, humans will regain their faith in us.”

The idea of directly confronting and defeating the demons was persuasive.

This way, the truth about the goddess’s identity and the structure of the Celestial Realm would come to light.

But, at the same time, they could preserve humanity’s faith in the Celestials.

“But that’s not the real issue, is it?”

“We’re worse at games than the demons, aren’t we?”

Indeed, the Celestials’ gaming skills were inferior to the demons’.

The fundamental difference between the two races made it so.

The demons pursued strength.

The Celestials pursued goodness.

As long as manners were maintained in the beautiful sport of gaming, losing didn’t feel too bad for the Celestials.

But any inappropriate behavior or language would immediately be reported.

For the Celestials, gaming was meant to be an enjoyable and honourable activity.

Unlike the demons, they didn’t revel in blood-soaked battles.

“Just do it. Work hard.”

“Pardon?”

“Practice. Win. It’s not that we can’t; it’s that we haven’t.”

Uriel spoke with a serious expression.

The Judicator of Fire, Uriel.

He was the only Celestial who had reached the Diamond tier in COL.

Though not as fanatical as the demons, he genuinely enjoyed battles.

“Time for some special training.”

* * *

“And so, it was decided that the Celestials would face off in COL!”

Lumia announced cheerfully.

For a while, things had been quiet, but now she brought news of a Celestial vs. Demon COL showdown.

“Are you planning to go to war with the Celestials?”

“No, it’s not like that. But demons must always be the strongest race. Naturally, we need to crush the Celestials in COL as well.”

“But the Celestials are bad at games.”

“That’s exactly why we need to publicly prove that demons are stronger.”

So, it wasn’t exactly a war.

True to their nature, they simply wanted to win against the Celestials in COL.

The Demon team had just won the latest COL championship.

Demons were a race that always sought out strong opponents for battle.

Now, they wanted to triumph over the Celestials too.

“But are the Celestials even agreeing to this?”

“They replied after a year. They said they’ll fight. So, we’re planning a grand showdown. I hope you’ll prepare accordingly.”

Apparently, the Celestials themselves would appear.

They had requested for a grand event to be held for the match.

It seemed more like a special event match between the Celestials and the Demons rather than a tournament.

“There won’t be any harm to the Middle World, right?”

“Of course not. It’s just COL. But we hope you’ll be our audience.”

“Well… if you put it that way, I understand.”

The fact that the Demon King preferred settling scores through games rather than war was a positive sign.

But why did the Celestials agree to this proposal despite being terrible at such games?

Especially since the Demons excelled at combat-oriented games like COL.

In fact, they were even better than humans.

“…I don’t get it.”

Soon after, when Rikal and I had a conversation, the topic came up.

“Can’t they just finish their game among themselves?”

“They probably think this is a match to gain recognition from the Celestial, Middle, and Demon Worlds. After all, demons are a race that loves to boast about being the strongest.”

“Hmm… Celestials. Celestials, huh…”

“By the way, Your Highness, are you a devout follower of the Goddess Church?”

“Not really. Honestly, I’ve believed the Demon King’s side of the story from the start. It made more sense.”

Well, that was expected.

Rikal and the Demon King had grown close after collaborating a few times.

Initially wary of the Demon King, the two soon became friends.

It was only natural that Rikal would believe the Demon King’s words.

The fact that a prince and a Demon King were friends was amusing, though.

“So, what’s the plan? We’ll need an arena.”

“…Instead of using the stadium in the capital, how about utilizing the Trinity Council like during the Arcane War? That way, if things get dangerous, they can intervene.”

“But the seating capacity is limited there.”

“Can’t we just stream it on Tworch?”

“Hmm.”

That seemed reasonable enough.

Whether the Tower Masters would agree was another question.

Still, with the Demon King’s goodwill, it seemed unlikely that the Celestials would face any danger.

It was just absurd that such powerful beings were coming here to settle things with a game.

Why were all these entities so obsessed with gaming?

“I understand.”

Surprisingly, the Tower Masters passed the agenda in one go.

The Tower Masters were incredibly intrigued by the prospect of the Celestials appearing.

And so, it was decided that the COL match between the Celestials and Demons would take place in Trinity.

This news spread across the entire world.

“What?! The Celestials and Demons are going head-to-head in COL?!”

“The Celestials actually responded to the Demon King’s request?”

“Does this mean the Goddess herself will descend?”

“Wait, are there five Goddesses?”

Absolute chaos ensued.

Around the same time, a divine revelation came down from the Celestial Realm.

“Oh… this is…”

The revelation contained details about the upcoming battle between the Celestials and Demons.

It announced that five Archangels would descend to the mortal world to thwart the Demons’ sinister plot.

The declaration made it clear that the Celestials would achieve victory themselves and drive out the Demons.

This also confirmed the existence of the Archangels.

Their direct involvement somewhat eased the distrust stemming from the belief that the Celestials had previously used the Middle World as a shield.

[Shocking Revelation: The Holy Five Archangels Descend to Defeat the Demons.]

[History of the Human-Demon War and Exploration of Past Revelations.]

[The Celestial-Demon War Erupts in Trinity: What Is This War For? The Demon King Remains Silent.]

[Celestial Players Confirmed to Exist: But Their Gaming Skills Are ‘The Worst.’]

[Can the Celestials Win? To Be Honest, Their Gaming Skills Leave Much to Be Desired.]

[Tension Between the Goddess Cult and the Demon King’s Fan Club: Is It Right for Humans to Be Fans of the Demon King?]

[Interview with the Demon King’s Fan Club, “The Demon King Is Not Evil.”]

.
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“Who will you support in the Celestial-Demon War?”

“Honestly, the Demon King. I wasn’t part of the Goddess Cult to begin with.”

“But what if something happens? If the Demons and Celestials clash, won’t the continent be completely destroyed?”

“Hey, come on. Would the Archangels put us in danger? And would the Demon King threaten us? Then we’re safe!”

“I-Is that so?”

The continent was trembling with excitement.

The ticket competition for the Celestial-Demon War surpassed a ratio of 10,000,000:1.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that every single being on the continent tried to get a ticket.

However, the seating capacity in Trinity was far smaller than that of events hosted by the Royal Capital, which made the competition even fiercer.

“The Celestials are descending to the Middle World… What on earth is happening?”

“I don’t know either! Anyway, I’m going to watch the match, so don’t call me for a while!”

“You haven’t been coming when I call lately because of the game, Lizzy… Hmph… If that’s the case, maybe I should…”

This, of course, included dragons among the many beings.

Although dragons didn’t personally compete for tickets, they were informed by Lizzy and moved accordingly.

The dragons of the continent flew toward the skies above Trinity.

“Hey, Blackie, what are you here for?”

“Shut up, Goldie. How could I not be curious about the Celestials coming down?”

“Everyone, be careful! If any of you flap your wings carelessly, the continent might blow away.”

“Relax, we’ll watch in our polymorphed forms, Half-Dragon.”

“…Dragons?”

The Space Tower Master preparing for the Celestial-Demon War was utterly shocked to see them.

One or two dragons might’ve been manageable, but…

Every single dragon on the continent was now flying in.

It was a sight rarer than the end of the world.

Once they reached the skies above Trinity, the dragons transformed into human forms and stood before the Space Tower Master.

“Transcendent One, would you allow us to spectate the battle between the Celestials and Demons?”

“Y-Yes, but… The audience seats are completely full.”

“Do not worry. We’ll watch from here.”

“Y-Yes, understood.”

Each dragon grabbed a piece of popcorn and settled in the skies above the audience seating.

Before long, the spectators began entering the venue.

Murmur murmur murmur

The audience seats were bustling with noise.

These were the lucky ones who managed to secure tickets against overwhelming odds.

Meanwhile, those who couldn’t get tickets watched through the “Tworch” broadcasts.

The number of viewers reached approximately 100 million.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that nearly every species was watching the Celestial-Demon War broadcast.

And then, the lights on the stage turned on.

The match was about to begin.

“Now, we’ll start the battle between the Celestials and Demons! The Demons and Celestials! Let the match staaaaaaaaart-!”

With Rai’s declaration, holy light and dark demonic energy enveloped the stage.
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Chapter 89

—

“Is the Goddess really going to appear?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve heard that an Archangel is the one who will appear…”

“Anyway, a showdown between the Goddess and the Demon King. I’m so lucky to witness this.”

“But what if something happens? If those two fight, won’t the continent be destroyed?”

“The Demon King-sama said it would be safe, so would it really be dangerous?”

The murmuring audience seats.

A shocking event of a confrontation between the Celestials and the Demons.

Those who had beaten the high competition rate to attend were all excitedly waiting for the start.

“Will this be okay?”

“Being able to face the Goddess is rather a blessing.”

In the VIP seats, the Tower Masters, the Pope, and the royalty were all present.

For the Pope, this was the first time witnessing the existence of the Goddess.

It was a monumental event for the religious community as well.

“Is JeBbit not coming?”

“Can you shut up, brother?”

Rikal also waited nervously for the start of the match.

This event was extremely significant for the future direction of the continent.

While the true purpose of the showdown between the Demons and the Celestials wasn’t fully revealed,

it was clear that the result would bring about major changes.

“Now, the showdown between the Celestials and the Demons, the Demons and the Celestials, will begiiiiiiiiin-!”

With Rai’s declaration, the cheers erupted.

Rai then began introducing the representatives of the Demons and the Celestials.

“First, the Demon team. The Demon King-sama’s squad is everywhere! Representing the Demons are five members, including the Demon King-sama.”

“Demon King-sama! Please look this way just once!”

“Omos-sama, you’re so cool!!”

“Lesha-sama’s stockings are amazing!!”

The Demon representatives were already familiar to the inhabitants of the Middle World.

Thanks to their participation in several international tournaments and personal broadcasts, they had amassed many fans.

“And now, opposing them, are the representatives of the Celestials!”

The representatives of the Celestials began entering from the opposite side.

“Uh, uh…!”

“My, my eyes…”

“Is that the Goddess? Her light is so blinding that I can’t see anything!”

They entered, radiating a divine light so intense that it blinded onlookers.

Unlike the Demons, the Archangels spread their pure white feathered wings wide, with halos, symbols of saints, shining brightly above their heads.

“Ah… Ahhh…!”

The divine power they emitted was several times stronger than what people had indirectly experienced before.

The worshippers of the Goddess naturally bowed their heads.

They began to revere the holy beings.

“The light is too bright, I can’t see anything! Is there any way to fix this?”

Rai, standing on the stage, spoke with his eyes tightly shut.

The light from the divine power was so intense that it was like standing before the sun, making it impossible to see ahead.

“Our apologies, we were careless. We’ll adjust it.”

The Archangels adjusted their divine power.

Thanks to the now softer glow of the divine power, people could finally observe them with their own eyes.

“This is a historic moment. It’s the first time that those from the Celestial Realm have directly revealed themselves. Could you please introduce yourselves?”

The five Archangels began introducing themselves in turn.

At the same time, the reality of the Goddess and the Celestial Realm became clear.

The descending Goddess was revealed to be Michael.

The Archangels, protectors of the Celestial Realm, had come to capture the Demon King-sama, who was corrupting the Middle World with evil.

“Ohh…! It’s true! Then the Archangels…”

“So the Celestial Realm’s lore is this vast. This is going to be so entertaining.”

“Ahhh…! Gabriel-sama is so beautiful…”

The worshippers of the Goddess were even more ecstatic over the expanded lore.

After all, it was unchanged that they were the ones protecting the Middle World.

The audience, divided between the Demon King-sama’s squad and the worshippers of the Goddess, began to cheer enthusiastically.

“Now, let’s begin the first set of the Celestial-Demon War, begiiiiiiiiiiiin!”

-Waaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh-!

Amid the passionate cheers, the first set began.

However, there wasn’t much expectation for the match itself.

Because when it came to gaming, everyone knew how poorly the Celestials performed.

“The game will obviously be won by the Demons.”

“No matter what, the Celestials are just too bad at games.”

The initial unease about the clash of beings from different dimensions was short-lived.

Soon, people were engrossed in analyzing the capabilities of both sides.

“…Hm?”

Among them, Denian, sitting in the VIP seats, tilted his head.

It was the moment he looked at the Celestials’ nicknames.

“What’s the matter, sir?”

Galliard, seated next to him, asked.

Denian checked the Celestials’ nicknames again before speaking.

“<The Cruel Judge of Fire>. That’s definitely the user I met in ranked yesterday.”

“…What? Then their tier is…”

“Yes, Challenger. And I’ve also seen nicknames like <The Sacred Light’s Guide> and <That Spirit’s Presence> before.”

The Archangels’ tiers were different from what was expected.

Most of them were Challenger tier. Among them, the mid-laner <The Cruel Judge of Fire>, Uriel, was particularly well-known for his skill.

“I thought the Celestials weren’t good at games?”

“Of course, the Celestials wouldn’t be good at games. But that doesn’t mean they’re weak. Former hero Galliard.”

“Hm?”

A voice came from behind Galliard.

It was the 7th Legion Commander of the Demon King’s army.

He was famous for his excellent skills in auto chess.

“If the Celestials were weak, they wouldn’t have become our rivals. When they put their minds to it, their power is formidable. Especially Archangel Uriel—unlike the typical Celestial, he has a belligerent nature. He probably led their training.”

As he said, the Celestials had been improving their COL skills under Uriel’s leadership.

Rather than focusing on sportsmanship and honor, as they used to, Uriel had emphasized the importance of winning.

However, in terms of sheer physical prowess, the Demons still outshone the Celestials.

Thus, the Archangels’ strategy lay in achieving victory through proper operations and tactics.

On the other hand, the Demons were renowned for their ability to overwhelm with superior physical abilities.

“This is going to be an interesting match.”

“But if that’s the case, does it mean that the Celestials are on par with the Demons?”

Denian asked the 7th Legion Commander.

Galliard looked puzzled at Denian, who was asking a question unrelated to COL.

“Indeed. For us, it’s amusing that humans worship them.”

“In that case, wouldn’t it be possible for Sir Galliard here to kill the celestials, just as he once repelled the Demon King’s army in the past?”

“Well, if it’s the former hero Galliard, he could handle a few archangels. The difference between beings of the Celestial and Demon realms and those of the Middle World is that the former are born with their powers, while the latter claw their way up to obtain them.”

“Why are you asking this all of a sudden, sir? There won’t be any more wars, so what’s the point?”

“Oh, I was just curious. Of course, war must not happen. It’s just that this idea contradicts all the religious knowledge we’ve had so far.”

Denian smiled awkwardly.

And so, the first match began in earnest.

“Oh? The Celestials’ skill is no joke!”

“Exactly. They’re holding their ground against Omos in the mid lane…!”

It didn’t take long after the game started for the audience to be stunned.

The skill of the archangels was remarkable.

In particular, <The Ruthless Judge of Fire>, Uriel, was evenly matched with Omos in the mid lane.

“Ohhh, the archangel Uriel! He’s not losing the lane against Omos, the Demon Realm’s second-in-command!”

Omos, who in the past had scored a solo kill even against his peers, was now being held at bay. This alone demonstrated the strength of the Celestial Realm.

“Could all those claims about Celestials being bad at games have been false all along?”

“Aaaahhhh! Bottom lane! The Celestials take down the bot duo of Lesha and Tesha!”

In the bottom lane, even the succubus sisters, Lesha and Tesha, fell.

Michael and Sariel showcased flawless synergy, even managing to take down the Demon team’s jungler who arrived late to help.

The first blood taken by the Celestials was enough to upset the morale of the Demon team.

They had assumed an easy victory.

Far from being incompetent, the Celestials were proving to be on par with the Demons.

(Global Chat) Demon King Sama (Aatrox): Aaaahhhh! Stop running and fight me head-on!

In contrast, the Celestials played with far more precision than the Demons.

The Demon King Sama, renowned for his exceptional skills, was forced into cautious play.

Gabriel, playing in the top lane against the Demon King Sama, opted for a defensive tank champion and prioritized a stable approach.

The Celestial team’s strategy revolved around holding the line defensively while focusing on growth in other lanes.

“Demon King Sama! He’s let another chance slip by! This puts even their jungle pathing at a disadvantage.”

While the Demons aimed to dominate early with physical prowess, the Celestials relied on trust and a calculated approach to victory.

They played for the long game, focusing on the ultimate objective—destroying the enemy’s Nexus.

Their playstyle was fundamentally different.

The Celestials made steady, calculated progress toward victory.

Even if there were no immediate rewards, their noble goal of defeating the Demons kept them motivated.

Without relying on fleeting instincts, the Celestials methodically built their lead, eventually securing a win in the first game.

“An upset has occurred! Like a steady drizzle soaking clothes, the Celestial team snowballed their way to victory!”

-Whoooaaahhhh!!!-

The worshippers of the Goddess cheered wildly.

The archangels smiled and waved toward them.

“T-this can’t be happening…”

“Graaaaaagh! Impossible!”

In contrast, the Demon team and the Demon King Sama’s faction were steeped in despair.

A loss they had never anticipated left them in agony.

Of course, some of it could be attributed to their overconfidence.

But their opponents were far from weaklings who could be easily defeated.

The live broadcast on “Tworch” was flooded with rapid-fire comments, most of them expressing shock at the Celestial team’s unexpectedly high skill level.

“You wicked Demon King. Things won’t go as you plan.”

“Grrrr…! We’re not wicked! If anything, you voyeuristic angels are the depraved ones!”

“Let’s see how long you can keep saying that, Demon King.”

The Celestials mocked the defeated Demons, who had collapsed in despair.
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Chapter 90

— (Team) DemonKingSama (Darius): Uraryaryaryaryat!

— (Team) SupremeDeretaIsHere (Lee Sin): Heading to enemy jungle, Demon King Sama! I’ll go too!

The second match began.

This time, the Demon team played much more aggressively.

If they stalled for even a little, they would fall prey to the Celestial team’s strategy.

Their plan was to gain as much advantage as possible in the early game.

“Ahh, Demon King Sama! It’s a double kill!”

-Waaaaaaahhhhhh!

Demon King Sama scored a double kill in top lane.

Even the late-arriving jungler was taken down.

— (Team) DemonKingSama (Darius): I’m carrying top! Just don’t feed in bot lane!

— (Team) Tesha (Caitri): Yes, Demon King Sama.

But the Celestial team wasn’t easy prey either.

When they suffered losses, they immediately shifted to conservative play to narrow the gap.

They played to prevent the snowball from growing.

A strategy completely opposite to the relentless Demon aggression.

— (Team) DemonWorld’sSecond-in-CommandOmos (LeBlanc): These guys really play boring games.

— (Team) SupremeDeretaIsHere (Lee Sin): We can’t give them time. We need to press hard.

When facing a strategy like this, you have to be bold.

Dereta, the jungler, began operating the game around Demon King Sama’s top lane.

Thanks to Demon King Sama creating advantages, there was still a path forward.

— (Team) SupremeDeretaIsHere (Lee Sin): If we keep pressuring top, we can win. Omos, just hold off Uriel.

— (Team) DemonWorld’sSecond-in-CommandOmos (LeBlanc): Graaagh! Laning against these guys is so boring I can’t stand it!

No matter how much Omos provoked, the mid lane laning phase flowed boringly.

He was just farming minions, and it was killing Omos with boredom.

Fortunately, Demon King Sama and Dereta steadily focused on top lane.

Thanks to that, the Demon team secured victory in the second match.

“We won!”

“Graaaaah! That was such a boring game! We only got this many kills?!”

“If we keep pressing like this, we can win.”

The reason people liked Demon games was because of their explosive style.

Even during tournaments, the crowd would erupt when the Demons played.

But in contrast, the Celestials played extremely defensively.

They calculated their plays, destroying the Nexus through strategy while giving up minimal growth differences.

“Ugh… I can’t believe we lost that.”

“We should’ve managed top lane better. As expected of the Demon King. Even a small advantage, and he snowballs like crazy.”

“It’s the final game. We must win. If we lose, the Demons will corrupt the Celestial Realm with demonic energy.”

The Celestial team calmly analyzed the previous match.

If they lost, the Demons would easily cross the Middle World and invade the Celestial Realm.

That’s why the Celestials were even more obsessed with victory.

Of course, the notion that the Demons challenged them with thoughts of invading the Celestial Realm was a misunderstanding.

But the Archangels, believing that, became obsessed with winning the game no matter what.

“Then let’s begin the final set—!”

The final match to determine the winner between the Celestials and the Demons.

The entire world was watching this match.

“They’re more evenly matched than I thought. I really don’t know how this will go.”

“It’d be more exciting if the Archangels played a bit more aggressively.”

“But isn’t it fascinating how their personalities show in their playstyles? It’s truly a battle of sword versus shield.”

“That’s true. It’s a privilege to witness this live.”

The entire continent watched with bated breath.

At this point, even Archangel fanbases had formed.

The chat speed on Tworch, with over 100 million viewers, was exploding.

It scrolled so fast it was impossible to read.

“Will the picks be the same again this time, Uriel?”

“That’s probably best. We still need to suppress Demon King Sama’s growth.”

“But picking nothing but tanks means we lose too much influence in the late game.”

“That’s just because tank items are expensive in this patch. Damn you, Riot.”

As they prepared to select champions, both teams moved in perfect sync.

There was data accumulated about each other.

Since it was the final game, champion selection was incredibly important.

“…I’ll play Kyle.”

“What did you say, Gabriel?”

That’s when Gabriel, who would be facing Demon King Sama, spoke.

Kyle is an extremely weak champion in lane.

And even through midgame, it’s hard for it to show great performance.

But once it reaches level 16 in the late game, it becomes overwhelmingly strong thanks to its passive skill.

A character even nicknamed “The Promised Level 16.”

However, it’s generally unsuitable for tournament play.

In tournaments, the enemy team will likely gain advantage before Kyle can hit level 16.

“Has he gone insane? If Gabriel picks Kyle, we’ll lose before he even hits 16.”

“I can endure it. I’ve picked up on Demon King Sama’s patterns from the last two games. I don’t need jungle help, so focus on creating advantages in other lanes. The bot lane is relatively weak, so that might be a good place to focus.”

“Has Gabriel lost it? You can’t play Kyle!”

Everyone tried to stop Gabriel.

Picking a champion like Kyle in a tournament was madness.

But Gabriel was stubborn.

Holding out like a fortress was his specialty, and he often played Kyle even in casual games.

Enduring the agony until level 16, then soaring gloriously—the Judge.

Kyle was Gabriel’s favorite champion.

“Aaaaah! Archangel Gabriel picks Kyle!!!!”

-Ooooooooooooooooh?!!

“Gabriel! What are you doing!”

“Are you crazy, Gabriel?!”

Ignoring his teammates, Gabriel picked Kyle.

Even the commentator Rai and the crowd were stunned.

Tworch chat exploded so fast it nearly crashed the server.

“Haa… we’re doomed. Gabriel just ruined the future of the Celestial Realm.”

“I don’t care anymore.”

“…I won’t gank top.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Gabriel was calmly alone.

The archangels had no choice but to start the game with tears in their eyes.

— (Team) DemonWorld’sSecond-in-CommandOmos (Azar): Top is Kyle. I think Gabriel has gone crazy, Demon King-sama.

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): Hohoho. This game, I will carry!

In contrast, the demonkind team was in a festive mood.

If it’s early-game Kyle, they’d surely be able to gain the upper hand easily.

If they focused the game around top, victory seemed simple.

“Ahh! Archangel Gabriel! Kyle! Barely survives again! But instead of recalling, Kyle continues farming minions under tower!”

But unexpectedly, Gabriel endured well.

He survived no matter what it took.

There were occasional dangerous moments, but Kyle survived each time by a hair’s breadth.

Clinging to the tower with a sliver of health, Demon King-sama couldn’t resist the urge to turret dive.

‘Should I go in? But it doesn’t look completely guaranteed.’

It was one of those situations where a dive was tempting.

But every time, Demon King-sama held back.

If he overextended and died here, the game would tilt hard.

“Ten minutes have passed since the game started! Yet no kills have occurred!”

The overall flow of the game remained similar.

The archangels were desperately hanging on.

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): This won’t do. Omos must grow strong.

— (Team) DemonWorld’sSecond-in-CommandOmos (Azar): Can’t we catch Kyle, Demon King-sama?

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): We couldn’t finish him off early. For top, just pushing tower is the best we can do.

In the end, Demon King-sama chose to support mid.

If they couldn’t make gains now, the game would slip out of control.

Fortunately, a surprise mid-roam secured a kill. The slow game started to pick up speed.

— (Team) That Spirit’s Presence (Kyle): …No good. I needed a little more time… This won’t do. Raguel, I’ll be taking some jungle.

— (Team) That Spirit’s Friend (Amumu): What are you doing, Gabriel! What am I supposed to farm and grow with!

— (Team) That Spirit’s Presence (Kyle): Just focus on playing bot side! No need to worry about top at all!

Gabriel began stealing his own team’s jungle camps.

Jungler Raguel was dumbfounded, but had no choice.

As Gabriel said, they could only try to operate through bot lane.

“Ooh… at this rate, Kyle might actually hit level 16?”

“If that happens, the game will really be over.”

“No, Demon King-sama! Smash those angel bastards heaang…?”

The crowd grew more excited as the giant wave approached.

One spectator, who cursed the celestials without thinking, received cold stares from the Goddess cultists.

But the situation was that urgent.

Gabriel was leveling up at an incredible pace.

He was already level 13.

One level higher than his opponent, Demon King-sama.

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): We must kill Kyle now!

Meanwhile, Demon King-sama roamed other lanes, helping teammates scale.

The bot lane had grown strong enough to carry.

But now, Kyle had to die.

If they didn’t stop him now, he’d soon hit level 16.

“Ahh! Archangel Gabriel’s Kyle! Finally gets taken down! The demonkind push straight through top inhibitor!”

Thankfully, Demon King-sama, along with mid and jungle, managed to kill Gabriel.

At the same time, the top towers were destroyed, the lane laid bare like a highway.

— (Team) That Spirit’s Presence (Kyle): I’ll head bot now.

Gabriel irresponsibly abandoned the open top lane and went bot.

The archangels chuckled bitterly, but had no alternative.

After enduring this long, Kyle had to reach level 16.

“Kyle is just one level away from hitting 16! And the demonkind are storming forward!”

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): Just push and end it!

— (Team) Supreme Dereta-sama (Amumu): With enemy Kyle down, we should just keep pushing mid.

With Kyle gone, the celestials defended mid as four.

A 4v5 team fight clearly favored the demonkind, so they decided to ignore Kyle.

— (Team) Sacred Light’s Guide (Igerial): Gabriel! You have to come help!

— (Team) Cruel Judge of Fire (LeBlanc): The game is ending!!

Despite his teammates’ desperate pleas, Kyle continued mindlessly farming minions.

Even stole all the jungle monsters, playing a solo RPG by himself.

“Ahh! The celestial team gives up their mid inhibitor!”

The celestial team retreated as they lost more towers.

Now, only the nexus and its towers remained standing.

“The demonkind are diving in boldly!”

And the demonkind team charged at the four archangels pushed to the brink.

There was no more running.

If they ran now, the nexus would be destroyed and the game would be over.

“And at that moment! Archangel Gabriel! Reaches level 16 and recalls!”

Gabriel hit the promised level 16 just in time.

Kyle returned with radiant wings and twin blades unfolded.

— (Team) Supreme Dereta-sama (Amumu): Kyle hit level 16, Demon King-sama!

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): Just kill them aaaaaall!!

Double kill!

Just before Kyle arrived, the demonkind team fiercely attacked the archangels.

Demon King-sama struck down Michael and Sariel as they advanced.

“Kyle’s Divine Judgment! Archangel Uriel is revived!”

Kyle’s ultimate, Divine Judgment.

Grants a targeted ally temporary invincibility and deals magic damage to nearby enemies.

Gabriel, arriving late, cast Divine Judgment on Uriel and began unleashing a torrent of powerful attacks on the demonkind.

— (Team) That Spirit’s Presence (Kyle): Uwaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!

Kyle’s power, built up from enduring so long, was overwhelming.

Each basic attack exploded demonkind players.

— (Team) Demon King-sama (Aatrox): Iyaaaayaaayaayaayaayaa it’s all overrrrrr!!

But the demonkind team did not retreat till the very end.

The winner of this fight would decide the victor of the Celestial-Demon War.

A massive clash between celestial and demonkind forces.

-WAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH-

Moments later, thunderous cheers shook the continent.

 

 

—




Chapter 91

“Ugyagyagyagyagyagyagyagya-!”

Demon King-sama’s Aatrox spread his corrupted wings.

Cutting down the archangels standing in his way one by one, Demon King-sama’s vision was stained red.

“We cannot lose to the evil demonkind…!”

Gabriel, with his radiant wings unfolded, blocked Demon King-sama.

The last time the Celestial Realm and the Demon World clashed was a very, very long time ago.

It was during an ancient civilization of the Middle World.

So long ago that no one could even estimate the time, the celestials and demonkind fought there.

In that final Celestial-Demon War, all races of the Middle World perished.

Then civilization was rebuilt.

Neither the current archangels nor the current Demon King remembered that era.

Both the Celestial Realm and the Demon World had gone through multiple generations.

“We are the victorssssss!”

It was a clash reminiscent of that ancient time.

Demon King-sama’s bloodstained blade clashed with Gabriel’s holy sword.

-WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH-

Radiant wings bent, folding with weakness.

And at the same time, a roar of cheers erupted from the audience.

“Hmph… If Kyle had saved his ultimate, he could have won. What a shame.”

“Perhaps because he’s celestial, he prioritized saving his teammate who was in front of him.”

“Whereas Demon King-sama focused solely on eliminating the enemy. As expected of Demon King-sama…”

“You part of the Demon King-sama Fanclub too, Red?”

The dragons watching from the sky evaluated the final clash seriously.

As they said, if Kyle had saved his ultimate, the celestials might have won.

“The Nexus is destroyed! The winner—! It’s the demonkind!”

The Demon King-sama Fanclub cheered, while the Goddess cultists sobbed.

Joy and despair split the crowd as the demonkind and celestials returned from the illusion.

“We did it! We won!”

“That was insane, Demon King-sama!”

“Ohohohohohohohoho!”

The demonkind team lifted Demon King-sama high into the air and basked in their victory.

From the audience came chants of his name.

Demon King-sama placed his hands on his hips and struck a triumphant pose.

“Demon King-sama is sooo cute!”

“Please look over here just once, Demon King-sama!”

“We love you, Demon King-sama!”

“Yes, yes, thank you all. It’s all thanks to everyone here!”

“Kyaaaaaaaaaah!”

In contrast, the mood among the archangels was somber.

All of them sat slumped on the ground with hollow expressions.

The divine light they once radiated faded softly.

“I told you not to play Kyle, you bastard Gabriel!”

“W-We could have won!”

“It’s over… we already lost… Now the celestials will be tainted by demonic energy… We must prepare for war…”

“Do you really think we can win against the demonkind? We haven’t fought them in thousands of years…”

“Guess we’ll just die, then…”

The demonkind had proven their superiority over the celestials in the Middle World.

The celestials’ defeat would stain history forever and sow distrust of the celestials among the Middle World’s inhabitants.

But that wasn’t the only issue.

Using this as a stepping stone, the demonkind would invade the Celestial Realm.

The long-standing sanctity of the Celestial Realm.

It would soon be defiled by demonic energy.

“Kh…”

Gabriel, who had stubbornly insisted, now shed holy tears in defeat.

If he had used his ultimate properly, he might have won.

But with the result decided, any excuse was meaningless.

“Thus, the winner of the Celestial-Demon War is—”

WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

The audience roared toward the demonkind.

It was a different reaction than the celestials had expected from the Middle World, which once hated demonkind.

Perhaps with the truth about the celestials exploiting the Middle World exposed, perceptions were shifting.

Ashamed, the celestials could not lift their heads.

Step. Step.

Demon King-sama approached the celestials.

“Demon King…”

Gabriel, who had faced him, looked down with a sorrowful expression.

Ssshhk—

Demon King-sama reached out his hand to Gabriel.

Gabriel stared blankly at the hand, not understanding its meaning.

“…?”

“It was a good game!”

Demon King-sama was smiling brightly.

It was nothing like the evil Demon King the celestials had known.

“Ah…?”

“?”

Seeing Gabriel dazed, Demon King-sama tilted his head.

“I see… maybe this means the Celestial Realm is now theirs, and he’s saying goodbye…”

“We’ll become slaves of the demonkind, and the Celestial Realm will lose its holy light…”

“The sky of the Celestial Realm will no longer be blue. It will become a murky space filled with demonic energy.”

As the celestials muttered such things,

Demon King-sama responded.

“What are you all talking about? Just take my hand.”

“What…?”

“When you play a good game, shaking hands is only natural!”

“What…?”

Gabriel couldn’t close his mouth in shock.

Demon King-sama’s eyes were still pure.

Suspicious but slowly, Gabriel reached out his hand.

Clasp—

“Next time, let’s play together again!”

Demon King-sama said as he enthusiastically shook Gabriel’s hand.

“Next time… play a game? Are you saying you’ll dominate the Celestial Realm and enslave us into gaming servitude…?”

“What a terrifying thing to say! Games can be played at home too!”

“Then the demonkind’s invasion of the Celestial Realm…”

“Hm? We’re not doing that! Since we have games, there’s no need to fight anymore!”

The celestials stared blankly at Demon King-sama.

His smile was purer than that of a newborn angel.

Thinking about the life Demon King-sama must have lived, that smile hurt to look at.

Which is why even those who knew nothing else couldn’t help but like Demon King-sama’s smile.

“Demon King…”

“So this is… the Demon King…”

“Demon King-sama is already friends with the Middle World! So the celestials should all become friends too!”

“Wh-What…”

Demon King-sama was still holding Gabriel’s hand.

Gabriel’s hand was limp, with no strength in it.

It was Demon King-sama’s tiny hand that was barely clinging to Gabriel’s palm.

“And I’m not just Demon King—I’m Demon King-sama!”

“…!”

Gabriel stared at Demon King-sama’s smile and felt something strange inside.

With a dumbfounded look, Gabriel slowly lifted his head.

The audience was giving a grand round of applause toward the stage.

Everyone was smiling warmly as they looked at the celestials and the demonkind.

Regardless of who won, the conflict between demonkind and celestials, invasions or wars—none of it mattered.

They were simply applauding each other as friends who had shared a joyful moment together.

“Demon King… sama…”

Slowly, strength returned to Gabriel’s hand.

“Let’s see each other again!”

A wry smile escaped.

Who knew such a demonkind could exist?

But this foolishly cute Demon King wasn’t lying about a single thing.

And that made it even stranger.

“…Understood.”

“Sure!”

Gabriel grasped Demon King-sama’s hand.

***

 

“And they lived happily ever after…”

“What?”

“Ah, nothing. More importantly, where are you going?”

Hina, lounging on the lobby couch fiddling with Demon King-sama merchandise.

I had come down to the lobby loaded with all the tasks I planned to dump on Hina.

“I’m heading to that strange illusion-magic-covered place from before. Where the dragon egg was hidden.”

After the Celestial-Demon War, the once-noisy world had finally settled.

The existence of the celestials, which had surprised everyone.

Now, just like the demonkind, they had become familiar to the Middle World.

Archangel Michael’s Tworch stream was gaining popularity, and there were more celestial players too.

There were no plans to release a new game for the time being.

Instead, I planned to solve a mystery that had long intrigued me.

“U-Uh-huh. What about me?”

“Tower Master, you can handle all of this. You weren’t planning to come anyway.”

“Ugh.”

I dumped the pile of work, and Hina groaned under it.

I was planning to visit the place where Harts had once hidden Lizzy’s egg.

It was full of unfamiliar illusion magic.

A transcendent form, completely different from any illusion magic I knew.

I’d been meaning to continue studying it.

It would have been helpful to bring Hina too.

But she hated leaving her bed, so I decided to go alone.

Of course, not without dumping all the work on her.

“Are you sure you really don’t know anything about it, Tower Master?”

“Y-Yeah, I don’t know anything…”

I had asked Hina about the magic before, but she knew nothing.

She’d been too busy gaming to care.

“…What was the previous Tower Master like?”

Suddenly, I became curious about the very first Illusion Tower Master who preceded Hina.

They must have been a true authority in illusion magic.

Maybe something related to ancient magic.

“Mmm… really warm.”

“And their magic?”

“U-Um, maybe similar to mine? T-To be honest, I don’t really remember.”

“You don’t remember?”

“Yeah. I don’t really remember my master’s magic. Probably similar, I guess…?”

Maybe she forgot because it was so long ago.

Well, like master, like apprentice.

Didn’t seem like I would get much more out of her.

I bid farewell to the Tower residents and left Trinity.

After the first game, I had become completely absorbed in work.

Now was the perfect time to take a break.

I planned to stay there for a while and study magic.

Stronger magic would definitely help in making future games.

“Though, it’s still just an illusion in the end.”

“Still just illusion.”

“Why are you even coming with me?”

I wasn’t going alone. Lea was with me.

Apparently, Electra had approved her vacation, so she was tagging along.

Why an electric mage wanted to come along on illusion magic research, I had no idea.

“D-Don’t misunderstand! I just happened to have vacation time overlap! A-And, the scenery was nice, that’s all…”

“Who’s misunderstanding what? Come on, let’s get a carriage.”

“H-Hmph.”

But then again, Lea did fall into an illusion and spout nonsense last time.

Hopefully she wouldn’t do that again.

Most of the traps were already deactivated, so it should be fine, right?

“A-Aahn… Rai… not there…!”

“…Guess I missed one.”

And so, my first vacation began with a leisurely bit of research.

 

—




Chapter 92

Lea and I arrived at the sea cliff where Harts had once hidden.

A place near the Ash Dragon’s lair, untouched by people.

“…You snapped out of it?”

As soon as we entered through the passage we found back then, Lea was caught in an illusion.

I thought they had all been removed, but it seemed a few remained.

“Hh, hmm… hm.”

Lea only let out a nasal hum, whatever the illusion was.

Even after the magic wore off, she clung to me for a good while.

“What was that illusion even about?”

“I-I don’t know! Idiot!”

She gave my chest a thump and darted off.

I shook my head and followed after her.

If I knew what the illusion was, it might help with my research.

But if I got caught myself, there’d be no illusion mage to dispel it.

I’d have to start by analyzing the spells that didn’t affect the mind.

“This place is always fascinating no matter how many times I see it.”

Lea had already gone ahead and arrived at the hidden chamber.

A space where warm sunlight streamed down from the high transparent ceiling.

From the outside, that ceiling had looked like ordinary ground.

“So you’re going to analyze the magic placed here?”

“That’s right. The illusion magic here is a bit different from what I learned in the Magic Tower.”

“Different how, exactly?”

“I’m not sure. What’s clear is that it’s way beyond what I can do. Maybe the rules themselves are different, or maybe there’s something I don’t know. I’ll have to look into it more.”

“Hmm… okay then? I guess I’ll catch up on the research I’ve been putting off… definitely not games. This place has really clean mana.”

Seems Lea had a lot of research piled up from playing games.

Not great that she prioritized games over studies, though.

Anyway, in that secret space, Lea and I began what turned into a long-yet-short vacation.

* * *

There were far more illusion spells cast here than we initially detected.

First, I began by organizing the formulas of all the spells present in this place.

All magic attributes have their own set of rules.

In terms of my past life, they’re kind of like calculus.

Electric magic has its rules. Space magic has its own.

And illusion magic has rules specific to illusion spells.

These are organized like formulas with distinct characteristics, so once you understand the equation, you can roughly tell what type of magic it is.

But the magic here was a little different from regular illusion magic.

To be precise, it was much more extensive.

It felt like the kind of structure that might emerge if illusion magic was taken to its peak.

So, does that mean this magic came from the future?

…That’s unlikely.

Even in this world where magic exists, time travel is impossible.

If we follow the theory of relativity from my past life, which combines time and space, maybe time travel could be possible with space magic.

But current space magic hasn’t reached that level yet.

Whatever the case, that’s a problem for space magic to deal with.

So then, what exactly is this magic?

—

About a week passed.

I still hadn’t figured out the laws governing these illusion spells.

But I did manage to decipher the formula for one of the spells.

It was the illusion spell cast at the entrance.

The structure was similar to the one used in “illusion that shows what the target most desires.”

To put it simply, that spell has a triangular formula structure.

But here, it used a “triforce” structure made of four joined triangles.

Same shape, but much more advanced.

“…Still, it’s definitely an illusion.”

Even so, it’s still just an illusion.

In the end, it’s an illusion, detached from reality.

At least now, I could use one of the illusion spells cast in this space.

I didn’t understand the grand principle behind it, but I could decipher this specific formula.

And magic is something you get used to by using it.

So I decided to call Lea and run a test.

“Lea. That spell you triggered at the entrance. Could you fall for it again just once? I figured out its formula.”

“W-w-w-what did you just say?”

“Just once, for the experiment. It’s just an illusion anyway, right?”

“W-well, yes, but… Then what kind of magic was it?”

“I don’t know the exact details yet. But the formula closely resembles the one that shows the target’s greatest desire. So I’m guessing it’s that kind of spell.”

Poof-

I could’ve sworn I heard a sound like that.

For some reason, Lea’s face turned bright red like it might explode.

I think there was steam coming from her head.

“F-fine.”

“But you’ll have to tell me what you saw after the illusion ends. It might turn out to be a different spell entirely.”

“T-that’s not happening!”

“Huh?”

I needed to know the result of the spell precisely in order to study it.

So her reaction was a bit baffling.

Regardless, I cast the spell on her.

Lea insisted she’d never reveal what she saw in the illusion.

But I didn’t need to hear it from her directly.

Because the more I used the spell, the more her mental state became… strange.

—

It’s been about three weeks since we came here.

We’ve been going back and forth to nearby villages for food, playing around, and doing research.

This secret chamber was pretty cozy, so there was no discomfort living here.

And with the sea nearby, there was a sense of freedom we couldn’t get in Trinity.

I stopped casting spells on Lea.

After a few times, her behavior became strange.

She began treating me like her lover. One night, she even pounced on my bed.

She should’ve gone back to normal once the illusion ended.

Was it actually a spell that made the target fall in love with the caster?

But considering Rikal’s reaction when he was affected before, that didn’t seem likely.

Illusion magic can’t move a person’s heart in the first place.

“An illusion is just an illusion.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

Lea, who had been studying electric magic, turned her head.

I wasn’t sure what it was, but sparks were crackling inside a small glass orb.

“What kind of magic is that?”

“It’s a spell that transmits an electrical storm through static electricity in the air. It’s a top-tier electric spell.”

“That’s insane.”

Using the static electricity in the atmosphere allows high output with minimal mana.

Just flicking your finger could unleash a storm of lightning in all directions.

Other schools of magic are seriously busted.

“But top-tier electric magic? So there’s lower-tier magic too?”

“Of course. From low-tier to top-tier, then transcendental magic—spells advance in rank.”

“Really? Illusion magic doesn’t have that kind of structure.”

“No way. Every magic system has ranks.”

“Huh.”

Lea sounded confused.

But illusion magic doesn’t have designated tiers.

This spell is this, and that spell is that—just lumped together.

Maybe it was all considered too useless to bother categorizing.

“That can’t be. All magic has to have ranks. Even illusion magic…”

“Maybe. I should ask the Tower Master when we get back.”

Top-tier illusion magic? Transcendental illusion magic?

In the end, it’s still just illusion magic.

—

The more I unraveled, the deeper the research got lost in a maze.

It was clearly a working spell, so the formula had to be solvable.

But I couldn’t decipher it without understanding its logic.

It felt like trying to solve engineering calculus without ever studying regular calculus.

There had to be something, but it was beyond the reach of an ordinary mind.

-Aaah!

That’s when I heard Lea’s scream from somewhere.

When I rushed to the source, the once solid floor had opened up.

A ladder stretched down into the space below.

I climbed down the ladder.

“Lea, are you okay?”

“Owww… I was fiddling with the desk next to me and suddenly the floor opened. I think I pressed something…”

Apparently, it was a hidden chamber.

Seems like Lea fell in when the floor suddenly gave way.

Judging by the ladder, it must’ve been built for intentional use.

Lea snapped her fingers, illuminating the space.

“This place…”

It was a fairly large space made of bricks.

It looked like a library, filled with bookshelves.

Judging by the cobwebs, it hadn’t been discovered in a long time.

“Looks like a hidden room. But seriously, who hides a room by opening a trapdoor underfoot…”

Lea grumbled as she looked around.

Bookshelves everywhere, packed with books.

“But this is strange.”

“Yeah. They’re just fairy tales and novels.”

The books all seemed ordinary.

Why go through the trouble of hiding these underground?

But there was something even stranger.

“Also, why wasn’t this place hidden with illusion magic?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like the entrance to this hideout and everything else was hidden using illusion spells, but this room is concealed using a primitive trapdoor.”

“Hmm. But isn’t it common to have at least one of these?”

Lea brushed it off casually.

But I couldn’t get it out of my head.

It felt like it was deliberately designed to be found without needing to unravel the illusion.

“Huh?”

While searching the underground room, I found something besides books.

A small box tucked in the corner.

It looked like a toy chest—something cute.

“I feel like we shouldn’t open it.”

“There’s illusion magic cast on it.”

Ignoring Lea’s hesitation, I opened the box.

Inside was a book, heavily enchanted with powerful illusion magic.

A small book. No cover.

It didn’t feel dangerous.

The type of spell cast on it resembled those used in illusion games.

“Wait, that might be dangerous…”

Despite Lea’s warning, I reached for the book, as if entranced.

And the moment my handprint marked the dust on the cover,

I blacked out and was sucked into an illusion.

-…Hey…

“Ugh, nng…”

-…Hey… me…

“Nng… what?”

“Hey! Wake up! You wanna die? Stop drooling.”

When I came to, the first thing I saw—

Was Hina, arms crossed, swearing at me.

 

—




Chapter 93

“M-Master of the Magic Tower?”

“What? What Tower Master?”

“Aren’t you the Tower Master? Hina… was your surname Sirius?”

“Hina Sirius! You little punk. Back when I was a rookie, I memorized all the seniors’ names in just a week. Got up two hours early every morning to clean and make breakfast. And you’re oversleeping?”

“Huh? What… Tower Master, are you crazy?”

“…What did you just say, you little bastard?”

I came to my senses and realized I was hanging from a window.

“Wh-why am I…”

The view below looked terrifying.

It must’ve been at least five stories high—falling from here would easily break a few bones.

The weird thing was, this wasn’t the Magic Tower. 

It looked more like a huge academy building.

“My hands won’t move. T-Tower Master, I’m going to fall!”

“Yeah, you will. With just a flick of my finger, you’ll let go and fall.”

“Whaaaat?!”

My hands wouldn’t move.

I was hanging out the window in a ridiculous position, barely clinging to the frame.

Even trying to climb back in, my body wouldn’t budge.

“Just die already, rookie. How dare you disrespect a senior.”

“Ahhh, nooo—!”

My fingers opened on their own.

As I lost my grip, I plummeted.

It wasn’t the tallest drop, but still too much for a normal human body.

After a short fall, I crashed to the ground.

Thud—crack. I felt my bones shatter.

I landed headfirst, followed by my shoulders and hips—my skull cracked, shoulder and pelvis smashed.

As my broken skull pierced into my brain, I blacked out…

Gasp—!

“You awake now, rookie?”

I snapped back to consciousness.

I was still hanging from the window.

“What… was that just now?”

“What do you think? Just a light illusion. If you don’t wanna die, hurry up and get ready, rookie.”

Hina turned around and left the room. My body moved freely again.

I scrambled back inside.

I had no idea what was going on.

“What is this…”

Hina had turned into a foul-mouthed delinquent.

And this building wasn’t the Magic Tower—it looked like some kind of academy.

An illusion?

But it felt more vivid than reality.

Could it be an illusion crafted like an illusion game?

I slowly looked around the room.

It was different from my usual room in the Magic Tower.

The belongings were neat and clearly not mine.

“…Vera.”

That was the name written on the chest of the robe hanging by the door.

Probably the owner of this room.

“Is this like a dating sim?”

I didn’t know if it was exactly a dating sim, but it felt like that kind of illusion.

The protagonist was a rookie illusion mage named Vera, maybe?

I put on the robe and stepped out.

It was similar in color to what I wore in the Illusion Magic Tower, but the design was different.

This one felt a little more classical. I might consider redesigning mine when I return.

“Hey rookie! Just waking up now?”

“Looks like Hina-senpai chewed you out good.”

Outside, others in the same robe as me were walking in one direction.

I followed them downstairs.

Once downstairs, illusion mages were lined up in front of the building.

“Hey Vera! Get over here! Are you nuts?!”

A mage who clearly looked like a junior was waving at me from the corner.

Apparently, that’s where the rookies were supposed to stand.

“What were you thinking, waking up so late! We’re gonna get scolded again by the seniors!”

“S-sorry.”

On that mage’s chest was the name Heri.

Their robe was messy, suggesting they had already done morning chores.

“Even if you’re S-rank in Illusion, you can’t act like that! Especially with Hina-senpai watching you so closely.”

“Hina-senpai, huh.”

“Yeah! Hina-senpai. She’s especially watching you since you’re an S-rank.”

“I was actually in her room earlier.”

Heri gave me a look like it was a miracle I was still alive.

After chatting a bit more with Heri, I learned a few things about this situation.

First off, this is an Illusion Magic School.

It seemed to be set in an era before Trinity was established or the Magic Tower even existed.

Hina was one of the five S-rank illusion mages in the school, including the school head.

One of them was the next Tower Master. Another was supposedly Hina’s peer.

And the last S-rank—the owner of this body—was a rookie named Vera.

Five S-rank mages in one place.

And such a large illusion school.

That was a surprising revelation.

But the illusion school couldn’t have been this big.

Maybe a past illusion mage created this illusion, wanting to see their school as a grand place.

“The Head is coming…!”

As a woman appeared, the crowd fell silent.

I could feel the massive flow of mana just by looking at her.

A transcendent being beyond human limits.

‘…Why so dramatic? They’re just illusion mages.’

At the very front of the line stood a female illusion mage.

She must’ve been the next Tower Master, as Heri had mentioned.

“…”

The head of the school stood at the entrance, seeming to glance over the line.

For a moment, her gaze appeared to stop on me, then she turned around and went back into the building.

‘Hina said she became the Tower Master after Trinity was established. Then that person must be the head from two generations ago.’

Seems like this is from quite a while ago.

I don’t know whether this is real history or just an illusion.

“Let’s go.”

I followed Heri somewhere.

It looked like a lab where novice mages studied.

They seemed to be learning basic illusion magic.

‘This should be easy.’

I can handle nearly all illusion magic that exists in the Tower.

Magic at a level beginners use is nothing to me.

‘But how do I get out of this illusion? Lea won’t be able to wake me.’

A brief moment of worry.

Before anything else, I needed to figure out how to wake up.

But after seeing the magic they were learning, I felt like I should stay in this illusion a bit longer.

“…This is basic?”

“Yeah. But you’re an S-rank, so you’ll probably pick it up quickly.”

The level of magic these junior mages were learning was anything but basic.

To be exact, the magic they were learning was every magic I knew.

In other words, all the illusion magic that exists in the Tower is considered basic here. The absolute lowest tier.

Of course, I can use all of this magic too.

But that meant all the magic I had learned my whole life at the Tower was just low-tier illusion magic.

“…Then does that mean there are middle and high-tier illusion spells too?”

“Of course. What we’re doing is the basics of basics. Kid’s stuff.”

Illusion magic is kid’s stuff, sure.

But to think there’s something beyond that?

That was strange.

“Where can I see intermediate-level illusion magic?”

“You’ll find it in the senior students’ lab. Why are you asking something so obvious?”

“I’ll be back. I’ve already learned everything here.”

“What?”

Leaving Heri behind, I exited the lab.

I climbed the stairs toward the intermediate illusionists’ research room.

“…Vera? Are you here on an errand?”

“Not quite. I want to see intermediate illusion magic.”

“Already?”

“Don’t be arrogant, Vera. Even Senior Hina took 8 years to learn all the lower-tier spells.”

“I’m serious. You can test me if you’d like.”

“You little…”

I began casting illusion spells in front of the seniors.

All the illusion magic I could use.

It was everything to me, but to them, it was nothing but the bare minimum.

“What the… Is this even possible?”

“You’ve already mastered the lower tier?”

“Hah… We’ll have to report this to Lady Iliya. Advancement requires her permission.”

“Lady Iliya?”

“She’s the Vice Tower Master.”

Apparently, that’s the name of the next Tower Master.

“Understood. For now, may I at least look at the formula for one intermediate spell? Just seeing it is enough.”

“Sure, well… You won’t be able to decode it anyway.”

The senior mage showed me the spell formula he was holding.

It looked somewhat similar to a sensory illusion spell.

“…What’s this?”

“It’s Sensory Illusion II. It deceives the target’s senses.”

“…How is that different from the regular sensory illusion spell?”

“The effects are different. Like this.”

Before I knew it, I was raising both of my arms.

It was beyond my control.

“It goes beyond simply planting illusions in the five senses — it allows for more precise manipulation of perception.”

“This is… basically controlling someone, isn’t it?”

“You could say that.”

“How is this possible? It’s just illusion…”

“Just illusion? It’s because it’s illusion that this is possible. Other inferior elemental spells can’t do this.”

“…Excuse me? Isn’t illusion the weakest of all attributes?”

“What are you talking about, Vera? Did you come from another world or something? Everyone’s desperate because they can’t get the illusion attribute.”

The mages were looking at me like I was insane.

Illusion is the greatest attribute?

And this intermediate-level illusion spell followed laws I had never learned before.

It resembled the magic cast on the hideout in the sea cliff.

Which meant there were illusion spells far beyond what I had known. Truly.

“Hey Vera. Does all this feel real to you?”

“…Huh?”

Could it be that they also knew I was inside an illusion?

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

To them, this was reality.

“The texture of this paper. The sound of a page turning. The letters you see with your eyes. The emotions you feel while looking at something. Hunger. The pain of hardship. The joy of happiness. Do all these things feel real to you?”

“…Aren’t they real?”

“Of course they are. But they’re only what our human senses interpret.”

“…Sorry?”

“Let’s imagine a being with completely different sensory organs than humans. To them, this book might appear triangular. The texture of this paper might feel slimy.”

“What are you talking about…”

The senior began speaking nonsense.

I looked confused, but everyone else continued their work like this was normal.

“The world we see is nothing more than an illusion created by our senses. How can you be sure we’re seeing the same scenery? You’ve never experienced my senses. Maybe we’re interpreting things totally differently but think we’re sensing them the same.”

“……”

It sounded like nonsense… but also kind of made sense.

I don’t experience anyone else’s senses.

Maybe to someone else, this book looks like an apple. And when they say, ‘This is an apple,’ I see it as a book and hear them say, ‘This is a book.’

If our senses are all twisted like that, maybe it’s not a problem.

“For example, this. We may be looking at the same object but sensing it completely differently. So we can’t be certain of the true nature of things. We’re merely feeling them this way because of our weak physical organs and brain.”

“……”

It’s sophistry.

That’s what I thought, but it wasn’t an impossible theory either.

In this terrifyingly strange illusion, I couldn’t speak any longer.

Who on earth created this illusion?

No, is this even an illusion? Why am I here? Who… am I?

Vera. My name was Vera. S-Rank Illusion Mage.

But that’s not me. Or maybe this is? This is an illusion. 

I definitely entered an illusion but this is reality is illusion and reality is but actually illusion the original illusion was reality but the reality I thought was illusion might actually…

Clap—

The sound of applause snapped me out of it.

The senior looked at my confused face and smiled.

“So in the end, there is no such thing as reality for us. Everything is an illusion created by our senses.”

Indeed. He was smiling warmly.

He seemed like a kind senior.

“Of course reality exists. After all, we clearly exist. But we perceive reality through the illusion of our senses.”

“In other words, our illusion magic is the power to manipulate illusion — that is, reality itself. So how could it not be great, newbie?”

It truly was a bizarre story.

 

—




Chapter 94

Time passed quickly.

I was soon promoted to an intermediate illusion mage and began learning magic.

The Arcane War happened every year, and the Illusion School always came out victorious.

I couldn’t participate yet since my level was still low.

But the top and high-ranking illusion mages always brought home the win.

Given the greatness of the Illusion School, it was only natural.

“Haaah.”

Hina collapsed onto the couch beside me, munching on snacks.

She kept sighing deeply as if something wasn’t going well.

“Would you like some snacks, Senior Hina?”

“Yeah. Hand it over.”

I took out a snack and handed it to Hina.

Instead of taking the one in my hand, she took the entire snack bag in my other hand.

“Haa, damn it…”

“Did you fight with Senior Ronan again?”

“Yeah. That bastard seriously… needs to die. He really does.”

It looked like she had another fight with Senior Ronan.

Ronan was an S-rank illusion mage, slightly higher in class than Hina.

His approach to pursuing magic seemed quite different from Hina’s.

As someone who hadn’t even reached the high-rank level, I couldn’t understand it.

Hina began venting to me about the fight with Ronan.

Lately, just listening to Hina had become part of my daily routine.

“What kind of magic is Senior Ronan pursuing, anyway?”

“Haa… There is something. But it’s a field you’re not ready to understand yet. Ugh, and the head of the school isn’t in good shape either… The movements of other schools don’t look good either.”

“Isn’t the School Head a Transcendent?”

“She is. But being a Transcendent doesn’t mean she’s an Absolute. Maybe there’s a realm beyond transcendence. I think the Head will be replaced within ten years.”

Lately, rumors had been spreading that the School Head’s twilight was approaching.

It was news that would cause ripples not just in the Illusion School, but throughout the mage society as a whole.

Because it meant the replacement of the head of the greatest school.

“It seems humans and other races have a lot of complaints about the Arcane War. Well, to be fair, it’s caused a lot of destruction. In the Arcane War five years ago, an Earth mage accidentally sank a royal palace underground.”

“That was the mage who went up against you, right?”

Complaints about mages across the continent were growing.

Of course, ordinary humans were like flies before mages, so they couldn’t protest too strongly.

But as civilization developed and territories expanded, the areas that could be destroyed in the Arcane War grew smaller.

“There’s talk of creating a city just for mages. I think it’s actually going to happen. I just hope the School Head can hold on until then…”

The mage society seemed to be facing a major turning point.

It would be best if the School Head endured until a new society for mages was formed.

That way, the Illusion School would maintain its high status even in the new society.

And so, things progressed rapidly.

The Arcane War was suspended, and plans to establish a new mage community called Trinity were set in motion.

Through agreements with humans and other races, Trinity would receive limitless support.

In exchange for not running wild, mages would gain various benefits.

It was a painful loss for the other races, but better than having the continent sink from an Arcane War.

“Everyone, listen…”

Thus, the Trinity founding plan began.

The scheduled completion was five years later, after which all schools could move to Trinity.

But the Illusion School Head couldn’t hold on until then and eventually collapsed.

“Illusion magic is a great power… but also a very dangerous one.”

Before falling asleep,

The School Head summoned all the mages of the school and spoke.

The next School Head, Iliya, was holding her hand tightly.

“I always did my best to protect this power properly. I believe you’ll all do the same from now on…”

“H-Head of the School!”

“School Head!!!”

And so, the School Head closed her eyes.

She turned into a ray of light and scattered along with the mana.

Even that felt like an illusion.

Afterward, Iliya rose to the position of School Head.

The Trinity founding plan progressed without a hitch.

Iliya was just before reaching the level of Transcendence.

She could use top-tier illusion magic but couldn’t yet access Transcendental Illusion Magic.

Ronan was at a similar level, while Hina was slightly below.

But that didn’t diminish the prestige of the Illusion School.

It was a common phenomenon that occurred during generational transitions.

The power of illusion magic remained the same.

Surprisingly, the problem lay within the school itself.

“Ronan. Stop this research.”

“Why? Even the previous School Head used similar transcendental magic!”

“But she never used it the way you do. Illusion magic shouldn’t be used like that. That’s not right.”

“This is to make our school even greater. Why should we be on the same level as those third-rate schools? Trinity? I don’t get why we’re even joining that nonsense!”

Knocking on the door of transcendence, Ronan conducted his own research into illusion magic.

We couldn’t tell exactly what kind of magic it was, since our levels were too low.

But we knew it ran completely counter to the will of the previous School Head.

It was a type of magic with a negative effect on the world.

Only Hina and Iliya continued to suppress Ronan.

Ronan seemed quiet for a while.

“Damn it… These fools… They possess such a great power and still…”

Then one day, Ronan attacked Iliya.

It happened in the blink of an eye.

It seemed he intended to kill Iliya and take over the school.

But his sudden attack ended in failure.

Iliya and Hina joined forces to stop him, but Ronan escaped, bleeding.

No one knew where he had gone, or whether he had died while fleeing.

Iliya was severely injured.

We searched for Ronan using magic, but we couldn’t find him.

Ronan was also an illusion mage on the verge of transcendence.

If he truly wished to hide, it would be nearly impossible to locate him.

As the pursuit continued after Ronan’s attack and escape—

Trinity was established.

Each school entrusted an ancient artifact called the “Babel Tower Builder” to the council.

Then each school began constructing their own Magic Tower, starting equally from the first floor.

At first, the towers were humble in appearance.

They looked no different from single-story stone houses.

But as the new mage history unfolded, these towers would soon rise high into the sky.

Thus, the Illusion Magic Tower began steadily building its achievements from the ground up.

And then, it happened—just a few years lat———

A dreadful headache overwhelmed reality.

As if the space was tearing, cracks spread across everything and the world distorted.

Like an illusion being torn apart.

No, reality was— no, the illusion—

“-Rai!”

What brought me back to my senses was a sharp voice.

A sharply-featured blonde woman.

Her catlike eyes were unexpectedly filled with worry.

Beside her was Senior Hina, slumped like a wet puppy.

The atmosphere didn’t match the foul-mouthed senior I knew.

“…Senior Hina?”

“Ra-Ra-Rai. A-Are you okay?”

“Are you alright, Rai-kun?”

“…Huh?”

Beside Senior Hina stood a tall woman and a few others in different robes.

They seemed to be wearing robes from the Illusion School, but I didn’t remember them looking like that.

As I balanced myself and let my vision adjust, the headache subsided.

“Where are we, Senior Hina? Just now I was definitely at the Tower…”

“This is the underground library, Rai. You picked up a book from that box and instantly fell into an illusion. Luckily, the Illusion Tower Master happened to be here and broke the spell…”

The blonde woman said this like we were already familiar.

But I didn’t know her. She looked like an electric mage.

“…Rai?”

“Yes, Rai.”

“…Did you just call me Rai?”

“…What?”

The people before me looked confused.

My name is Vera. Rai?

“Senior Hina. What’s going on? I was just at the Tower moments ago.”

“T-That must’ve been an illusion… probably…”

“What?”

“I-I don’t know, but the illusion from that book…”

“…Senior?”

It was a surreal situation.

—

“So, I wasn’t actually trapped in the illusion for long.”

“Yeah. Total time was about an hour? Thankfully, the Illusion Tower Master arrived in time.”

“Thank you, Tower Master.”

After waking up, I couldn’t distinguish illusion from reality for several hours.

Hina used various magic spells to help dispel the lingering effects.

“W-What happened?”

I briefly explained what happened.

How I found a hidden space and fell into an illusion.

But I didn’t explain what I saw in that illusion.

It was too much to recount, and somehow, I felt I shouldn’t talk about it now.

“…By the way, Tower Master. Do you remember the first School Head?”

“A s-scary but kind person… I can’t recall exactly… It was so long ago.”

“Then can you identify the illusion spells placed here?”

“I-I don’t know. They’re forms I’ve never seen before.”

Hina’s answer remained the same.

She couldn’t remember the past clearly, and she didn’t recognize the advanced illusion spells in this place.

“…I see.”

I nodded with unease.

It was a frightening situation.

Was that an illusion? Or was it reality? Was all of this—

No, I couldn’t tell what was real anymore.

Because I clearly remembered what happened inside the illusion.

Events spanning over ten years.

They lingered in my memory—not completely vivid, but the important things were still clear.

As if it had all truly happened.

And because of that, I still remembered the intermediate and even some advanced illusion spells I had learned.

The advanced spells I learned in the illusion were the very ones placed around this hideout.

That meant someone had constructed this hideout using high-level illusion spells that shouldn’t yet exist in this world.

And the illusion’s timeline was set during the late school era and the early days of Trinity—far in the past.

Reality is illusion, and illusion is the power to manipulate reality. How could that not be great?

My head ached.

Something must’ve happened right before I exited the illusion.

But the shock of waking had shredded those memories to pieces.

“Huu… I don’t know. But Tower Master, why did you come here? Perfect timing, but still.”

“Ah, ah! Th-The thing is… It’s a big deal… In Maple Leaf Story…”

Hina flailed as she tried to explain the situation.

Something must have happened at the Tower, prompting her to come all the way here.

“Probability manipulation?”

It was something serious enough to momentarily push aside what had just happened.

 

Chapter 95

“So you’re saying it was hacked.”

“Hacked?”

“No, never mind.”

The world was in chaos.

It was because Maple Leaf Story had been hacked.

In this world, the concept of hacking was unfamiliar, but it meant the server had been breached by another illusion mage.

It happened so quickly and secretly.

And I hadn’t touched Maple Leaf Story while on vacation, so I hadn’t realized what was happening.

If I had stayed in the Magic Tower, I might’ve noticed, but I couldn’t monitor the server from the hideout.

Hina had tried to solve it herself but failed, so she had come to me in a hurry.

For the Tower Master Hina to be unable to fix an illusion magic problem—it made no sense.

But… it wasn’t that I had no guesses.

“Who on earth would do such a thing? There’s no illusion mage better than the Tower Master.”

The reason the server had never had issues before was precisely because it ran on illusion magic.

Only someone who properly learned illusion magic could tamper with the server.

And learning even the most basic illusion magic required joining the Magic Tower.

No outsiders could touch it because no illusion mage of that caliber existed outside.

“I-I don’t know. It’s not someone from the Tower, n-no intruders either… I think they reverse-traced through their artifact.”

“There’s no way that’s possible… Even if it were, where would such a powerful illusion mage even come from?”

“I-I dunno… Hng…”

Hina looked dejected.

It wasn’t Hina’s fault.

What happened was something even she or I couldn’t have done.

…No, it was possible.

If someone used high-level illusion magic learned inside an illusion.

For some reason, this world had no officially known mid-level or above illusion spells.

But someone had.

With such thoughts, I arrived at the Magic Tower.

In front of the tower, crowds were gathered like swarms of ants.

“It’s Riot!”

“When can we finally play Maple Leaf Story again! I have homework today!”

“Give me my money back!”

“Riot!”

People were furious at being unable to play the game.

Apparently, Hina had shut down the server in haste.

I squeezed through the crowd and ran to the main server of Maple Leaf Story.

The main artifact was layered with numerous illusion spells.

One part had its configuration slightly altered.

“The probability…”

The drop rates of probabilistic items had all been tampered with.

To the point where getting good options was virtually impossible.

That was probably why heavy users were especially upset.

No matter how much money they poured in, nothing good would drop.

Thankfully, it had only been going on for a few days, so the damage wasn’t too massive.

“Who on earth did this…”

I hurriedly began restoring the settings.

And while I was adjusting them back, I became certain.

This was the work of someone using mid- to high-level illusion magic.

Using high-level illusion magic made it easy to interfere with servers built on lower-tier spells.

It could even be done remotely.

For now, I focused on restoring Maple Leaf Story.

* * *

“So that’s what happened.”

“Yes. It happened while I was on vacation. All the damages from the past few days will be refunded, and we’re planning a compensation event soon, so we ask for the users’ understanding.”

A few days later, I appeared as a guest on the Emperor’s personal stream.

It was to publicly explain the incident.

And naturally, the biggest spender in Maple Leaf Story was the Emperor himself.

I had to apologize to him as well for spending an astronomical amount.

“But is that really possible? Someone more powerful than the Illusion Tower Master?”

“We’re still investigating that part.”

“Huh… Fascinating.”

— HisMajesty’sFootWasher: But even if there was such an illusion mage, why would they do that?

— LongLiveHisMajesty: Exactly. Wouldn’t that just help Riot make more money?

— ThisYear’sFarmFailure: Isn’t this just a publicity stunt by Riot?

“As you know, in illusion games, all transactions go through the Central Bank accounts. Normally, the user payments are deposited to the Illusion Tower’s account, but the account had been switched to another.”

“Most likely, the culprit tried to reroute the funds.”

— SaintessPantySneak: Then can’t you just trace that account and find the culprit?

“We did request the bank… but the account and its owner have vanished without a trace.”

— HisMajesty’sFootWasher: That’s creepy.

— ThisYear’sFarmFailure: Then the refunded money is coming out of Riot’s pocket?

— Demon King Sama Solid1: Isn’t that a massive loss?

“We acknowledge that failing to manage the server properly was our fault. Once again, we sincerely apologize.”

We managed to regain some public trust through the explanation.

Though a few users still remained disgruntled, we couldn’t resolve everything.

Just who the hell was it?

“Looks like things have settled, huh.”

“Your Highness.”

On my way back from the Emperor’s stream, I ran into Rikal.

Uncharacteristically, Rikal patted my shoulder.

“Shall I guest on your stream next time?”

“Y-you lunatic…! Be quiet! What if someone hears you!”

“I’m kidding. But do bring it up again sometime on stream. The Maple Leaf Story user sentiment is still sour.”

“I’ve already addressed it a few times. More importantly… don’t you think people are getting even more immersed in the game lately?”

“Then we should fully immerse ourselves too.”

I flopped down onto the sofa in the Imperial Palace’s rest area, following Rikal.

The ministers, who were relaxing while playing Auto Chess, didn’t even glance at me.

Normally, they would at least greet me, even in the middle of a game.

“And Your Highness is just as bad when it comes to over-immersion, isn’t that right?”

“That’s true. But that’s not what I meant.”

Rikal glanced around as he spoke.

I had a feeling I knew what he meant.

They build actual guns. Strategies from Galaxy Craft are used in real military planning.

That’s not all—there have been many real-world incidents caused by people imitating games.

Mages replicate COL techniques into real magic.

Cases of over-immersion were popping up everywhere.

And lately, some had even led to bad outcomes.

“I get what you mean. But wasn’t it like that since the Zatum Expedition? People have always been strangely prone to over-immersion. It’s just a game.”

“‘Just a game,’ you say? And who are you to define this great game so casually?”

“I’m the one who made it… Anyway, so what?”

“Nothing really. Just reminded me—those guys didn’t even greet the prince and just kept playing.”

Is gaming a bad thing?

Even in my past life, that kind of perspective was common.

But I never thought that way.

Even in this world, hasn’t gaming changed so many things for the better?

“Maybe it’s because we only made games that are too detached from reality.”

Games like COL, Galaxy Craft, Minecraft, Maple Leaf Story, Auto Chess, Hidden Attack—they’re all unrealistic.

And now that those unrealistic games have become hobbies, the world is bound to change.

“Not saying we should get rid of games. Just talking.”

“Of course. I have no plans to do that.”

The fact that people can enjoy things they can’t in reality is what gives games their value.

But right now, everyone’s hobby is gaming, and other hobbies are dying out.

In the past, sports would’ve been the most common hobby.

It’s healthy, and it promotes well-being.

Move your body, feel better, eat better, and the world looks brighter.

If over-immersion in games ends up affecting reality,

Then why not make a game that uses that to bring a positive impact to reality?

At that moment, I remembered the game I had been thinking about for a long time.

“…I should release a new game.”

“Now, of all times?”

“Yes. It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to catch the culprit anytime soon. And there haven’t been any further server attacks. Plus, my vacation is over, so I can monitor the servers every day again.”

“What kind of game is it?”

“It’s a sports game. I think you’ll get the idea.”

“Sports? You mean people exercise inside the game?”

“Something like that. But you don’t become the athlete—you control them. Like in Auto Chess or Galaxy Craft.”

“…Really?”

This world has a sport similar to soccer.

The goal is to score into a goalpost, but it’s more like an underdeveloped version with few rules.

If I refine that, it becomes soccer. And if I make it a soccer game, people will adapt quickly.

“I’m calling it BIFA ONLINE.”

* * *

BIFA ONLINE.

In my past life, when it came to online soccer games, that was always the first to come to mind.

Back then, collecting famous players and building your own team was the most enjoyable part of BIFA ONLINE.

But in this world, such players don’t exist.

So I decided to focus more on the design and stats of the players.

And if I created a world league setting within the game, users would naturally get immersed.

Every day, I monitored each game’s server while immersing myself in development.

Fortunately, there were no more hacking incidents.

And for BIFA ONLINE, I decided to incorporate mid-tier and higher-level magic I learned within the illusion.

I had already confirmed through repeated research that such spells could be used in the real world.

Studying these unknown spells was important, too.

Once I had clearer results, I planned to report them to the Magic Tower.

But first, I would release BIFA ONLINE and then return to my magical research.

I couldn’t neglect the gaming side forever.

Above all, that underground library. And the book inside the box that brought me into the illusion.

Those needed a second look as well.

“First, let’s release BIFA.”

Due to development taking longer than expected—

The game was finally released to the world about a year later.
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Chapter 96

“Aigoo… I need to rest a bit.”

Mbapu set down the load he was carrying and leaned his back against a nearby tree.

The tree blocked the sunlight, cooling him down slightly.

“Back in the day, walking this much was nothing…”

Mbapu sighed as he looked at his thighs, which seemed thinner than before.

He was just an ordinary young man living in the countryside of the Turuk Kingdom.

His village was surrounded by desert, so unless you had a camel, you often had to carry water or supplies yourself.

Life had gotten better since the international law reforms, and most people could now afford camels.

But in rural places like this, manual labor still persisted.

It wasn’t necessarily a hardship.

The people of Turuk were famous for their natural strength.

This level of labor wasn’t exactly strenuous.

At least it hadn’t been a few years ago.

“Maybe I laid around too much playing games.”

Illusion games that swept the world.

Everyone played them while lying down or sitting.

It had been quite some time since those games became widespread.

And people’s physical activity had declined significantly compared to before.

Core muscle loss and lack of exercise had become chronic issues for modern people.

“…I need to work out.”

A time where exercise was truly necessary.

Mbapu once again told himself he should work out at least a little.

Of course, that resolution didn’t last.

He spent the night playing a fun illusion game instead.

“Why bother, when I get exercise in-game?”

Fighting in COL felt just as intense as a real workout.

And once he started playing, all thoughts of exercising would vanish.

Then one day.

“A new game? Oh man, that’s mouthwatering. Has it been almost two years?”

“Yeah. But I heard this game’s supposed to be kind of normal.”

“Normal?”

“A ball-kicking game, apparently.”

“…Ball-kicking? Like kicking a ball into a goal?”

“Exactly. According to Riot’s announcement, they’ve named it football. But honestly, sounds kind of boring.”

“Hah… Riot’s really fallen. I was hoping they’d release something like Maple Leaf Story again.”

“Still, I gotta try it. I’m planning to buy it when I go into town today.”

“Same here.”

Mbapu went to a nearby town with a friend and bought the new game.

The name of the game was BIFA ONLINE, nicknamed Bifa.

“Looks like a console game like Auto Chess. I prefer COL, though.”

“Yeah, that one feels more physical and intense.”

“If it’s boring, I’ll just go back to Maple Leaf Story or something.”

Console games didn’t suit the tastes of people like Mbapu from Turuk.

They liked things intense and fiery.

With low expectations, Mbapu launched the game.

And at that moment, music played.

It started softly, like plucking a string, but quickly grew and filled the room.

Oh-oh oh-oh—

“T-This music…?”

He didn’t know the instrument, but the pounding rhythm stirred his chest.

The beat made him want to run—Mbapu found his hips starting to move.

“This… this is a god-tier BGM. A different flavor from Maple Leaf Story’s soundtrack.”

His expectations suddenly lifted, Mbapu created an account and started the game.

As he’d heard, it was a ball-kicking—no, a football game.

But instead of controlling just one player, you switched perspectives to control each player as needed.

In other words, you controlled the team to play the match.

“This… is what they call ball-kicking…?”

Football was completely different from the ball-kicking he knew.

Ball-kicking had been just a game of kicking something toward a goal in a small space.

But football was played on a field so large people looked like ants,

With a total of 22 players fighting over a single ball.

The goalpost was far bigger than a human, and there were different positions: goalkeeper, striker, defender, midfielder.

Even the game’s background was overwhelming.

A crowd size comparable to Championship of Legends filled the stadium.

The stadium was surrounded on all sides by stands echoing with deafening cheers.

“My heart… is racing…!”

His heart raced.

The moment of running under the gaze of thousands.

Even if he wasn’t the one physically running, just controlling it.

The thrill of passing the ball, sprinting, scoring, and hearing the crowd’s roar—

What man wouldn’t feel his heart pound?

“Shooooot— GOOOOOOOOOOOOOAL!!”

Mbapu forgot how late it was and shouted as he played Bifa.

Adrenaline surged as if he were really in that stadium.

His family shouted from outside the room to keep it down, but he couldn’t hear them.

“Ooh… Gullit? I don’t know who that is, but I pulled an incredible player. If I use him now… no, wait, if I sell Gullit, I’ll make a ton of money, and I could buy several other players instead…”

And the game’s fun didn’t stop there.

You could collect players and build your own team.

You could pull players from card packs in a gacha-style system, but good players required luck.

Instead, the “Transfer Market” system let you buy and sell players uploaded by other users.

Good players were expensive. So were highly upgraded players.

It was truly a market built by the users.

Using the money you had to purchase top players on the “market.”

Creating the strongest team was yet another heart-pounding thrill.

“To have made such a perfect game… Riot is a god…! Wait, what’s this…?”

Playing Bifa nearly until sunrise, Mbapu discovered something.

“A Starter Pack… a cash item. Ohhh?! They’re offering this at that price?!”

It was a cash item.

Until now, in most games, cash items didn’t really affect skill or victory.

They were mostly used to change appearances or make skill animations flashier.

But BIFA Online was different.

Using cash to open good card packs significantly increased your chances of getting rare players others didn’t have.

In fact, all the people selling good players on the transfer market had gotten them from cash items.

“J-Just one hundred gold… should I just do it…?”

Mbapu was in agony.

If he had this, he could increase the value of his team.

And what’s more, it was a starter pack sold to new users at a 44% discount.

That meant you would never see this deal again.

It was truly an incredible sales tactic.

It made players open their wallets without realizing.

That day, for the first time, Mbapu regretted not being born into the imperial family.

If he had been the Emperor, he would’ve spent billions of gold to build the strongest team in the world.

“A-Argh…! Whatever!!”

In the end, Mbapu bought the starter pack.

Fortunately, he got a decent player and was able to strengthen his team.

But Mbapu thought that if he hadn’t gotten a good player here, he probably would’ve recharged again.

“D-Devilish Riot…”

Anyway, luck was on his side this time.

That’s all that mattered.

Mbapu, who had skipped breakfast, was completely immersed in BIFA.

“But… playing BIFA like this is making my body itch.”

He’d been too lazy to work out for a while.

But now, he felt like gathering people in a big stadium like in BIFA and playing actual football.

It seemed like it’d be fun.

And if he played on a global stage like in BIFA, thousands of spectators would cheer for him.

When he imagined himself dribbling past defenders with flashy skills and scoring goals, his underwear almost got damp.

“…Should I ask the others if they want to do it?”

Luckily, this was the countryside and there was a lot of empty land.

Since it was a desert area, they weren’t farming the unused land either.

With some work, turning it into a soccer field wasn’t an impossible plan.

“I’ve played enough games, after all.”

Resolving himself, Mbapu went outside.

He went door to door, telling the villagers his plan.

Everyone had dark circles hanging down, probably from gaming all night.

But despite that, they all looked more excited than anyone else and readily agreed to Mbapu’s proposal.

They even gave ideas for building the soccer field, clearly thrilled.

It was obvious they had all thought the same thing while playing BIFA overnight.

“This spot should work, right?”

The people started leveling the ground together and building a fence.

A massive clearing.

They put up goalposts and painted lines on the ground.

They made a ball and even colored jerseys to distinguish teams.

“It’s done!”

After a few days of effort, the soccer field was completed.

Looking at the finished field, the villagers felt their hearts swell with pride.

“Then let’s begin…!”

“Kick-off!”

* * *

“Uwooooooh I HAVE to buy this!!”

“Your Majesty!!! Please stop!! The national treasury is about to run dry!!”

“How can the Empire’s treasury be running dry! My club’s value is number one. Umwuahahahahaha!!!”

After BIFA was released, at the Imperial Palace.

The Emperor, who used to spend absurd amounts in Maple Leaf Story, spent even more in BIFA.

Because in BIFA, spending money actually made your team stronger, there were more reasons to spend.

The treasury emptied at a pace incomparable to when he played Maple Leaf Story, and the officials submitted petitions again and again.

— HisMajesty’sFootWasher: Wow, are we getting Gullit Gold Card?

— LongLiveHisMajesty: Only His Majesty could pull this off lolol. Who else on the continent has this much money kek

Of course, the Emperor wasn’t completely thoughtless.

His Tworch viewer count was among the highest, along with Demon King-sama and JeBbit.

Since BIFA was released, the viewers increased as he steamrolled with cash plays.

And the sponsorship money poured in accordingly.

Considering all the massive donations, it wasn’t like he was actually spending much money in the end.

“Your Majesty. Lord Riot has arrived.”

“Oho! He’s here! Bring him in.”

He paused his BIFA session and greeted Riot.

There were other matters too, and things to discuss regarding BIFA.

“It’s been a while, Your Majesty.”

“Hahahaha! Thank you for coming, Riot. BIFA is a smash hit. It’s so fun.”

“Even for Your Majesty, I would advise against spending too much money.”

“Don’t worry about that. More importantly, I have something in mind. Will you hear it?”

“Of course.”

Even as just a game, BIFA was very fun.

“I’m thinking of including BIFA as one of the official sports in the next international tournament. What do you think?”

“That sounds interesting.”

“And also…”

Not only that, but actual football looked fun too.

It had been a long time since the Emperor had taken interest in anything outside of games.

“Wouldn’t it be fun to play actual football too? I can’t run around myself, but watching others play would be fun.”

“Yes. Before games existed, it was common for nobles to enjoy watching sports.”

“Back then it was just a form of entertainment. But even then, there was no football.”

“Come to think of it, there are a lot of people playing football everywhere these days. It could be fun to have matches between countries too.”

“Ohoho!”

The Emperor clapped his knees in delight.
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Interest in soccer grew at an incredible speed.

The Empire began hiring Dark Elves to construct massive soccer stadiums.

Each nation and race selected representatives and competed among themselves.

It took less than a year for that to happen.

It was an astonishing pace.

People adapted to soccer as if it had always been a part of their lives.

Perhaps it was because the sport of soccer itself was fairly simple.

You score goals into the opponent’s net.

And by remembering a few rules, anyone could enjoy it.

“Everyone has played BIFA.”

Demon King-sama said as she summoned the Legion Commanders.

“Yes. It was fun.”

“I hear humans are already enjoying soccer among themselves.”

“My footwork is better, though. Haha.”

The Demonkind also had interest in it.

However, since Demon King-sama started BIFA late, she began officially participating later than others.

“Demon King-sama enjoys BIFA. But she does not wish to actually play soccer.”

“If Demon King-sama played, it’d completely break the balance.”

“Like a legendary player appearing in a 3rd-division league.”

“Soccer… is a sport that reeks of sweat!”

“Hurk-“

“Hurgh.”

Demon King-sama did enjoy BIFA.

But she didn’t quite want to physically play soccer.

After all, all BIFA players were male.

And soccer was a sport generally more favored by men.

Still, Demon King-sama wanted to make soccer popular in the Demon World too.

Even if she didn’t want to play, being a club owner sounded fun.

“So from today, Demon King-sama is the manager! She will lead the Demonkind Eleven!”

“Demonkind Eleven?”

“What’s that?”

“What is it?”

“Tsk tsk, you must enjoy more than just games. A recent play called Lightning Eleven is popular in the Middle World. It’s about humans forming a team and overcoming invasion through soccer.”

“How do they win with soccer?”

“Shouldn’t they just kill the enemy?”

“Must be killing them by hitting them in the face with the ball.”

“Maybe they kill with soccer kicks.”

Recently, she had visited the Middle World and saw Lightning Eleven,

A story where eleven humans form a team and fight using soccer.

“Strictly speaking though, aren’t we the ones doing the invading, Demon King-sama?”

“That doesn’t matter! From today, we form our best eleven and invade the Middle World. Now, it’s time for special training!”

Uwoooooooh!

The Demonkind were fired up.

They looked forward to using their bodies in real life again.

So they started playing soccer using Cerberus’s head as the ball.

“Hit Didi over there! Pass and move, pass and move!”

Demon King-sama enthusiastically coached as their manager.

“Hmm… This is a big problem.”

Meanwhile in the Celestial Realm, Gabriel was observing the Celestials with a serious face.

“Their feet aren’t good.”

Celestials basically flew around.

They had feet, but rarely used them.

That was due to the nature of the Celestial Realm.

The Demon World existed deep underground, while the Celestial Realm was thought to float in the clouds — and indeed, it did.

Though there was land serving as the floor, most of it was soft and fluffy like clouds.

So rather than walking, they mostly flew using wings.

“Since we don’t really use our feet… this is a serious issue. I saw Demon King-sama’s stream, and she seemed to be launching something like Demonkind Eleven.”

“I hear the Middle World is already hosting matches. We Celestials can’t afford to be left out…”

“But if we can’t, then we just can’t… Humans are on another level…”

The five male Archangels sighed.

Soccer is a sport no man can ignore.

Of course, they wanted to play it too, but their feet just weren’t cooperating.

“Ah, let’s just play some games.”

“Riot just released another great package. We have to buy this one.”

“Sigh… I guess we offer up a tribute again…”

The Archangels hurriedly launched BIFA.

Needless to say, they didn’t use currency from the Middle World.

But they had no trouble making in-game purchases in BIFA, thanks to the devotion of their believers.

After the Celestial-Demon War, the popularity of the Celestials had only grown.

Even though the truth about the Goddess had come to light, history could not be erased.

And the appearance of the Archangels was unimaginably beautiful for any human to match.

They were idols in every sense.

It was only natural that the number of believers admiring them after their great fight against the Demonkind increased.

Those believers grew more devout, willing to offer everything, even their livers and gall.

Thanks to those tributes, the Celestials had recently gotten hooked on spending in BIFA.

They sometimes questioned if it was wrong.

But they just couldn’t resist the weekly must-buy packages that Riot prepared.

Thanks to that, the value of their clubs in BIFA was also quite high.

“Haah… My club is so valuable, but Celestials’ feet are so undeveloped.”

“Exactly. I wouldn’t mind not playing myself, but not being able to enter my club in the tournament is a shame.”

“Right. Even if we can’t be players, I wanted to see Celestials win a championship.”

Gabriel and Uriel spoke wistfully.

They were the most invested in BIFA.

“…Wait. What about this!”

At that moment, Raguel shouted.

“I heard there are many teams in the Middle World that enjoy football. Let’s choose one of them and sponsor it. There are teams with decent skills, but not enough to qualify for international tournaments. How about raising one of those teams?”

“…That’s actually a good idea.”

“If we sprinkle a little divine power and boost their abilities, my team might even win the championship.”

“Relying on those useless developers is pointless. It’d be faster to show grace to humans and become a club owner that way!”

From that point on, the celestials began to search the Middle World.

Looking for any club with potential that they could raise themselves.

And the clubs chosen by the celestials quickly rose to the international stage, backed by divine power.

“W-Wait. That club?”

“That’s the club led by Archangel Gabriel! They shot up to the Imperial League Division 1 in no time!”

“They’re glowing… is that even allowed?”

“I heard they received Gabriel’s blessing.”

The Imperial League Division 1, which had become the continent’s top league.

Some of the celestial-sponsored clubs managed to reach even that level.

“Everyone, don’t be nervous and just play as we practiced. Blessings await those who run hard—”

“Ooh…”

“Aah… so divine…”

On match day, Gabriel descended from the sky above the stadium to bless his club’s players.

A blessing that improved their stamina.

With that, they could run longer than anyone else.

And not just that—he cast blessings to enhance their shooting power, jumping ability, and all sorts of other abilities.

“Wait, isn’t that cheating? It’s not fair!”

“Is this your first time watching football? This is Gabriel holding back, actually. Look at the other team.”

“W-What is that…?”

But even Gabriel’s team had a formidable opponent.

The opposing human club was equipped with gear imbued with blue mana.

Their uniforms, football boots, and goalkeeper gloves were all fitted with top-grade mana stones.

“Those are magi-tech boots, magi-tech uniforms, and magi-tech gloves. When they shoot with those boots, acceleration magic boosts the power immensely. And those uniforms double the wearer’s physical endurance. They won’t lose in physical clashes.”

“This is… such a ridiculous overkill…”

“How else are we supposed to win? Trinity’s team even has a striker who uses a shooting technique called Fire Tornado!”

“What the— Is that fire magic? Are we really using magic in football now?!”

Football was an incredible sport.

“…This isn’t football anymore.”

Rai, watching from the VIP seats, shook his head.

This was far from the football he had imagined.

Magic in football—it was like something out of a comic book.

But since the balance was somehow maintained, people in this world didn’t seem to care.

“Hmm… this will be the next tactic. To face Gabriel’s team…”

Beside him, the Emperor was strumming his BIFA and drafting strategies for his team.

All the team managers used BIFA to review and revise strategies.

BIFA was both a game and an excellent tactical tool for football.

“These people are seriously…”

Rai felt dizzy.

Maybe it was inevitable.

Even in real-life sports, people get way too immersed.

Especially those from wealthy families—everyone wanted to be a club owner.

People were even saying football was becoming a new industry.

Football meant money.

Then, the sky began to darken with shadows.

“Humwahahahahahaha—!!”

“Demon King-sama?”

The Demon King-sama descended from the sky, leading the demonkind in formation.

It seemed they had darkened the sky with demon magic on purpose.

“Demon King-sama? What are you doing? My club is in the middle of a match.”

Gabriel stood in the air, blocking Demon King-sama and her 11 demons.

Demon King-sama scoffed and crossed her arms.

“We are the Demonkind Eleven! We shall take over this low-level Middle World football!”

“W-What are you saying…? We have to protect the Middle World!”

At that moment, someone in the stands shouted loudly.

A cry that spread like a wave through the crowd.

They were actors Demon King-sama had planted beforehand.

It was the first match of the Demonkind Eleven.

They were trying to mimic the recent trend of football theater in the Middle World by creating a narrative about conquering the world through football.

“Tch… We can’t let the Middle World’s football fall to the demonkind.”

“Let’s form a temporary alliance. We’ll fight together!”

Gabriel’s club and the magi-tech club joined hands.

A temporary alliance to defeat the Demonkind Eleven.

They formed a new team of 11 and faced off against the demons through football.

“Here it comes! Demonkind’s No.2, Omos-sama’s Blood Power Shoot—!”

“Haaaaah! Machine the Hand—!”

UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO—

The match unfolded with all kinds of spectacular techniques.

An eye-popping display of extraordinary skills, and the crowd roared in excitement.

“What is even happening…”

Rai stared down at the scene with dazed eyes.
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Originally, elves couldn’t even qualify for the 3rd Division, let alone the top-tier 1st Division teams.

The reason was that their nature-friendly ways couldn’t compete against teams armed with all sorts of equipment, blessings, and magic.

But one day, the elves found a breakthrough.

“…What if we borrowed the power of spirits?”

One day, an elf suggested this.

The elves were in a meeting discussing entry into the Imperial League.

Elves usually never left Elium.

They enjoyed games, but doing so within the game was enough for them.

They rarely streamed individually either.

Even during the gaming boom, their cultural traits remained somewhat intact.

But BIFA was different this time.

It was much more addicting, almost unbearably so.

And there was a desire to experience football from BIFA in real life.

They simply couldn’t resist it.

“The power of spirits, you say?”

But the elves lived in the forest.

And due to the trees in Elium, building a football field was impossible.

It was a good place for personal skill training, but there wasn’t enough space for team play.

And more importantly, they lacked special techniques.

“Looking at other major teams, each has its own unique skillset—magi-tech, blessings from the celestials, magic. If we want to make it to Division 1, we need something of our own too.”

“You’re suggesting that ‘something’ be the power of spirits?”

“Exactly. If we borrow the power of spirits like the magician teams do with magic, we can play similarly.”

Thus, the strategy of using spirit power was conceived.

Elves had excellent physical abilities.

But that alone couldn’t win against teams that deployed techniques, magic, and blessings.

“That’s a good idea!”

Once they started utilizing spirit power, they were able to contend with other teams.

Eventually, they made it all the way to Division 1.

“Gaia!”

Elf Silla.

He was the goalkeeper for the elf team in the Imperial League Division 1, and when Trinity’s shot came flying in, he called upon the Earth Spirit King, Gaia.

Goooh—

At the same time, Gaia emerged from the earth with a giant earthen wall.

Puhhgggkkk—!

Silla had the highest spirit affinity among the elves who communicated with the Earth Spirit.

He was even able to borrow the power of the Spirit King, which is how he secured the goalkeeper position in a Division 1 team.

“Uooooooo— Fire Tornado—!!!”

The striker from the Trinity team, unwilling to lose, amplified the flames wrapping around his foot and the ball.

It was Fire Mage Hubus.

He had personally developed the flame football spell, Fire Tornado.

A technique that spins like a tornado, boosting the shot’s propulsion with rotating flames to tear through the net.

He poured all his mana into trying to pierce through the Earth Spirit King Gaia’s defense.

“Uoooooooh—!”

“Kyaaaaaaaaah—!”

Crackkkkk—!

The massive flames began to chip away at Silla’s earthen wall.

A tremendous clash between an overwhelming shot and a masterful save.

The audience erupted in cheers at the showdown between top players.

“Waaaaaaaahhhhh—!”

“Break through it, Fire Tornado!!”

“Don’t lose, Silla! Gaia!”

Both Hubus and Silla were incredibly popular players.

Roars of support came from both sides.

“Uaaaaaahhhh!!”

“H-He blocked it!”

“In the end, Fire Tornado couldn’t break through the Earth Spirit King Gaia!”

And the winner of the clash was Silla.

Eventually, Hubus’s flames burned out,

and the ball dropped weakly from the blackened earthen wall.

“Next time… I’ll definitely break through, Silla.”

“You’ll need to bring the Fire Tower Master if you want to break through Gaia’s wall, Fire Mage.”

Poooom—

Silla grinned triumphantly and kicked the ball far away.

Then, the elf team launched their attack.

“Didi! Run!”

Elf team’s midfielder, Girard.

He sent a long pass to his team’s striker, Didi.

The ball flew across the ground from the halfway line toward Didi.

But the distance was so great that a Trinity player intercepted it midway.

Or tried to.

Whoooosh—

“What?!”

Just as he tried to put his foot out, the ball’s direction shifted.

At the same time, its spin increased, and its speed rose.

“The path changed?!”

“It’s the Wind Spirit King, Sylphrit!”

It was wind spirit magic.

The pass trajectory had changed due to the breath of the Wind Spirit King, Sylphrit.

Tap—

The ball arrived safely at Didi’s feet, and he received it lightly.

He slipped past one defender with his individual skills and stepped in for a shot.

“Haaaaah— Waterproof Shoot—!!”

Didi’s signature move, Waterproof Shoot.

A shooting technique using the power of the Water Spirit King to launch a shot like a giant waterfall or water cannon.

Splashes of cool water reached all the way to the stands.

As the cool water refreshed them, the audience cheered loudly.

“Oooooooooh—!”

“It’s the Waterproof Shoot! So refreshing!”

“It feels like a festival!”

“The water tastes amazing!”

“But doesn’t ‘waterproof’ mean it repels water?”

“The name comes from how the ball doesn’t get wet even when riding that stream!”

“How is that even possible?!”

“That’s how fast it is!”

Waterproof Shoot.

It was the technique that led the elf team all the way to Division 1.

The refreshing stream of water boosted the audience’s cheers and the morale of allies.

A shot that surged forward with the speed of a waterfall.

The splash of water disrupted the opposing goalkeeper’s vision—a sneaky trick.

If the technique connected properly, there were barely any goalkeepers who could stop it.

“Space Hole!!”

“Ahhh! It’s here! The spatial football magic, Space Hole!!”

“What the heck is that?!”

“It’s a technique that teleports the incoming ball to a different location! If it works, there’s no way the shot goes in!!”

“Isn’t that just broken?!”

But Trinity’s goalkeeper was no slouch either.

Space Hole.

The massive stream of water and the ball entered the space magic he created and teleported, reappearing in the opposite direction.

“Waaaaaaaaah—!”

“He really stopped it!”

“He flipped the whole stadium upside down!!”

“Counterattack time!!”

Football was truly an incredible sport.

* * *

“Haah…”

Lately, I’d begun to regret releasing my first-ever game.

BIFA Online—just like the other games—had become incredibly popular.

It had as many users as those in the top-tier COL.

And with lots of cash purchases, the finances of the Illusion Magic Tower had become quite comfortable recently.

“They’re fanatical. Even more so than with other games.”

“Exactly… even though we blacklisted them, they still broke through like this.”

But it wasn’t all good.

The popularity of football had surged due to BIFA Online.

Saying the whole world was obsessed with football wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

And with that came the flood of requests to add current continent players to BIFA.

Originally, the players in BIFA Online were soccer players from a past life.

And unlike this world’s football, which was full of magic, those players played with pure human physique alone.

But now, people from this world were asking for the inclusion of real-life players and fantasy techniques.

If we did that, it would no longer be a football game, but something halfway between football and fantasy.

Of course, we initially explained all this publicly.

That we couldn’t add techniques like Fire Tornado because it would turn the game into something else entirely.

But people were relentless.

Then just make a new game.

Update the game on a massive scale.

Where are the in-game players, etc., etc.

They acted like they couldn’t tell whether this was a game or real life.

At least before, when we said no, people backed off.

Now, if we didn’t give in to the demands, they threw tantrums.

Especially with BIFA Online.

“It definitely seems off. BIFA feels more addictive than the other games.”

“Do you like football too, Rain?”

“I do enjoy watching it. But I don’t think I could actually play… I don’t have any athletic ability.”

“Exactly.”

Usually, football is a sport popular among men.

So I assumed it wouldn’t catch on with women like Rain.

“But playing BIFA feels different. Like I’ve really become a club owner…”

Everyone enjoyed BIFA, regardless of gender, age, or race.

Unlike in our past lives where most users were men, things were different now.

Could it be because BIFA uses mid-tier illusion magic or higher?

“Anyway, I think just adding the players is the best we can do. If we include the techniques too, it’ll become a different genre.”

“Yeah. That’s a shame.”

In the end, I decided to add players from the continent’s leagues to BIFA Online.

BIFA still only supported standard football.

Thankfully, that helped calm down some of the complaints.

Although the people of this world were still seriously addicted to BIFA.

They spent so much money in-game that I began considering reducing the prevalence of cash items.

And so, the Illusion Magic Tower had to work like mad to update BIFA with this world’s players.

At this point, maybe we should call ourselves a game company rather than a magic tower.

Anyway, after finishing the update and drastically reducing the cash items—

One day, while I was resting after the exhaustion of releasing just a single game…

“…What? What did you say?”

“Someone’s trying to hack into the game server again.”

That same hacker from before was now trying to hack BIFA.
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Chapter 99

“Master of the Tower!”

“A-ah, no… this is beyond my ability…”

“Grrr…”

Hacking.

To be precise, someone was infiltrating the server using illusion magic and messing with things at will.

Even Hina couldn’t detect the hacker’s illusion magic.

To be exact, it wasn’t an illusion spell known to the tower.

It was one of the mid-tier or higher spells I’d seen in the illusion—

In the illusion, I studied even upper-tier illusion magic.

If I can’t overcome the hacker’s magic now, then they must be using top-tier or above.

“Where on earth…”

This was absurd.

Someone who knows arcane rules of illusion magic that we didn’t even know existed.

Yet even Hina, the tower master, could only cast low-tier illusion magic.

Something was clearly wrong, but I couldn’t pinpoint what or where.

“What’s going on, Rai? What is all this?”

“There’s someone using illusion magic stronger than yours, Tower Master? How is that possible?”

“I think it’s impossible too!”

All of the tower’s illusion mages attacked the intruder—but it was hopeless.

The hacker was cleverly manipulating illusion locks on the BIFA Online server while tampering with it.

“What purpose could this being possibly have?”

“It seems like they’re changing specific account settings…”

After chasing them for a while, we figured out the hacker’s goal.

They were repeatedly altering the settings of a particular account.

Simply put, they were increasing the account’s in-game currency to near-infinite levels.

“That bastard’s doing it so he doesn’t have to spend real money on card packs!”

The goal was surprisingly obvious.

To stockpile unlimited in-game currency and buy as many cash items as they wanted.

In BIFA, that would allow them to open countless card packs and massively boost their club value.

“Then can’t we find that account’s owner, Rai?”

“Yes… so we traced the mana fingerprint…”

“Well?”

We found the account and its mana fingerprint.

But—

“There’s no owner for that mana trace.”

“…What?”

“You mean a ghost is doing this?”

The illusion mages were stunned.

Hina’s body trembled as though frozen in fear.

Could it really be a ghost?

If I hadn’t seen that illusion, I probably would’ve thought the same.

But knowing upper-tier illusion magic exists, I couldn’t conclude that.

“Hold on a moment!”

I hurried back to my room.

I grabbed the box I had brought from Harts’s hideout and went back upstairs.

The book that plunged me into that strange illusion was still inside.

“I’ll be lying down for a few hours.”

“What?!”

“What… did you say?”

“Shut down BIFA’s server via announcement for one day. And… if I don’t wake up by tomorrow, Tower Master, please wake me like last time.”

“Uh, okay?”

I couldn’t keep losing to that hacker.

And I needed to uncover their identity.

To do that, I had to learn even higher-level magic.

And I needed to uncover the secrets behind this bizarre illusion-related incident.

Something seemed to have happened when Hina woke me before.

I had a hunch the conclusion of this illusion would reveal the truth.

If I studied within that illusion for a few dozen hours, I could master higher-tier illusion magic.

I’d been inside it for about an hour last time, so a few more hours should unveil its end.

“Alright, please.”

I opened the book and plunged myself into the illusion.

* * *

“Hey! Wake up! Want to die? Get your head out of the clouds.”

When I opened my eyes, Hina’s foul-mouthed scolding was the same as before.

“I… am Vera?”

“Yeah, you idiot. Still half-asleep?”

I staggered up and put my robe on.

Hina stared at me weirdly.

“Hah. Back in my day…”

Then she started smacking me and saying the same lines as last time.

Clearly, this illusion was unfolding identically.

“…Illusion is the power to manipulate reality. How could it not be the greatest?”

Illusion is the power to manipulate reality.

The greatest power above humans.

I didn’t know if this held true in real life, but at least in this illusion, it did.

Actually, it probably does in reality, too.

The deeper the illusion progressed, the more I immersed myself as the character “Vera.”

And even after waking from it, I continued to think of myself as “Vera.”

Eventually, I became so absorbed in the illusion that I lost—or rather overlaid—my real self.

Soon, I would be completely Vera.

Since this illusion follows the same story, I’m going to focus on studying upper- and top-tier illusion magic.

“Hey Vera. Did Hina-senpai yell at you again?”

After getting thoroughly scolded by Hina and walking out, the seniors smiled just like they did back then.

I went down to the bottom of the school building, and Heri came up to me with the same words.

The Tower Master gave us a look as usual without saying a word and went inside, and the day began.

“…What? You’ve mastered even high-level magic? That’s impossible!”

“Did Hina-senpai hit you too hard? No matter how S-rank you are, that’s impossible!”

“Don’t joke and get down, Vera. If Hina-senpai shows up again…”

“It’s true.”

Without hesitation, I left the junior lab and went upstairs.

I had already studied some high-level magic in the previous illusion.

I showed the seniors my magic.

“Th-this is… this can’t be…”

“You’re already able to use high-level illusion magic…?”

There was quite a commotion, but I was quickly recognized as a high-level illusion mage.

Because the Tower Master acknowledged it without much comment.

And so this time, I started out as a high-level illusion mage.

The same days passed.

I tried to maintain my identity as “Rai Oat,” but it wasn’t easy.

Still, this time, I seemed able to maintain myself a little longer.

Maybe it was because I had gained a bit more insight into illusion magic.

“Haah…”

Am I Rai, or am I Vera?

One day, as I was lost in such thoughts,

Hina threw herself onto the couch beside me.

“Haah, fuck…”

“Did you fight with Ronan-senpai again?”

“Yeah. That bastard seriously… he needs to die. I’m telling you, he needs to die.”

Hina started venting to me about her fight with Ronan.

Lately, listening to Hina’s complaints had become part of my daily life.

But I felt like this exact situation had happened before.

Ah, come to think of it, I had been listening to Hina’s stories often lately.

But it didn’t feel like it was just a recent event.

It felt like we’d had this exact conversation long ago.

“What kind of magic is Ronan-senpai even pursuing to make you this mad?”

Right, we had this same conversation in the last illusion.

This was the second illusion.

Just like back then, I asked Hina the same question.

Back then, Hina didn’t tell me anything because I hadn’t reached a high enough level.

“Hm… I guess it’s okay for you to know now. You’ve stepped into the upper tier of magic, after all.”

…Huh?

But this time was different.

Hina began telling me about what happened with Ronan.

It seemed that unlike the previous illusion, I had reached the threshold of the highest level, even if only slightly.

“Ronan is trying to use illusion magic for the wrong purpose. You know it now too, right? Illusion magic goes beyond just the realm of magic. It’s something even greater.”

“That’s true.”

“Ronan talks nonsense. He says he wants to make the world his own through illusion magic.”

“…Is that even possible?”

“It is. The Tower Master could probably do it already. But they don’t, because it’s not the right thing to do. All power should be used for the right cause.”

“That’s true.”

Hina crunched on some snacks, as if trying to let out her frustration.

“For example, what would happen if a fire mage burned everything in sight whenever they got angry?”

“The world would’ve already ended.”

“Right. But has the world ended?”

“It’s perfectly fine.”

“Exactly. That means fire mages didn’t do that. Because it’s the right thing. Even for mages, it’s just common sense that you shouldn’t burn everything you see. Even if you tried, you’d feel moral resistance. If you’re human, that is.”

“Exactly.”

“But, morally aside, if we look at just the facts—do you think it’s impossible?”

“They could burn it. If they really wanted to.”

“Right. It’s possible, but they don’t. Because it’s the right thing not to.”

Hina let out a deep sigh and continued.

“Then what about this—what if illusion magic made it common sense in the world that everyone must obey the illusion mage?”

“It’s probably possible. Though it shouldn’t be done.”

“That’s what Ronan is trying to do. And because illusion magic is so great, we must be even more careful with how we use that power.”

It was something I had never thought about before.

But now that I considered it, it did make sense that someone might think that way.

Because illusion magic was truly great.

But history has always shown that dictators exist.

Those who obtain great power and try to take the world with it.

And someone righteous, or the masses, rise to stop them.

But in this case, only illusion mages could stop it.

“With the Tower Master not doing well… and the other schools making suspicious moves…”

“Isn’t the Tower Master a Transcendent?”

The conversation naturally flowed on.

About the Tower Master’s condition. That a city of mages might form.

All of it was new information to me.

Though I had climbed the ranks of illusion magic quickly, I knew nothing about this society.

If the Tower Master disappears, what will happen to our school?

If the Transcendent Tower Master is gone, will we still be able to restrain Ronan-senpai?

What exactly is Ronan-senpai trying to do?

Still… I suppose it’ll be okay.

We have Iliya-senpai, the next Tower Master, and Hina-senpai too.

Even if Ronan-sunbae is plotting something terrifying, that sense of danger was quickly buried under the comfort of daily life.

Without knowing just how much effort the seniors were putting in to protect that comfort.
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Chapter 100

“Everyone, listen…”

About five years remained until the founding of Trinity.

The Tower Master could no longer hold on.

“Illusion magic is a great power… But at the same time, it is also a very dangerous one.”

Before going to sleep,

The Tower Master summoned all mages of the school and spoke.

Iliya, the next Tower Master, was holding the Tower Master’s hand tightly.

“I have always tried to uphold this power correctly. I believe you all will continue to do so. And Vera…”

“Y-Yes, Tower Master.”

The Tower Master, whose gaze had been fixed on the ceiling, turned their eyes to me.

I flinched in surprise at the unexpected attention.

Until now, not once had the Tower Master spoken my name or spoken to me.

Even though I was born with S-Rank, I hadn’t been at the school long, and thus remained distant from the Tower Master.

“Thank you…”

“…Pardon?”

“T-Tower Master!”

“Tower Master!!!”

With those final words, the Tower Master dissolved into a stream of light.

All the mages of the school wept uncontrollably.

I stood alone in front of the bed, blankly staring at the glittering mana as it scattered.

For some reason, I thought it all felt like a dream.

It was a truly dreamlike sight.

Afterward, Iliya rose to the position of Tower Master.

Plans for founding Trinity moved swiftly.

Iliya was just before the realm of Transcendence.

She could use top-tier illusion magic, but not yet transcendent illusion magic.

Ronan was at a similar level, and Hina was slightly below.

That didn’t lower the prestige of the Illusion School.

It was a common phenomenon that occurred during generational shifts.

The power of illusion magic remained formidable.

The problem was within the school.

“Ronan. Stop this research.”

“Why?! The previous Tower Master used similar forms of transcendental magic too!”

“But the previous Tower Master never used it the way you are. Illusion magic shouldn’t be used like that. It’s not right.”

“This is to make our school greater. Do you seriously think it’s acceptable to be seen on the same level as those pathetic schools? Trinity? I still don’t get why we’re joining that farce!”

Ronan, knocking at the door of transcendence, continued researching his own brand of illusion magic.

Exactly what kind of magic it was, we who were still lower in rank didn’t know.

We just knew it stood completely opposite to the will of the former Tower Master.

It was a kind of magic that posed a danger to the world.

Only Hina and Iliya continued to keep Ronan in check.

Ronan seemed quiet for a while.

“Tch… These fools… Wasting such a great power…”

Then one day, Ronan attacked Iliya.

It happened in an instant.

He likely intended to kill Iliya and take over the school.

But Ronan’s surprise attack failed.

Iliya and Hina combined their powers to try to capture him, but Ronan fled while bleeding.

We didn’t know where he vanished to, or whether he died fleeing.

Iliya was seriously wounded.

We used magic to track Ronan, but couldn’t find him.

Ronan, too, was an illusion mage on the verge of transcendence.

If he was determined to hide, it would be hard to find him.

While the pursuit continued after Ronan’s attack and escape,

Trinity was founded.

Each school deposited an ancient artifact called the “Babel Tower Builder” into the council.

Then they each built structures called Magic Towers. All agreed to start from the first floor and build upward.

At first, the Magic Towers looked shabby.

They were nothing more than single-story stone houses.

But as new mages continued the legacy, these towers would soon reach the skies.

Thus, the Illusion Magic Tower also began building its achievements from the first floor.

The incident happened only a few years later.

Tower Master—no, Magic Tower Master Iliya reached the realm of Transcendence.

Hina was also on the verge of it.

I was learning top-tier illusion magic.

Indeed, once I neared the foot of Transcendence, the world looked different.

Transcendental magic was, literally, power that surpassed all previous laws.

Even top-tier magic beneath it was already so grand.

I couldn’t even imagine that higher realm.

“Something’s strange.”

“What is?”

Hina asked in response to Iliya’s murmur.

Ever since transcending, Iliya had been focused on finding Ronan.

“I can’t find him. If my level is higher now, I should be able to read Ronan’s mana.”

Until now, the reason Iliya hadn’t found Ronan was because their levels had been too similar.

But now that Iliya had transcended, it should be possible for her to perceive Ronan’s magic.

“That means… don’t tell me Ronan also…”

There was only one answer.

Ronan had also reached the realm of Transcendence.

We didn’t know where or what he was doing, but the fact that he had transcended was already a grave matter.

“…Yeah. Ronan definitely transcended.”

Iliya finished her solemn reflection and descended to the ground.

The illusion surrounding her scattered, and the space regained its calm.

“We have to prepare, Hina. Vera.”

“What should we do?”

I asked with a determined expression.

I had long carried guilt in my heart.

Back when Ronan attacked Iliya before Trinity was founded,

I had been too inexperienced to do anything but watch.

But now, I was walking the path of top-tier magic.

Still far from Transcendence, but enough to be of help.

“…No. Vera, you stay out of this.”

“…Yes?”

Hina spoke in a subdued voice.

“This fight will be too big for you to interfere.”

“But Hina-senpai, you haven’t transcended yet either!”

“Wanna die? I’m right at the doorstep of Transcendence, and you’ve only just reached the top tier. That difference isn’t something small.”

“But senpai, I—”

“And besides, someone has to stay behind and protect the school… no, the Tower. Shouldn’t that be someone young like you?”

“……”

I couldn’t say anything back.

Iliya hesitated for a moment and then nodded.

Uncharacteristically, both seniors’ expressions had grown dark.

I found it unfamiliar, but I could suddenly feel the weight they had been carrying on their backs.

Come to think of it, it had only been just over ten years since I joined the school.

But the two of them had spent much longer there.

It was unreasonable for someone like me to have reached top tier in such a short time.

I had grown quickly because I learned high-level magic almost instantly.

…But how did I manage to learn it in just a few months back then?

Now that I think about it, it should have been impossible.

Click—

In the end, I had to leave Iliya’s room by her command.

I couldn’t hear the two of them speaking.

They had likely put up a magic barrier to block sound from the outside.

“Haa…”

Was I once again going to be left just watching the seniors fight?

No, I couldn’t let that happen.

Sure, someone like me wouldn’t be of much help in a battle between Transcendents.

But even so, there must be something I could do.

I returned to my lab and began researching day and night.

* * *

The world started to grow strange not long after that.

Within a few days, some races vanished completely from the world, and sometimes the world was overtaken by bizarre logic.

“Vera. You’re doing well guarding the Tower.”

“…Hina-senpai. Tower Master.”

“Listen carefully.”

It all seemed to be Ronan-senpai’s doing.

Either he was using large-scale magic repeatedly, or the Tower Master had finally found Ronan-senpai’s location.

“And if we don’t return by the night of the next full moon, open this box.”

They left me with a mysterious box and departed to find Ronan-senpai.

They didn’t say what they planned to do with him.

But as long as Ronan-senpai existed, the world would remain in danger, so I figured I wouldn’t be seeing him again.

If left alone, the world would probably fall apart before the next Demon King even showed up.

“…Vera-senpai? What are you doing?”

One of my juniors spoke as they saw me dazed at the entrance to the Tower.

Just in case I could help, I researched magic alone every night.

And I did make some progress. It would be useful in a fight against Ronan.

“It’s nothing. Let’s go inside.”

But I couldn’t follow after the Tower Master and Hina-senpai.

I placed an arm over my junior’s shoulder and walked back inside the Tower.

Inside, the Tower’s daily life flowed as usual.

The ones who had joined when I first came.

And those who joined later and became my juniors.

Among them, I was the only one with a fundamental S-Rank attribute.

Hina-senpai had been right.

If no one else remained, there would be no one to take responsibility for these people.

“…They’ll come back safely.”

Yeah. I have to believe that.

Right now, believing is the only thing I can do.

They are the greatest illusion mages I know.

All the memories of learning from them.

They were not the kind of people to lose to anything.

But as I realized that the Tower Master and Hina-senpai were not at the top of the Tower, a vague and hollow fear took over me.

Could I really lead this Tower well?

“…No. I said they’ll come back safely.”

My thoughts kept drifting toward negativity.

I had to believe.

But even so, if the worst were to happen,

Could I lead the Tower like the seniors had?

Even if they survived, shouldn’t it be Hina-senpai, not me, who stays and leads the Tower?

That kind of anxiety consumed my mind.

When I was younger, I looked up to those who stood at the top of the Tower.

But the closer I got to that height, the more fearful the distance from the ground became.

But reality was closer than my worries.

Taking on all the Tower Master and Hina-senpai’s tasks kept me so busy I barely had time to breathe.

“Whew…”

Finally catching a break, I threw myself onto the armchair in the Tower Master’s room.

It was a chair I had always wanted to sit in, after seeing the Tower Master use it.

“…Hm?”

As I sat and leaned back in the chair,

It tilted back and brought my view to the ceiling.

There was an artifact I had never seen before.

“Was it made to track Ronan-senpai?”

At a glance, it showed what seemed to be mana traces from Ronan-senpai and Tower Master Iliya on a map.

The Tower Master’s mana trace was at the Illusion Magic Tower.

It must not have activated since she left.

I tried infusing mana into the artifact, wondering if I could operate it too.

It was an artifact imbued with Transcendental Magic, but since the Tower Master had used it until right before leaving, it still contained mana.

Immediately, the positions of the Tower Master and Ronan-senpai’s mana traces shifted.

Both traces overlapped in a single location.

That meant they had encountered each other.

“…Huh?”

But that wasn’t what shocked me.

The Tower Master’s mana trace was fading.

Meanwhile, Ronan-senpai’s mana was burning in an ominous form.

“No way…?”

The next full moon that Hina-senpai mentioned is coming soon.

If they don’t return by then, they must have assumed they failed and handed me the box.

I fell into deep thought.

It was clear they were in danger.

If they don’t return like this…

I had been prepared for this, but now that the moment was here, I couldn’t accept it.

My legs were already moving.
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