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      Chapter 1: Fusion

      A little while before Goldiana and Hao were taken by surprise, the perpetrator behind the surprise attack—Hazama Shemhazar, known as the Foreign God and one of the Three Great Authorities—had encountered Dorothy first, so he was the first to start fighting.

      “Khah hah hah hah! What an amusing girlie you are! I never would have thought you’d follow me this far into the ground!” he exclaimed.

      “You’re one to talk. I’m amazed you can keep burrowing while laughing like that. I would never imitate it, but I am impressed,” Dorothy admitted.

      Actually, it would be a little misleading to say that combat had started. Looking at the current situation, it was hard to say that they were actually in a ferocious fight.

      To make the order of events clear:

      As soon as Dorothy encountered Hazama, she shot at him with Maul, opening a large hole in his chest. However, he simply regenerated the rotten meat like nothing had happened before launching into a taunting dialogue with her. Furthermore, eerie tentacles emerged from under his robe, creating a tense atmosphere like the battle could kick off at any moment.

      But there was no telling what went through Hazama’s mind as he turned his back to Dorothy and burrowed into the ground. At first, Dorothy thought he was planning to ambush her from below. But Hazama didn’t show himself no matter how long she waited, and there was no sign that he was mounting an attack.

      Dorothy scrunched her brows together and thought, Did he run away?

      One of the Ten Authorities—what’s more, a member of the elite Three Great Authorities—had fled? Dorothy couldn’t believe that was true. But in the end, Hazama had disappeared. Worse, his presence was getting farther and farther away. And thus, Dorothy’s doubts became certainty. Of all things, Hazama had turned tail and run from a fight with her. In fact, he’d done so boldly and without hesitation.

      “Are you trying to lead me into a trap? Or are you just a coward?” Dorothy asked.

      She was as expressionless as usual, but it seemed she was a little ticked off. Her choice of words exuded a bit of pressure.

      “Khah hah! I just felt it would be too much trouble to fight you. I was going to let you fight Eld while I went to defeat someone who seemed a little weaker!” said Hazama.

      “Well, either way, I wasn’t going to let you go. Prepare yourself,” said Dorothy.

      Invisible bows instantly manifested around her, arrows nocked. Each was pointed at Hazama despite him being underground.

      “Multiple Maul,” said Dorothy.

      Many arrows of decay were unleashed at that signal. The swarm burrowed into Isla Heaven, losing none of its deadliness as it traveled through the ground, chasing after Hazama. The arrows rapidly closed the distance. This time, they wouldn’t take just a part of his body; there were enough of them to erase everything. However...

      “His presence...split?” Dorothy wondered aloud.

      Just as the arrows were about to hit, Hazama’s presence seemed to split. And not only into two. Dorothy now felt over a hundred of him, and the number was still increasing. Every new presence felt like Hazama himself; there was no difference. She couldn’t tell which one was real.

      This was Dorothy’s first time meeting Hazama face-to-face—not that she’d ever seen his face—but for some reason, she could imagine him laughing at her as she stood there in silence. That was just how twisted the god named Hazama was. Dorothy had realized as much. Though it may have seemed that she was quick to jump to conclusions, she was actually right on the mark.

      “Reacquiring target at greatest efficiency. Reloading the next volley as they give chase,” Dorothy said dispassionately. Since the ritual, her ability to manipulate magic had become incomparable to when she’d fought Kelvin in the exhibition match. The arrows that had been chasing only one target suddenly split up to target different presences at her command.

      They wouldn’t be able to erase all the Hazamas that were continuing to split off, but they’d be able to stymie the inflation of his numbers for a time. Actually, since she was continuing to fire more arrows, as time went on, the number of extra Hazamas was steadily diminishing.

      “Oho! So you’re brute-forcing your way through my decoys,” Hazama remarked. “But your ability to use such powerful magic at such a large scale surprises me. How strange... Wasn’t Grim Reaper supposed to be the one with bottomless MP? My word, I shouldn’t have relied on the reports from those fallen angels. Khah hah hah hah!”

      “Really? Then how about you experience it for yourself?” Dorothy proposed.

      “Hm?”

      Hazama could hear the lovely voice of a girl who shouldn’t be under the ground, which was still being pierced by arrows of decay. Naturally, the owner of that voice was Dorothy, who should have still been attacking from above ground. There was no way he should have been able to hear her down there. Still, whether it was a dream or an illusion, Hazama turned around and saw her. She looked like a mermaid, with her bottom half shaped like a fish, and was swimming through the ground, but it was definitely Dorothy.

      “Hey now, what’s the meaning of this?!” Hazama shouted. “You’re looking quite a bit different from before! Khah hah hah hah! And you’re so fast!”

      This form was something Dorothy had gained from the ritual—from Zeval, specifically—which had given her the Unique Skill Worldswim. It allowed her to swim literally anywhere, meaning she could traverse any environment like she was moving through water. Of course, breathing was not a problem either.

      In some ways, the skill resembled Burrowing, which allowed its user to burrow into the ground, but since swimming offered much greater speed, it could be considered an upgrade. Hazama traveled through the ground freakishly fast by using disgusting-colored tentacles to dexterously part the earth, but Dorothy in mermaid form was even faster.

      “Actually, how did you know where the real me was? The seeds I scattered as decoys should give off the exact same presence,” Hazama said.

      “I don’t have the time to tell you every little trick of mine,” Dorothy replied. “Stop using those gross tentacles already and let me kill you.”

      She would never reveal her tricks. There was no merit in explaining everything, from her invisible arrows to how she took in the situation underground. From confirming that the enemies she hit disappeared to checking to see if any of the presences she felt were moving strangely to detecting everything else through her arrows—a lot had gone into how she had found him.

      Dorothy had gone through the steps methodically to destroy Hazama with certainty, but things would only get more difficult from here. No matter how much she shaved away at his flesh, Hazama would quickly regenerate. She needed to completely eradicate all of him, or at least find some sort of weak point like a human’s head or heart, though it was still a mystery as to whether or not such a thing was a viable option.

      “Multiple Maul,” Dorothy ordered.

      The invisible arrows she had deployed, which could travel through the ground just like her, were numerous. They accurately hit the areas on Hazama where his head and heart seemed like they would be, with several more piercing him all over to erase the rest of his body as well.

      “Khah hah! You’re really a merciless little girlie, aren’t you! It stings, and you move amazingly well! If I were anyone else, I would have been dead! Hmmm?” Unfortunately, Hazama was able to quickly regenerate even the areas that seemed critical, his body swelling with new meat. The robe he was wearing was now a shadow of its former self, but he himself was able to regenerate if even a speck of him was left. 

      “It seems you’ve got a much more...interesting...body than I expected,” Dorothy observed.

      “Khah hah! You’re one to talk!”

      And that was how their chase had reached its current state.

      There was no sign of Dorothy running out of magic, and neither did Hazama seem to be running out of stamina. Neither side was about to give up. If things continued like this, they would chase each other forever.

      Dorothy did have the option of using the Rank S Time Magic spell Eternal to stop time and finish him without any chance of resistance, but that would be difficult for her since they were currently underground. That is to say, since the spell stopped the entire world, Worldswim would no longer work either. In short, Dorothy would find herself buried alive. Neither Time Magic nor Worldswim were all-powerful abilities; there were situations where they wouldn’t mesh well, like right now.

      “Now then, I can see that it will be very difficult to run away. So I suppose it’s about time I turned around to fight,” said Hazama.

      Though he had been hit by many arrows, each of which had rotted his body away, he didn’t seem bothered as he accelerated his burrowing speed. Finally, he burst out of the ground into a large underground space.

      “Khah hah! Finally here, huh? Now then, girlie, show yourself already. This place will be your grave—” Hazama started.

      “Eternal,” Dorothy interjected. The instant she descended into the underground space, she had cast the spell. Now, not only Hazama, but everyone else on the continent, friends and enemies alike, were frozen in time.

      Since Dorothy had only been shooting her arrows of decay until then, Hazama had probably thought of her as a rather annoying black mage and not a user of the rare Time Magic. It was only coincidence that he had escaped into one of the only environments that could counter her time-stopping abilities. Though Time Magic hadn’t had the opportunity to show its strength up until now, that was no longer the case.

      “You have the devil’s luck, I suppose you’d say,” muttered Dorothy. “I never would have dreamed you would so blatantly run away. Thank you for the rare experience.”

      The chase scene was over, and in this frozen world, they finally came face-to-face. Of course, everything other than Dorothy was frozen, so her opponent wasn’t actually aware of that.

      “I know I said this already, but...you really have the strangest body. What kind of god are you?” Dorothy asked.

      She was looking at the mysterious and complicated form of her enemy, frozen before her. His bizarre head had a very large, pronounced mouth, and it was hard to think of him as a real, living thing. He didn’t seem to have any eyes to speak of until Dorothy noticed a single one within his large mouth. It looked like it was staring into her, even though time was frozen.

      I really hate the feeling his gaze gives. It’s just nasty.

      So Dorothy decided to start by destroying that eye. But even leaving aside his nasty gaze, it wasn’t just Hazama’s head that was strange. Everything below it was equally bizarre. It seemed the shapeless mass of meat that served as his foundation could form itself into anything, as growing out of it was everything from centipede sections to meat tentacles to limbs that looked like human arms. He was a hideous mass of defilement of all living things all mixed together. Any normal person would have gone insane just from laying eyes on him.

      “I get why he covers himself with this robe now,” said Dorothy.

      Luckily, she seemed to have some sort of resistance to grotesque sights, as even after seeing Hazama’s terrible form, she remained calm. In fact, the feelings she had experienced when they’d met eyes while he was trying to escape had been more intense.

      “Still, this place is pretty strange too,” said Dorothy. “Why does a facility like this exist in a holy land where angels live?”

      She was looking at her surroundings with interest. The large underground space they had ended up in seemed incongruent with the world it was in, like a modern research laboratory. What really drew her eye was a large glass tube filled with mysterious clear orange liquid. Quite a lot of those tubes were arranged in a line here, and each one contained what looked like an angel. Were they being grown inside them? Some looked fully developed, while others looked like children, and some had yet to even take human shape. It was like a diagram of the growth phases of an angel.

      This looks like something from a civilization more advanced than anything I can imagine, Dorothy thought. I imagine this looks like Jildora’s lab, though I’ve only heard stories about it. If I remember right, he shouldn’t have been able to reach this continent. So was this the work of one of the Ten Authorities? No, that’s not it. Judging from the state this facility’s in, it’s not new. At the very least, a fair number of years have passed since it was built. Which means someone built this and has been maintaining it for a while...right? Hm, unfortunately, there is one extremely suspicious fallen angel who seems like she might be involved.

      Dorothy was thinking of the culprit behind the Ten Authorities’ revival, Luquille. She was one of the few angels allowed to move freely within Isla Heaven, and the intense feelings she’d built up for Mel had turned her into a fanatic, resulting in her wanting to reinstate Mel as the Goddess of Reincarnation. Dorothy had never considered her an ally. In fact, she viewed the fallen angel as a treacherous snake in their midst.

      The angels here seem to have been artificially made as puppets. If she’s been using this facility over the years to experiment with creating artificial bodies, I can understand how this all came to be. The problem is whether or not the fanatic could truly make such an advanced facility by herself, but...I bet Jildora is involved somehow. I don’t know exactly how, but I can’t think of any other way this could have happened.

      Luquille could have acted in secret to have the fallen angels do research for her, feeding her information up in Isla Heaven. Or she could have had a direct connection with Jildora. It was even possible that DarkMel, back when she was the Black Goddess, had handed over the technology as an investment for Kelvin’s future enjoyment. Now that Jildora and that version of DarkMel were no longer in this world, there was no way to confirm any of these theories other than asking Luquille directly. But Dorothy couldn’t imagine Luquille answering truthfully. So, basically, there was nothing she could do on that front.

      Dorothy sighed. “This is way too much trouble. Oh, whoops. I should finish you off first. But don’t worry, I’m ready.”

      She had reverted back to her human form and now pointed her large staff at Hazama. She’d been continuing to cast her magic around Hazama even as she’d been pondering.

      “Mass Contagion,” Dorothy stated.

      Eight spells manifested around Hazama, perfectly surrounding him. These were castings of Contagion, which would decay everything within their area of effect. Compared to spells like Maul, shaped like an arrow, and Decadence, which concentrated the effect on the area around the soles of her feet, Contagion traded the power to age its targets by decades for a wider range. The magic spread out from its origin in a wave of decay. It would be incredibly difficult to dodge these brutal spells—in fact, it was nearly impossible. Even more so for Hazama, who was both unable to move and completely surrounded by them. Dorothy planned to erase his repulsive existence without a trace.

      Thanks to Eternal’s properties, the waves of decay stopped mere millimeters from Hazama. But that would leave him a minuscule amount of time. No one else could stop the passage of time, and everything within this facility had already been affected by the spells.

      “This is the end,” said Dorothy. “So I defeated one of the Three Great Authorities and destroyed this suspicious research lab. Looks like I got two birds with one stone. I’m sure Rion-san will be happy. Hee hee! Well then... Time: Resume.”

      The moment time started again, Hazama’s body collapsed, and all the machines around them rapidly deteriorated before ceasing to function.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      The world started to move, and destruction came. Hazama didn’t even have time to finish his sentence, which had been interrupted when time had stopped. His corrupted body rotted instantly, decaying to exposed bone from the inside out. The research facility around him experienced the same effect.

      Dorothy sighed. “Your tenacity is unbelievable...”

      But it was too soon to assume the battle was over. Hazama’s body, which should have been annihilated by decay, suddenly expanded and returned to its original state. The event looked strange, like something coming from nothing.

      “Khah...Khah hah! Khah hah hah hah hah hah! You’re no regular black mage, are you, girlie?” Hazama asked. “My stock just plummeted by more than a hundred in an instant.”

      “Good for you,” Dorothy replied. “So, when did I say I was a black mage? It seems you reached that misunderstanding all on your own.”

      At this point, Hazama’s body had recovered enough that he could talk.

      “Damn that smart little mouth of yours... And you destroyed my feeding ground too,” he said. “Do you even understand how precious this place was?”

      “Feeding ground?” Dorothy repeated after a moment’s hesitation.

      “Yes, indeed. Though they’re cultured, this facility is capable of generating angel meat. I love that meat, you see, so I come here quite regularly. Well, whatever...it’s not like this is the only one available,” he replied.

      Dorothy was silent, allowing him to continue.

      “Oh, are you interested in angel meat too? Khah hah! If you are, then I don’t mind letting you try some,” he offered.

      “No, I’m fine, thanks,” Dorothy replied flatly. She instantly fired off a casting of Maul. The attack struck Hazama’s eye, blasting it out the other side of his throat before making it rot. Of course, as expected, the eye quickly regenerated.

      After that exchange, Hazama finally replied, “I see. That’s too bad. It’s not good to dislike something without ever having tried it. You’re missing out on about eighty percent of life. So...how about it? Would you let me try mermaid meat? It’s a precious item said to grant eternal life, isn’t it? Khah hah!”

      “Your persistence, ugliness, and rotten nature aside, I hold no interest at all in the nature of that flesh of yours. How many times can you die before your stock or whatever is gone? How about I test that? Well, I’ll do it regardless of your answer,” said Dorothy.

      “Khah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah hah! Try it if you can! I hereby manifest my Authority!” Hazama declared.

      With that, his body swelled past the state it had recovered to. As if rejecting conventions of all life, meat and bone were connected as his body bulged, expanded, and enlarged. In the end, he grew large enough to fill most of the underground space—though in truth, he was still growing. He’d turned into a huge mass of...something, complete with heads of beasts and dragons, parts of angels and demons, random chunks of flesh, arthropod shells, giant limbs, and even octopus tentacles and chunks of something gelatinous.

      But there was still a fallen angel’s pitch-black halo above whatever passed for his head, as well as a pair of ostentatious black wings coming out of what was apparently his back. Though he was a chaotic mix of a bunch of different parts, he seemed to be tacitly insisting that he was still a fallen angel.

      “Well...my target’s gotten a lot bigger,” Dorothy commented. “Now it looks like I can shoot without really aiming and still hit.”

      “Khah hah! Your expression didn’t change at all even after seeing my new form!” exclaimed Hazama. “You might only be the creation of a false goddess, but it seems you have the stuff to be a god of sorts. However...”

      Whoosh!

      Multiple limbs—octopus legs, centipede sections, and tentacles of some other persuasion—made an eerie attack on Dorothy, complete with the sound of the limbs slicing through the air. There were so many attacks it was impossible to count them all, making for an overwhelming mass that tried to crush her.

      “But what?” Dorothy asked.

      She deployed a wall of decay around her, destroying the incoming attacks head-on. She seemed perfectly calm, maintaining her icy attitude. Still, Hazama did not stop. More attacks launched from the wall of flesh that he had become, trying to brute force its way through the wall of time.

      “Khah hah hah hah hah! Allow me to show you despair, girlie! My Authority is Fusion! I absorb the flesh of whatever I eat within me, turning it into materials and adding it to my power! Now that I’ve manifested my Authority, the limit on my material stock is gone! Furthermore, I can add the lives I eat with this Authority directly to my stock! In other words, no matter how hard you try, I can instantly revive! Do you understand? You are trying to fight a fusion of everything and everyone I’ve consumed! Khah hah! The number is countless! Infinite! How could you win against my infinite being?!”

      Dorothy let silence reign for a moment before letting out a chuckle.

      “Huh? What? What’s so funny? Did I strike a nerve or something?” Hazama asked.

      “Oh no, my apologies. I need to thank you for going out of your way to explain your abilities to me. I just thought you were exaggerating a bit too much,” she replied.

      Hazama gave that a moment’s thought before asking, “What?”

      “I mean, it’s true, isn’t it? If what you eat is added directly to your Authority’s power, then it’s clearly not infinite. How would that lead to being countless or infinite? Do you know exactly how much you’ve eaten? Your wording is going to cause misunderstandings.”

      Hazama didn’t respond immediately. He was lost for words by the timing and fierceness of her argument. He’d lived a long life as a god, and never had he been dealt such a shock. Was there anyone else able to attack him with scathing verbal blows even after seeing his huge and unseemly form? No, none existed in his memory, even back in the age of the great war.

      It took a moment for him to recover, then he said, “Khah hah! You fool. The amount of meat I’ve eaten up until now easily surpasses the hundreds of millions. Meaning my stock of lives is over nine digits! Even you, with your strange techniques and magic, can’t hope to win against my fused body and sheer number of lives!”

      Hazama increased the amount of attacks he was throwing out, and he now started emitting some sort of gas from the gaps of his flesh. The gas was gaudily colored, most likely poison.

      Dorothy sighed. “Easily over? Such a sloppy estimate. So, you really don’t have an actual number in mind. Also, you’re counting nine measly digits as an unbeatable number? There should be a limit to how ridiculous jokes can be. That’s not nearly enough to be considered infinite.”

      “Keep talking, you little braaat!” Hazama shouted.

      His rage increased the ferocity of his attacks, but he was still failing to move both the wall of time and Dorothy’s expression.

      “A brute-force strategy in a closed space, supplemented by poisonous gas. If you were facing anyone other than me, it wouldn’t have been a bad plan,” said Dorothy. “I mocked you before, but I will admit that a hundred million lives is a somewhat troublesome amount. It would take far too long to work my way through all that by normal means. So...I’m going to have to get a little mean.”

      Hazama let out an alarmed noise as he was instantly assaulted by an intense but mysterious chill. He felt like he’d met eyes with something behind Dorothy. He had no idea how long whatever it was had been there or what it was. It was transparent like a ghost and didn’t seem to have a defined form. However, it was certainly there, and Hazama knew it was staring right at him. Its gaze was terribly unpleasant and gave him severe anxiety.

      “Deathspan.”

      ◇ ◇ ◇
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      Hazama Shemhazar, one of the Three Great Authorities, was known as a brutal, cruel god. The concept of mercy and compassion didn’t even exist in his heart, and he only accepted whatever he considered to have value. He was the type of person to, for example, not hesitate to step off the righteous path for the sake of his goals. When it came to his objectives, he had no scruples. Many gods complained, saying that Hazama was not fit to be one of them, and there was no small number of deities that came to deliver divine punishment upon him.

      However...not one of those challengers had ever claimed victory against him; they all ended up in his stomach after being defeated.

      “Grk...urgh...”

      “This is what I have always thought: Greed and desire are proportional to strength,” Hazama had once said. “In other words, your hatred of me could not match up to my love of enjoying delicacies. Khah hah! Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter in the end. Anyway, you should obediently let yourself be eaten by me. Don’t worry, you’ll just feel like you’re dying while I chew you. You actually are dying, though! Khah hah hah hah hah hah hah!”

      Fusion, the Authority Hazama had been given by Addams, allowed him to amass more meat the more he ate, increasing his stock of lives. Since the ability was so simple, there was no upper limit to how powerful it could grow. He’d made significant use of this ability during the great war of myth, allowing him to feed on the bodies of various deities and continuously grow stronger. By the end, he’d been feared by his fellow deities as the Foreign God, anathema to all of them, while also joining the ranks of the Three Great Authorities. Because of his abuse of Fusion, Hazama had lost his original form, instead assuming a terribly unsightly shape. But since he placed the highest priority on fulfilling his appetites, such a thing was trivial.

      Even so, there were two deities whom Hazama felt he could not stand up to and should never oppose. One was Addams, leader of the freedom faction in the great war, and the only god Hazama had ever admitted was above him. Addams was so powerful that even with all of Hazama’s might and effort, he wouldn’t be able to estimate the full scope of the other’s abilities. It was enough that Hazama never chose to challenge that god. Addams was so obviously in a different league that even Hazama, a self-righteous being drowning in his own desires, gave his best effort not to displease him.

      The other was Cheruvim Ripita, a fellow member of the Ten Authorities. As his God of Death title suggested, he possessed the Authority of Lethality and could deal death to all with a single stroke (or, to be more accurate, it only applied to enemies he slashed, though Cheruvim kept this a secret even from his allies). Even Hazama, with all his lives, would be affected—probably. He felt it was too dangerous to tempt fate, though, in truth, his cunning and careful nature did him no favors in this regard, as he never even tried to verify his assumptions.

      “But even if Addams is impossible, I would definitely be able to bring down the likes of Cheruvim someday, depending on the situation. Khah hah hah hah!”

      Hazama continued to prepare for the time he would go giant-killing, building up his strength while allowing his desires to smolder. All this for the day that an opportunity—for example, a huge melee just like this—came. That was exactly why he’d positioned himself close to Eld, as he was sure Cheruvim would make a beeline for their leader. Now that Cheruvim had turned coat, he didn’t have to fear reprisal from the other Ten Authorities or Addams. Depending on the situation, he might even manage to eat Eld without much fuss. That would truly be killing two birds with one stone—three birds, even, if the intruder was to die as well. No wonder he couldn’t stop his laughter.

      At least, that was Hazama’s plan, but he’d ended up encountering Dorothy, which ruined everything.

      “Grkhhh! Impossible... This can’t be!” Hazama shouted.

      Right now, his body was much smaller than it usually was when he manifested his Authority. The corrupting aura he emitted in such a state was also much weaker.

      “I showed her my form with my Authority manifested! How could I be reduced to running away again after going this far?! Damn her!” he yelled.

      As his words implied, Hazama was currently on the run. He’d only barely managed to keep his life. He was truly in dire straits.

      Hazama had let out so many decoys, it was incomparable to when he’d first started running. They’d scattered across the continent, all running at the greatest possible speed. By letting out the maximum number of decoys he could make, he’d somehow managed to deceive Dorothy, but the price was huge. Since he’d thrown away so many decoys, his main body had weakened considerably as well. How much of his stock had he gone through in such a short time? Right now, his voice lacked its usual vigor.

      “Grrrrrr! Buh... But I’ve still managed to escape. I’ve divided my presence and made them all move just like me,” he said to himself. “No matter how monstrous she is, she won’t find me so quickly!”

      He spoke as if to reassure himself, repeating those weak-willed words over and over. He kept flashing back to the fearsome sight he’d been forced to witness just a little while before, which only put more pressure on his heart. Right now, he was deep in the depths of despair.

      “Deathspan,” said Dorothy’s voice in his memories.

      “Grk...urgh!” Hazama cried out.

      Just remembering it sent shivers through his body. Dorothy had intoned some sort of spell, he’d at least been able to realize that much. However, he could make no sense of whatever had happened next.

      “There was something behind that little girl,” Hazama said aloud. “I met eyes with whatever it was...I think. After that, my body was assaulted by an overwhelming storm of death. I still don’t know exactly what happened, but I know that my lives were being lost at a frightening speed. Tens of millions in a matter of a few seconds? Impossible. There’s no way...but...damn! What did that little girl do?!”

      Hazama abandoned the battle immediately after being exposed to that mysterious attack, running with all his might from the area. That was what had led to the current situation. He’d given up shockingly fast, but chances were high that he’d have lost all of his stock of lives if he had stayed to fight. His cunning and willingness to give up created its own luck, and though Hazama was dealt a deep psychological wound, he was still alive. The biggest problem now was what he should do.

      “I can tell. She and I are alike. Vengeful, and with a terrible personality. She’ll chase me to the ends of the earth, I’m sure of it,” he said to himself. “I may be safe now, but she’ll eventually catch up to me... Then what do I do? Regroup with Eld, who’s the closest? No, I can’t do that. Cheruvim will likely be there, and I can’t oppose him as I am now. Should I go to Isabel or Hao, who are also part of the Three Great Authorities? Hm...not Isabel. She’s too far away. Hao is— Hrm?!”

      An incredible shock wave shook Hazama to his core as his mind spun at full speed. He looked toward the source to see Hao and...some sort of peach-colored monster locked in an intense battle.

      “Hao is fighting...the false goddess? But Isabel’s seal... Why did it come undone? It can’t be... Was Isabel defeated? No, I know we’re using artificial bodies, but she wasn’t the type of woman to be defeated by mortals!” he exclaimed. “N-No, wait. I should think of myself first. Is there something I can use? Hm...”

      He continued to be wary of Hao’s battle as he surveyed his surroundings.

      “From what I can see, Hao’s battle is totally even... Hrm?! I can see three mysterious creatures that feel like a mixture of human and dragon! And they’re even on the verge of death thanks to Hao!” he exclaimed excitedly. “I should be able to recover some of my body by eating them. No, that would be a bad move. Hao hates having his battles interrupted. It’s possible I’d make an enemy of him the moment I touch his prey. That must be avoided at all costs. Gah! To think the perfect feeding ground is right there, and I can’t partake... No, wait a second...”

      Hazama seemed to have hit upon an idea as he looked over at Hao and his opponent, and his huge mouth warped into a smile.

      The way for Hazama to overturn his situation was to eat both Hao and Goldiana, who were engrossed in their battle, and use them to make a new body. By his estimation, the two were even in strength, which meant it would surely come to a final blow, a time when everything was on the line. Even as powerful they were, they would be focused entirely on their opponent in that instant. He estimated that he would be able to pull it off if he aimed for that perfect chance.

      Hao may be powerful, but only physically. Even if he counterattacks when I try to consume him, it won’t eat through my stocks like that little girlie’s strange attack. But the body he’s trained to its limits will be a powerful weapon against her. If I hit the perfect timing, I might even be able to eat the false goddess! Khah hah! I’ll eat them both! Hazama thought.

      He masked his presence and burrowed into the ground, slowly approaching the battlefield. He even had his remaining decoys do the same so as to not let Dorothy sniff him out. At the very least, it would buy him some time.

      “Heh heh, my thanks,” Hao replied. “Well then, it’s about time we finished this. We will see who is truly the strongest!”

      “That is exactly what I wanted!” Goldiana cried.

      Hazama reformed his body into one with excellent hearing so he could accurately hear the conversation taking place above him. He noticed that the time was nigh and prepared himself. He transformed into a quadruped, optimizing his body to allow him to act with the utmost speed the moment he emerged from the ground. And then, his chance came.

      Now! Hazama thought.

      He jumped out of the ground and quickly found his targets. Both of them were right about to unleash their ultimate attacks—the perfect chance for him.

      “Khah hah! My apologies for interrupting at this time, but do excuse me!”

      They let out noises of surprise. Hazama had been on the move, and once he was close enough, he split his body, creating a new decoy that even had the ability to speak in his voice. He made it speak to the combatants to interrupt them, opening its sinister maw to draw their attention. The plan was to have the real Hazama come from below to swallow them up while they were distracted by his decoy.

      “Hrmph!”

      “Hnggh!”

      They stopped their attacks just short of each other with grunts of effort and immediately turned toward Hazama’s decoy. Despite being enemies, the on-the-spot teamwork they displayed was fluid. They made an instant about-face to become allies so as to crush the ambusher.

      Khah hah hah! They’re mine! Hazama thought.

      Even so, their reaction speeds weren’t enough to catch his real body, which was approaching quietly from under them. He opened his mouth as wide as it would go to swallow both of them whole.

      “Oh my! No!” Goldiana shouted.

      “Khah hah! You realized too late!” Hazama gloated.

      His Authority, Fusion, required the target to be in his stomach to take effect, meaning it didn’t require the target to be dead or for him to even chew them into digestible pieces. No matter how tough Hao’s and Goldiana’s bodies were, as long as they were both in his stomach, they wouldn’t be able to stop him from absorbing them.

      “Hrrrnnnghhh!” Goldiana grunted.

      “It’s no use!” Hazama shouted.

      Hao forcefully changed his stance, clearly trying for an attack similar to a kick. But Hazama didn’t stop. Even if he had to take a painful counterattack, as long as he had lives left, he would continue to regenerate.

      This is the end for you! He thought. He was sure he’d won this gamble. But then...

      “Hmph!” Hao grunted.

      “Ghhhark?!” Goldiana let out.

      Hao’s kick—so powerful, it was unthinkable that he’d unleashed it from such a position—was aimed not at Hazama, but at Goldiana.

      Huh? Hazama thought.

      Though he didn’t stop his swallowing motion, this act confused him. Attacking the false goddess in this situation? Why? A surprise attack? Did Hao seriously still consider him a friendly? So many questions flitted through his mind, as he was unable to see the reason behind the other’s actions.

      Hao’s not an optimist. The moment he noticed I was about to eat him, he would have moved to kill me without mercy. So the purpose behind this move is...saving the false goddess?

      The conclusion he reached after some thought was frankly absurd: Hao was trying to save Goldiana. Even now, Hazama couldn’t figure out why Hao would do that. He frowned, wondering what good could come of saving an enemy at the cost of one’s own life.

      “Hao-chan?!” Goldiana yelped.

      Naturally, she was ejected to safety. Actually, she’d taken a fairly large amount of damage from the attack, but her life wasn’t in danger. Still, she seemed equally surprised by Hao’s actions, her expression confused.

      So, you’ve awakened to the spirit of self sacrifice, have you?! Then you should be happy to be eaten by me! Hazama thought.

      His questions still hadn’t gone away, but that was no reason to stop. He mercilessly swallowed the defenceless Hao. It all happened in but an instant, and there was no sign of Hao attacking from inside.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      “Wh-What...happened?” Dahak asked, watching from nearby.

      “Some weird clump of meat appeared, and the enemies disappeared...” muttered Mdo.

      “I have...a bad feeling about dis...” Boga commented.

      At this point, the Dragonz had finally realized the situation had changed. The three of them were already covered in wounds and couldn’t move.

      “Khah! Khah hah hah hah hah hah hah! Hao is such a fool! If he had the time to save an enemy, he should have tried to escape himself! It matters not, though; he is part of my body now!” Hao exclaimed.

      With Hao having been swallowed, Hazama wiggled his limbs creepily as he laughed uproariously. The effect of fusing with Hao was already showing itself. His body was infused with an enormous amount of energy, and the air about him changed drastically.

      “What did you do to Hao-chan?” Goldiana asked. “Whether you walk out of here alive depends on the answer!”Her tone was uncharacteristically angry, the kind of rage that quietly bled into everything instead of openly blowing up.

      “Hm? Ah, right. You’re here too, false goddess,” Hao said dismissively. “Khah hah! You should have taken the opportunity to pounce rather than ask questions. Either way, you are no longer a threat to me. With the power of two of the Three Great Authorities, there is nothing in this world that is— Wha? Grghh...grkhhh?!”

      Goldiana grunted in confusion upon seeing Hazama suddenly stiffen and let out pained noises. She observed him warily, thinking it might be an act that would turn into a surprise attack, but it seemed to be real.

      “Gah! Hurk! Aaagh!” Hazama screamed. “Wh-Why...won’t you listen...to me?! It’s...as if...”

      “As if your body is being taken over?”

      A portion of Hazama’s head split into another mouth. The voice coming from this one was not his own.

      “.Hao?! Impossible! You should have become...part of...me!” Hazama struggled to get out.

      “Indeed. I regret to say that you are correct. However, you’ve overlooked one important thing,” Hao replied.

      “What?!”

      “My spirit will not disappear so easily, even if you’ve absorbed me.”

      “S-So...what?! People like that...do appear on rare occasion!” Hazama admitted. “But they always...disappear...in time! Taking over my body...is...”

      “Also, my Authority allows me to manipulate my own muscles, that is all. However, it seems to mesh well with your Authority,” said Hazama.

      The next instant, the unsettling mass of meat that was Hazama shrank into human form, making crunching and snapping noises all the while.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      Hazama’s body did not stay in one shape. It was constantly morphing to be more suitable for the situation. The result of this was a freedom of form; he wasn’t trapped by the shape of his body. To him, that was proof of strength and, in a sense, the manifestation of his style of living. But this latest change was different.

      “Hmph...I suppose this is fine for now.”

      After condensing and compacting in on itself, the meat had turned into a black, muscular humanoid. One arm was missing—it looked like Hao before he’d been absorbed by Hazama, only a size bigger and with traces of the body’s original abnormal parts at various points. This shape imitated a human but was still made of a mixture of many different life forms, only squished down into a human shape.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Hazama said. “We’ve suffered an unexpected delay, but now we can continue.”

      “Should I...call you Hao-chan?” Goldiana asked.

      “Indeed you should. To be honest, I wasn’t sure this would go well, but it seems luck was on my side,” “Hao” answered. He clenched and unclenched his fist several times, as if to check the movement of his body.

      “I know we’re enemies, but I suppose I should say I’m glad? So, there’s another Ten Authorities member inside that body, right, Hao-chan?” Goldiana asked. “Judging by what you said and this situation, you’re sharing your form with another from your ranks?”

      “I am,” Hao confirmed. “I’m not sure how much meaning this title has to you, but the consciousness of Hazama, the Foreign God, is mixed into this body as well. Of course, I have control of his ability to speak, so you don’t have to worry about hearing him.”

      “Oh, I’m starting to feel sorry for him,” said Goldiana.

      “Heh! How compassionate of you,” said Hao. “Such emotions would normally not arise after the craven move he just pulled. However...it’s unclear how long my spirit will last. If Hazama was speaking the truth earlier, I might disappear eventually. Of course, at that point, his Authority will be unleashed.”

      Hao clenched his fist as powerfully as he could, so much that his palm started bleeding. It didn’t take long for blood to start dripping from the gaps in his fingers. It was colored a muddy green instead of red.

      “Am I hearing things? It sounds like you want me to defeat you,” said Goldiana.

      “Indeed you must be hearing things,” said Hao. “None of the Ten Authorities take anything Hazama says seriously, and even if he was telling the truth, I am not one to lose to him mentally. Still, I want to do battle with you, putting it all on the line as both of us try to kill each other. If what was said was to somehow stir your compassionate personality, I would be grateful. So, what do you think? Was I able to give you a reason not to lose?”

      “Who knows?” Goldiana said coyly. “I was always planning to fight with all my might and win—”

      “Um, excuse me,” a voice interrupted. “Did any of you see a weird lump of meat passing by?”

      “Oh?” Goldiana reacted.

      The lovely intervening voice had come from above the pair. When they looked up, they saw Dorothy, looking unhappy, her arms transformed into wings.

      “My, if it isn’t Dorothy-chan,” said Goldiana. “You look terribly upset. Did something happen?”

      “Well, yes... I encountered a member of the Ten Authorities with the worst personality, mouth, and face who is only good at running away, and I was chasing him...” Dorothy sighed. “It seems this is a rather complicated situation.” She was looking at the changed Hao.

      “I’ll tell you this now: He’s not the one you were chasing,” said Goldiana. “Well, his body may be the same, but...” She proceeded to patiently explain all the events that had brought them to the present moment, from how they’d been ambushed during their fight, to Hao being absorbed, to him being able to take over Hazama’s body using his Authority.

      Hao spent the whole time nodding repeatedly in response to Goldiana’s explanation. Dorothy wondered why he, one of the Ten Authorities, was participating in the discussion, but she decided not to question it for the moment.

      “I...see,” said Dorothy. “No wonder I don’t feel Hazama’s wicked presence, despite them having the same body. Still...he seems much stronger than when I was fighting him.”

      “Hm, you are strong as well,” Hao commented. “It is a different kind of strength from mine, but I am not picky. If you have a grudge against this body and a desire to vent it, I will engage with you.”

      Dorothy sighed again. “Please don’t say that with such a happy looking face. Is this world just full of battle junkies?” She sounded exasperated, but she was also wearing a smile that said she was excited to do battle. At this point, she didn’t care who was inside as long as she could destroy that hateful body.

      “Hey, wait a second, Dorothy-chan,” said Goldiana. “Hao is my opponent. We have our own score to settle, so I won’t let you cut in.”

      “Yes, I know, but...if he has been absorbed by Hazama, you don’t have a chance of winning as you currently are, Goddess of Reincarnation Goldiana. Your battle so far has been fierce, but now he has a new, almost undamaged body. And he also likely has Hazama’s whole stock of lives too. Meanwhile, you obviously...”

      “You really get right to the heart of things, don’t you, meanie?” Goldiana pouted slightly. “But...you’re right. At best, I can manage one all-out attack. We were planning to end the battle before we were interrupted.”

      “Indeed. I was planning to do the same. Truly a shame that we were interrupted,” Hao agreed.

      Goldiana added in a powerful wink, but Hao was unfazed. He had been quietly observing Goldiana and Dorothy’s conversation, showing no intention of going on the offensive.

      “His appearance aside, I see he’s upright and honest, unlike Hazama. I have an idea, Goddess of Reincarnation Goldiana,” said Dorothy.

      “What is it? Oh, and including my title every time feels way too formal, so you can just call me Prettia-chan!” Goldiana replied, emphasizing her point with a heart mark.

      It took a moment for Dorothy to continue. “I don’t mind allowing you to continue fighting. But would you let me play the part of your backup?”

      “I feel ignored, but fine,” said Goldiana. “When you talk about backup, does that mean you’ll be casting buffing magic?”

      “Yes, essentially. I’ll apply Time Magic in a way that synergizes with your fighting style to give you as much of an advantage as possible, though if I see an opening, I might launch some attack magic as well. We’re facing what’s basically a fusion of Hao and Hazama, so I think it’s only fair to team up to fight them.”

      “Hm, you have a point,” Hao agreed. “I personally love that idea.”

      “You’re so understanding, it’s actually throwing me off,” Dorothy muttered.

      At any rate, it was decided that Goldiana and Dorothy would team up, complete with Hao’s approval.

      “Yes, you’re right. That might be our only option if we want to win,” admitted Goldiana. “But are you sure you’re okay with this? We’ll be working as a team without any prior training.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” Dorothy assured her. “I’ve got him possessing me.”

      “Oh!” Goldiana exclaimed.

      “Hm?!” said Hao.

      In that instant, Goldiana and Hao felt some sort of presence behind Dorothy. It was hard for them to put it into words, but they got a really bad feeling from it.

      “I can’t explain this ability here and now, so you’ll just have to wait to be introduced to him after this fight is done,” said Dorothy. “You might feel his gaze on you, and you might be distracted by it, but I promise we’ll be the perfect backup. Feel free to concentrate on the fight, Goddess of Reincarnation Goldiana.”

      For the final time, they reset. Hao tensed his muscles as he took a combat stance, and Goldiana did the same while facing him. Dorothy positioned herself up in the air behind Goldiana, allowing her and the being possessing her a view of the entire battlefield.

      “We don’t need any signal to start, do we?” Goldiana confirmed.

      “No, we don’t. Feel free to start as you please,” Hao agreed. “Please act as you please too, Dorothy.”

      “I will, to the extent that I won’t get in the way. I’ll hit you with magic without mercy if you show me an opening, so don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Heh! How terrifying!” Despite his reply, there was no way there would be any such opening for either Hao or Goldiana, now that they were prepared for battle. They were both combat ready and waiting for a chance to make a move. Meanwhile, Dorothy was waiting for things to take off.

      The fastest way to defeat him would be to hit him with Deathspan using Ancestral Vision, but... Dorothy’s Unique skill, Ancestral Vision, was something she’d gained after the ritual from Deatotal. When she activated this skill, a guardian spirit in the form of Deatotal appeared behind her, pointing its heated gaze at her enemies. Actually, the gaze was so cold that it sent shivers up anyone in its vicinity’s spine. It was terribly unpleasant and caused a variety of mental and spiritual problems, big and small, accruing aggro unconsciously.

      However, the true worth of Ancestral Vision lay elsewhere: It could transmit magic through its gaze. She’d used it in her battle with Hazama earlier to hit him with the Time Magic spell Deathspan, shaving away a large number of his lives.

      This is a spell that greatly speeds up the passage of time by narrowing its area of effect to the limit. The speed at which it fast forwards time is incomparable to Maul and Decadence, which are already able to make their victims rot away. But its range is far too narrow to be of any use in battle. At least, without the skill I got from Deatotal, which allows me to hit enemies with it just by looking at them.

      Deathspan’s original range was only about the size of a grain of rice, but with Ancestral Vision, it would basically never miss as long as the target was within her ghost’s line of sight. Even the sturdiest of bodies with the most powerful of abilities would be sent forward thousands of years in an instant without any chance of resistance. It affected all living things, and even if a race existed with a lifespan that could survive that, not eating or sleeping for thousands of years would naturally kill any living thing.

      Hazama, with his cunning, cowardice, and massive stock of lives, was uniquely positioned to run away, but just barely. As long as whoever was hit with it didn’t have such an unusual ability, this strategy was unbeatable.

      The problem is whether Ancestral Vision will work on him... Dorothy pondered.

      She knew that the skill had its weak points. The guardian spirit’s gaze was equally unpleasant to everyone in sight, but a condition needed to be met to allow her to transmit magic through it: The target had to have a certain amount of hatred or a large enough grudge against Dorothy. Basically, the skill acted like driving a stake into a doll, sending a curse at its hated foe with its gaze. Since it didn’t automatically work against all enemies, it was both powerful and strangely hard to use...maybe.

      Since pent-up resentment was the key to unlocking the ability, one might wonder how Dorothy had been able to activate it against Hazama, as it had been their first time meeting. In his case, she’d been able to irritate and enrage him with her words and actions to fulfill the condition without much trouble. Now, she needed to do the same with Hao. Thinking back to the way Hao had acted, she figured it would be hard to fulfill the skill’s special condition, but...

      Hao’s personality aside, the body is Hazama’s, so I think it will work. Hazama’s body must be destroyed! Absolutely!

      Regardless of Hao’s personality, she decided that Hazama’s hatred was more than enough to make the body a target. It seemed the amount of hatred required was dependent on Dorothy’s mood. The standard was surprisingly rough.

      I likely don’t need to worry about meeting that condition. But, Hao’s the one moving the body, not that idiot Hazama. If I’m not careful, he might actually dodge the gaze somehow...

      Hazama, with his Authority activated, took on a fighting style that took his stock of lives into account. He tried to overwhelm with mass, no matter what kind of attack he received in return. It was a brute-force method, and given how large he got, there was no way he was even thinking about evasion, so Deathspan had been able to easily hit.

      However, Hao wasn’t nearly as slow as Hazama. Also, now that he’d formed the body into a humanoid shape, he could make use of his insane martial skill. It was possible he might detect her gaze of doom and dodge it.

      Considering what happened with Kelvin during the exhibition match, even if I use Eternal, it’s possible for the gaze to be dodged in the instant the spell comes undone. Hao’s physical abilities can’t even be compared to Kelvin’s, so I need to be all the more careful. That’s why I need Goldiana to distract him for just an instant. I need the ability to guarantee a hit.

      Dorothy was aiming for the instant Goldiana struck Hao with her all-out attack. Dorothy had decided that Goldiana would beat Hao physically while she simultaneously erased Hazama’s pool of lives. It also allowed her to respect the fight between Hao and Goldiana.

      I’m relying on you, goddess of the new age! she thought.

      Ugh, this time, I’ll be sure to burn the sight into my memory, Prettia-chan! Dahak thought at the same time.

      With Dorothy (and a Dahak who was awake mostly through sheer willpower) watching over them, Goldiana and Hao continued to face off in silence. They were busy reading each other, and it was anyone’s guess what kind of exchanges were going on in their minds.

      Nothing was said, but it seemed they were even enjoying this imaginary fight, as they were both smiling while refusing to look away from each other. Some time passed with them shedding waterfalls of sweat—and then finally, the moment came.

      They both shouted as they disappeared, their fists clashing together instantly. Each opted for the same moves they’d used for their intended final attack earlier: a Doki Doki Smash from Goldiana and an Absoluteness from Hao. But this time, the attacks seemed even sharper, stronger, and faster to Dahak. Was that because Vouivre had been cast on Goldiana and Hao was in a fresh body?

      Either way, Dahak was correct. With how they were now, there was nothing in the world they couldn’t destroy, nothing they couldn’t wipe away with only their fists. The pair’s punches became the strongest spears and also the strongest shields.

      However, as the classic contradiction stated, both could not exist at the same time. So which of them would crumble when they clashed? Actually, that wording wouldn’t be correct. What would happen would be simpler and more obvious. Essentially...the strongest would prevail.

      “I’m glad I was able to have you...as my final opponent,” said Hao.

      “It’s been...an honor,” Goldiana replied.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

    

  

    
    
      In the end, Goldiana was the one to claim the victory of her lifetime. Her attack, strong and resolute, imbued with all the feelings of those with her, had proven superior to Hao’s.

      “RAAAAAAGGGHHH!!!” She shouted her victory.

      Her voice seemed like it would carry to the ends of the earth; it certainly filled the entire battlefield. Hao’s fist had shattered, and the impact of the attack was reverberating through his entire body, which was already only barely maintaining humanoid form. The amount of lives lost from this attack was barely anything when compared to the amount the body contained, but Goldiana still won. She’d undoubtedly beaten Hao in this life-or-death battle.

      This won’t do, thought Hao. We’re in battle and yet I’m feeling uncharacteristically sentimental. Is it because I’m feeling so fulfilled right now? I suppose that’s fine. It was a good match.

      For some reason, Hao was feeling calm even as the destruction of his body was progressing and despite having lost. As for Hazama, who was the original owner of the body...

      Hao, you idiot! Hurry, we need to regenerate and retreat! That little girl’s attack is coming! He made no attempt to hide his wariness, afraid of Dorothy’s mysterious attack, as he called for Hao to retreat.

      Though Hazama was prevented from speaking physically, he could still communicate with Hao, and he’d been shouting nonstop throughout the entire battle. Of course, this was all internal. No one else had any idea this was going on, as the telepathy he was using could only reach Hao, who shared his body.

      If you’re not willing to get a move on, then return control of my body to me! Hazama demanded. I’ll kill them quickly and make them into new facets of my body’s strength!

      You? The one who lost to Dorothy before losing to me as well and having your body taken? That was a pretty good joke, but I’m not laughing, replied Hao.

      Grrr! Agh, who cares about the details! At this rate, both of us will die! The attacks from that false goddess are nothing, but the little girl’s attacks are an exception! We’ll be killed, even with my Authority manifested! Anyway, just move! Split your body and make decoys! Run away, no matter what it takes! Hazama continued to petition him desperately.

      Run? Heh, what happened to those confident words from earlier? Well, either way, it would be impossible to do so. Thanks to the last attack, I can no longer move. At the very least, we’ll be here for another few seconds, Hao replied.

      Wha... Wh-Wh-What the hell?! You idiot! Stop messing with me! Hazama raged.

      I will turn those words right back at you, Hazama calmly shot back. It was so difficult to concentrate with your ceaseless yammering in the middle of battle. If you want to win even a little, you should have been quiet inside me.

      The internal conversation between Hao and Hazama, who shared a body, occurred at a speed equivalent to that of Kelvin’s Follower Network. Even someone as patient as Hao was fed up with being harried constantly at speeds like that during battle. In a sense, he’d been handicapped the entire time.

      What do you mean, inside you?! This is my body! Hazama angrily pointed out.

      Well, I suppose I was just not good enough, this incident included, admitted  Hao. I shouldn’t have been disturbed. If I had just possessed a tougher mentality... Heh, to think I could still have regrets after all that’s happened. I guess life just doesn’t go the way one wants, whether it’s a human’s or a god’s.

      Listen to me! Hazama insisted. And don’t just reach some sort of satisfying conclusion on your own! I still want to—need to—survive! There’s so much more for me to eat! I am Hazama! The Foreign God Hazama—

      My apologies for interrupting your speech, but the time has come, said Hao. But, how should I put it... Our souls will be offered to Addams if we die, right? Personally, I find this regrettable, but the outcome still isn’t terrible as a member of the Ten Authorities. Not enough to really interest me, though.

      As if! You idiot! Fool! How can you be so stuuupiiid! Hazama continued expressing his anger.

      Goldiana’s mercy-filled strike was slowly destroying their body. But what came next was a merciless spell that would one-sidedly execute them.

      “Deathspan,” said Dorothy.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      The battle was over. Their enemy’s body had been forcefully sent to the future, taking its stock of lives with it. In the end, the body turned to dust and was blown away by the wind, leaving no trace of its unsettling form.

      “Looks like it went well,” Dorothy remarked.

      Goldiana was silent for a moment before speaking up. “Hao-chan, the result might have been different if you had been in perfect condition. But this time, I won. I’ve avenged you, Grostina, my cute sister disciple!”

      “Aaahhh! You did it, Prettia-chaaannn!” Dahak yelled.

      “Um, hey, wait a second, Dahak. Don’t just fly off...all of a...sudden...” Mdo gasped.

      “How are you so energetic...when you’re in...tatters...” Boga added.

      “The incarnation of beauty has descended before us! Naturally, the very sight gives me energy!” Dahak replied.

      Dorothy put her hand to her chest in relief as Goldiana looked up at the sky, shedding tears. That was when the Dragonz approached. Though the battlefield was far from intact, their emotions were, and they were swirling around tumultuously.

      “Mmhmm, you’re as energetic as ever,” Goldiana gushed. “If even one person was absent, I wouldn’t have been able to grasp victory. I’m so moved!”

      “Roooaaarrrgh! Prettia-chaaannn!” Dahak yelled.

      “Shut up!” Mdo responded. “Please don’t lump Boga and me in with that idiot Dahak, Goldiana... We’re not energetic at all. Look at us...”

      “I want to eat...rice balls...” Boga muttered, exhausted.

      While Dahak was energetically making his emotions known, it looked like it was taking everything Mdofarak and Boga had to stay in the air.

      “Jeez, you guys just lack guts and willpower!” Dahak scoffed. “Prettia-chan’s the one who had it hardest—I’b so sooorrryyy, Prettia-chan! Grooosss!” Of course, Dahak’s emotions quickly turned to grief. He seemed to be pretty unstable at the moment and began wailing.

      “Dragon Kings don’t cry so easily, Dahak,” Mdo said. “But you’re right...Grostina’s final moments were...” She sniffed sadly.

      “Ugghh...zorry!” Boga apologized. “I wasn’t powerful enough!”

      Goldiana paused for a moment before letting out a giggle. “It’s great to see that girl was so loved. Allow me to express my gratitude in her stead. Thank you all so much for fighting beside her. I’m sure she’s proud that she was able to fight with you...so rejoice in our victory for her as well.”

      “But... But!” Dahak protested.

      None of the Dragonz showed any sign of stopping their tears, and the waterfall moistened the blasted ground under them. It was enough to make a small spring.

      “My my, she sure was loved, wasn’t she? Truly...” Goldiana trailed off.

      After a moment’s observation, Dorothy spoke up. “Sorry to interrupt, Goddess of Reincarnation Goldiana, but I should be moving on to the next battle now.” She spread her wings after that declaration.

      “Oh! So soon? You used a very intense spell, didn’t you, Dorothy-chan? Do you have enough magic?”

      “No need to worry. I’ve been given goddess-approved recovery potions from a certain gluttonous deity. I have a small stomach, so one is my limit, but...well, it should be enough to hold me for one more battle.”

      “Is that so? I guess I needn’t have worried,” said Goldiana. “Have you already decided where you’re going?”

      “I have,” Dorothy affirmed. “I want to ascertain Luquille’s movements rather than chase another of the Ten Authorities. I’ve just confirmed that her presence has left the Holy Stake. I...have a bad feeling.”

      She looked off into the distance. It seemed she already knew where Luquille was.

      “Oh my, no! Is this a flag?!” Goldiana exclaimed.

      “Flag?” Dorothy repeated, confused.

      “That’s right! An omen of the future!” Goldiana exclaimed. “Serge-chan told me about them before! I’m worried, so would you mind if I come with you? My wounds should recover as I run!”

      “As you...run? I know I’m not one to talk, but your body is pretty ridiculous, Goddess of Reincarnation Goldiana,” said Dorothy.

      “Urgh!” Dahak sniffled. “If Prettia-chan’s going, then we are toooooo! Right, Mdo?! Boga?!”

      “No, come on. That’d be impossible,” Mdo retorted.

      “Rice balls...” Boga muttered.

      And so, the Dragonz, heavily wounded, withdrew. Meanwhile, Dorothy and Goldiana chased after Luquille.

      Chapter 2: Unification

      The battle in the Chamber of Wisdom, located at the center of the angel’s capital, San Zelles, had finally begun. Actually, since the chamber was too small, the combatants had moved outside. At any rate, the battle had finally started. The enemy was the leader of the Ten Authorities, Eld Astel, a worthy opponent.

      “Obsidian Edge!”

      “Do you seriously think you can hurt me with that blunt thing?” Eld asked after a moment of disbelief. “As long as I am turning the metal around me into material, those will be decomposed long before they reach me.”

      As he said, he was using his Authority, Unity, to copy other Authorities, entrancing me greatly. He was currently manifesting the white wings of Baldogg’s Tempering, turning every bit of matter near him into energy for him to use. In other words, if I carelessly got too close, all my equipment would be taken apart and I would be left just like Cheruvim, who was buck naked. Not only that, but considering the equipment I’d lent to Cheruvim had been Rank S and was now gone without a trace, the strength of the equipment didn’t make a difference to the process. Truly, a troublesome ability.

      That didn’t mean long-range attacks were working either. As Eld said, even if I were to launch my Obsidian Edge blades at him, they would be broken apart before reaching him just like any equipment. I even tried making an attack using my scythe, but he simply switched to Hard’s Unbreakable and negated the damage. I knew that the Authority’s weaknesses were spells that ignored imbued properties, like Divine Saber or Sacred Bless, but...I would need to approach Eld to be able to make use of them. And as noted before, I would lose all my equipment and join Cheruvim as a nudist if I did that. Yeah, rejected. I didn’t want to lose all my stuff that had served me so well over the years, and neither did I want to be stripped naked.

      Now then, what to do? I could cast Divine Saber on Cheruvim and send him in, but the spell targets equipment. He’s naked, so there’s nothing to cast it on. I also considered hitting him with both physical and magical attacks at once, but I’ve already confirmed he can activate Temperance and Unbreakable at the same time. Seems like his ability isn’t so convenient as to allow each to only be used once. Both of them are still totally usable. Heh heh...what an annoying opponent you are, Eld! It was worth choosing to come here!

      “What are you spacing out for, Kelvin?! We’re in the middle of battle! Get it together!” shouted Cheruvim.

      “Oh, right...sure.”

      Right, I know I don’t match up great with our enemy, but, like, um...well...yeah.

      I was being addressed by Cheruvim, self-proclaimed sub-leader of the Ten Authorities with a name very similar to mine, who I’d formed a temporary working relationship with. Not only was his name similar to mine, he even had the same black hair and style. We basically resemble each other a lot. We’d crossed blades once and affirmed that we were both strong, so I’d given him my seal of approval.

      Also, he seems antagonistic toward Eld, so his morale was high. That was a good thing, a very good thing. Since he’d lost all his equipment, he was standing on the front line in my place while slamming him with slashes imbued with this Authority. He was doing his part as the lynchpin of our offense.

      But! I’d been looking forward to this battle so much and now he was standing in front of me, hiding nothing from my eyes as he fought valiantly while showing me everything!

      I know that, tactically, this is the correct choice, but my morals are warring within me, saying I need to follow him into battle! And it’s getting fierce as the fight gets more intense! Hey, even battle junkies have scruples about how they fight, you know?!

      “Cheruvim, I know you’re fighting hard, but you know that your Authority doesn’t mesh well with Unbreakable,” said Eld. “Now is your chance to surrender. If you do, I will give you the honor of being sacrificed to Addams.”

      “Hmph, I won’t be tempted by your smooth words!” Cheruvim responded. “Abandoning the fight just because your abilities are a bad match is what weaklings do! I will follow my own path and bury you!”

      Whether or not they knew of my conflicted mental state, Eld and Cheruvim continued to fight passionately as if nothing was wrong, all while exchanging heated words.

      Oh man, why are both of you making that face? Do fallen angels have no sense of shame? You know, our DarkMel is much more proper. In fact, she’s more proper than Mel! Like, she’s the type to not allow someone to walk around naked even in the house. And, well, I’d like both of you to learn from her. My little girl is the paragon of fallen angels!

      “YOU TWO NEED TO TAKE A LESSON FROM DARKMEEELLL!”

      Both combatants reacted with shocked noises as I slammed Eld with the strongest casting of Air Pressure I could muster with my Magic Overclock, as if to let out my frustration. The damage done was minimal, but it should have made it harder for him to move.

      “What kind of cryptic nonsense are— No, I should be saying ‘well done’ instead! Abestag!” shouted Cheruvim.

      It seemed he’d understood my intentions, and he slashed at Eld with his jet-black scythe, aiming for what would be vitals on a human, like one’s eyes or neck. Hard was made out of metal, but Eld was only flesh. It was possible that there could be a hole in his defenses...

      “It’s useless,” said Eld.

      Thought not. Right, got it. As expected, Unbreakable covered his vitals as well. Cheruvim’s scythe, which could grant death to people and spells alike, was able to erase my Air Pressure, but still was unable to kill Eld.

      “Hup!” Erd grunted.

      “Hrngh?!” Cheruvim let out.

      Eld had counterattacked using black blades that were...very similar to my Obsidian Edge swords that had been broken down earlier. The wings of energy on his back were even now creating new weapons to throw at us. I wasn’t sure whether to gripe about it or consider myself lucky, but the speed at which these weapons were being thrown was nothing special, and we had plenty of time to dodge even if we didn’t react until after we saw the weapon get thrown. They didn’t suddenly change vectors in midair either; it was a very standard attack.

      “Your defenses may be formidable, but your offense leaves much to be desired! Is this really the extent of your strength, oh leader of the Ten Authorities?!”

      “That’s right! Keep it up, Kelvin!” shouted Cheruvim. “Tell him that I’m more fit to be the leader of the Ten Authorities!”

      No, no, I didn’t say that.

      “You expect too much of me, Grim Reaper,” said Eld. “How many times do I have to say that Unity isn’t that convenient? Now that this is a two-on-one fight, I’m naturally forced onto the defensive.”

      “Then die already! I will succeed you!” shouted Cheruvim.

      “Heh! Allow me to refuse,” replied Eld.

      Though he was saying that he was on the back foot, his defenses were pretty much perfect. There was no doubt that this battle was falling into a stalemate, no matter how fiercely we attacked.

      Still...not that convenient, huh? If I take his words at face value, maybe it’s something like he can use different Authorities at the same time but not at full power? Hard’s Unbreakable combined both offense and defense, and the one with Tempering who fought Serge should have been able to make a larger variety of weapons. Hm...that’s too bad.

      But what was even more concerning was how composed Eld was in this situation. Currently, he was neither winning nor losing. And yet, why was he so calm?

      Wait...don’t tell me he never intended to win in the first place? Like, he could just be doing this to buy time... Agh, that does seem possible. Which means we’ll need to hurry this up.

      “Okay, let’s change up the strategy a little. I’m counting on you, Clotho.”

      I put my Black Staff of Disaster into Clotho’s Storage and took out a different weapon instead. I wonder how long it’s been since I used this?

      “It’s been a while, Clive-kun!”

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      “What is that, Grim Reaper?” Eld asked after a pause.

      In a rare show, his brow was furrowed as he looked doubtfully at the sword I brought out.

      Ha ha! He’s got some good instincts.

      “This is the current Demon Lord’s weapon, only I brought it back onto the straight and narrow. Its name is Clive.”

      Despite the black longsword being in the same category as Willjillion, anyone who touched it would suffer a huge mass of curses; it was a very warped little thing. And, most importantly, the sword was alive. From what Serge had told me, Tempering couldn’t break down anything that was living. In other words, Clive was the best weapon for the job!

      “For reasons, I can’t use this sword against women, but that doesn’t apply to you, Eld. You can go wild, Clive!”

      It felt like Clive responded to that.

      That’s weird. Is it just me or is Clive refusing? No, I’m sure it’s just my imagination. I’ve beat it back into shape so many times that it’s reached the level of Willjillion. Its personality should have been reborn as something pure and honest too. I’m sure it’ll display its power, no matter who it’s against!

      Then again, by the time I’d obtained the sword—basically when I’d defeated Demon Lord Zel—Clive’s personality, which had been inside the sword, had already been nearly gone.

      There were only the dregs of a personality left, and when I think back to how Tristan and Jildora were in Trycen at the time, I can’t imagine they used any decent method to put him in the sword. At any rate, given the state his soul was in, it should be impossible for the weapon to show any sort of independent will... Either its ego is especially strong, or somehow the massive amount of curses just happened to synergize? Every once in a while, the sword seems to show some personality. By the way, that never went away, no matter how much I fixed it. Well, anyway, that’s why I decided never to use Clive against a girl.

      
      “Hey, is it just me or does that sword hate the idea?” Cheruvim asked.

      “No way. It’s just excited to be released for the first time in so long. Now then...let’s test whether or not that Tempering Authority can take this apart.”

      “I see... That’s quite an interesting blade,” said Eld.

      “No, it’s just weird and disgusting. You have bad taste, Kelvin,” said Cheruvim.

      Finally, the look in Eld’s eyes turned serious. It seemed he considered Clive-kun a threat. And, for some reason, Cheruvim criticized my taste.

      Heh heh, I want to slice him up, but now’s not the time. My weapon may be fine, but if I charge in as I am, everything else will disintegrate.

      “Hard, Astaroth Form.”

      I summoned Hard and had it transform, pulling the hood far over my face. I put all of my clothing and other equipment inside Clotho, and now my preparations were finished. I was seriously only wearing Hard, so it felt kind of weird, but...well, I was still much better than Cheruvim.

      Also, I made sure not to imbue Clive-kun and Hard with Divine Saber and Sacred Bless, because while the spells were powerful, they would dispel the equipment’s original abilities.

      “So that’s what happened to Ridwan?” said Eld. “Bold of you to not only make a member of the Ten Authorities your follower, but to also wear him. Are you sure about this, though? Ridwan’s soul is already within a stake. Even with Unbreakable, he might get disassembled by Tempering if you get too close.”

      “He’s not Ridwan anymore, he’s Hard. And as for your question...as the name suggests, Hard isn’t weak enough to fall pretty to that. But why don’t we test it out along with Clive-kun?!” I pointed my sword at Eld and emanated pressure his way.

      “My word, so the Grim Reaper finally comes to the front line,” said Eld. “This might prove to be a bit too much for me.”

      “Then you can always surrender—” Cheruvim started, but was cut off by me.

      “Let’s go!”

      “Ah, hey!” shouted Cheruvim.

      Before he could say anything more, I stepped into range of Tempering. As expected from his reaction speed, Cheruvim quickly followed.

      “Go,” said Eld.

      He created a mass of swords with his wings and hurled them at us. However, while the numbers were great, it was just a rehash of the earlier attack. The weapons made with Tempering weren’t imbued with Unbreakable, so if I felt like it, I could even crush these projectiles with my bare hands. Basically, such things weren’t real obstacles to us!

      “Well done, given how recently you learned about it! But from what I heard, they should be better!” I made my way through the storm of weapons in front of me to reach Eld’s side.

      Meanwhile, Cheruvim was continuously and loudly agreeing, but I’d expected that to happen. I was used to it by now. Still, it seemed to me that the original owners of these Authorities would be better at using them. Even if Eld were to use several at once, it didn’t seem like he could mix or fuse abilities together.

      Is that the limit of Unity? If possible, I’d like him to say something more. Okay, let’s try taunting him a little.

      “Why not add Unbreakable to your attacks too?! Are you still holding back on producing mythical weapons?!”

      “I’d appreciate it if you would cut me some slack, Grim Reaper, or else you’ll get infected with Cheruvim’s stupidity,” said Eld.

      “What do you mean, my stupidity?!” shouted Cheruvim. “Damn you, you’ll regret your words! I hereby manifest my Authority!”

      Why the heck are you the one getting riled up, Cheruvim?!

      Anyway, erm...Cheruvim manifested his Authority and changed form. He was still naked, but now he had curled horns on his head and black bone wings, making his nakedness seem a little less bad...Nope, it’s still terrible. I won’t say what, but it’s still out and clearly visible. Oh man, I don’t know what to do...

      At any rate, it was clear that Cheruvim was at a disadvantage between how short-tempered he was with Eld to his continuing nudity. But that didn’t mean he was without a plan.

      “Azem!” he declared.

      “Mm?!”

      The ends of his bone wings grew, split, and branched off across a wide area toward Eld.

      I see, so he’s deploying them to cut off Eld’s escape routes. With this, even if he doesn’t take any damage, we’ll be able to limit his options with the constantly spawning wall of bone wings. It should be hard for Eld to destroy these wings with just the weapons he makes from Temperance. So, I should be...shining bright with Clive-kun!

      I threw out an attack at Eld now that he’d lost his ability to leave. Believing in that fact, I cast Sonic Acceleration while he was distracted, instantly closing the distance.

      Now then, I wonder what Unbreakable will do to someone with no lives?

      “I won’t fall for that,” said Eld.

      Rumba rumba rumba rumba rumba rumba!

      “Whoa?!”

      “Tch!” Cheruvim let out.

      I was so close to getting into sword range when Eld suddenly made the ground under his feet swell.

      No, wait, is he trying to create tower-like footholds using Temperance?

      Unfortunately, those were quickly destroyed by Cheruvim’s bone wings. Still, Eld got himself up, flapping his energy wings and flying high up into the air.

      “That was close. I don’t want to touch that sw—” Eld started.

      “I mean, you know I can just chase you, right?”

      Eld let out a noise of shock.

      You shouldn’t underestimate the effect of an overclocked casting of Sonic Acceleration. Now that I can get close to you, there’s no point in trying to run away with only your level of speed.

      I quickly swung Clive-kun, assaulting Eld with a slash laden with curses.

      ◇ ◇ ◇

    

  

    
    
      The speed boost given by Sonic Acceleration also raised the speed of my sword swings. I estimated I was fast enough that by the time Eld would be able to turn to face me, the number of slashes I’d have launched would be in the double digits.

      During the first slash, Unbreakable showed its effect and he was not cut. My sword bounced off of him with a metallic clang, and there was no change in his appearance. This continued up to the fourth slash, but on the fifth one, something changed in his Authority.

      “Grk?!” Eld grunted.

      The moment Clive-kun’s edge touched him, it started slicing through his flesh, even though up until now, it had only returned a metallic clanging. The sixth and seventh slashes also succeeded, making this a combo of attacks on the hitherto untouched Eld. Apparently I was right: He had been cursed by Clive-kun, and Unbreakable had ceased to function.

      Curses brought about a variety of debuffs and bad status effects—a truly annoying thing. In Clive-kun’s case, I’d adjusted it so that I’d be fine as long as I was holding on to its grip, but that wasn’t the case for other cursed items in the world. And if anyone was to try to use a cursed weapon, they’d definitely have to have some sort of workaround. When I fought Viktor, I had avoided the curse by essentially “shooting” it out of storage, like I was using Clotho to block it. Ah, that reminds me, I used the same method back then to peel away Viktor’s magic. Who would’ve thought I’d use the exact same method now, with Clive-kun and everything? It wasn’t quite moving, but it went to show that anything could happen.

      “Ha ha ha! Let’s keep going!”

      Without slowing down, I continued to swing my sword with all the speed I could muster. Clive-kun’s curse would take effect just from touching its blade, but it would be much stronger if the blade were to cut into the target. In other words. The more I slashed Eld, the more curses would stack on top of each other. The more damage I inflicted on him, the worse his situation would get.

      Since I hadn’t seen Eld get damaged before now, I hadn’t seen him use any recovery magic or the Auto Healing skill take effect.

      Now, what will you do? I’m much faster than you. Aren’t you going to undo the curses or heal yourself? If you don’t do something soon, the curses will only continue to stack and a certain pervert wielding Lethality will come to murder you from behind, you know? Hey, come on, what’re you going to do? I want to see your all-powerful solution to this. Hurry up and show it to me!

      “I suppose it’s my turn now,” said Eld.

      “What do you— Whoa!”

      My combo against Eld was suddenly stopped. It felt like a weird power had gotten in the way out of nowhere, even though Clive-kun had been going through him like a hot knife through butter before. I couldn’t even pull my blade out of him. It didn’t seem to be because of Unbreakable, but while I was trying to figure it out, he formed a fist and seemed about to try to engage me in hand-to-hand combat.He breathed out heavily.

      “Hyper Impact!”

      His fist was about to make contact with my cheek when I cast my spell through Clive-kun to unleash a storm of shock waves inside him. With that, I managed to force him off balance, dodge the incoming fist, and pull Clive-kun out of his body.

      Ah, I see. The power that stopped my blade was pure muscle. I tried to pry open his defenses because it didn’t seem like I’d be able to win in a contest of strength, but...if I’d been facing the original user of this Authority, that would’ve been pretty dangerous, huh?

      But still...I see. I’ve been considering a whole host of different conditions he’d need to activate Authorities using Unity, but finally the truth has shown itself. Before, he only used Tempering and Unbreakable, but now he’s also used Brawn. That means he can most likely use Fusion as well. From Network conversations with Dahak and the others, Hao and Hazama were defeated just now. Basically, the Authorities become available to Eld as his fellow Ten Authorities are killed...which means the loss of his comrades is actually a benefit to him.

      Whoops. Sonic Acceleration’s about to run out. The effect of Magic Overclocking is enormous, but it always makes spell durations shorter.

      “What a warped little Authority you have!”

      “Hrngh!” Eld grunted.

      I’d kicked him toward Cheruvim.

      “Cheruvim!”

      During the time it would take me to re-enchant myself, it would be best to have Cheruvim deal with him.

      Yeah, this is great teamwork.

      Even if Eld was able to use Brawn, now that Unbreakable was unavailable to him, his absolute defence was gone. That meant Cheruvim’s Lethality would be effective.

      “Right! I’ll kill you myself, EEELLLD!” Cheruvim shouted.

      “Hrngghhh!” Eld grunted again.

      This time, the muscles on Eld’s back swelled, and his white wings of energy wrapped around them to form the wings of muscle that Goldiana—now the Goddess of Reincarnation—had once shown. They buzzed at high speed like a bug’s wings, allowing him to forcefully correct his heading. He flew up into the sky above San Zelles, putting some distance between us.

      “Hey now, is that really allowed?!”

      “This isn’t the time to celebrate, Kelvin!” Cheruvim shouted. “And Eld, you bastard, are you really going to run?!”

      “Who wouldn’t if certain death was awaiting them at their destination?” Eld replied. “However, I have to admit you got me. I didn’t expect things to be this one-sided while I’m using multiple Authorities. I can only continue to curse my own weakness.”

      Even as he spoke, he was remodelling his body. He was originally of medium build and height, but before my very eyes he grew until he became like Goldiana. Only, his face remained the same, so it felt a little...unbalanced, I would say. Still, he was moving through the air much faster, probably because of his new muscles.

      “I suppose you’d call this a silver lining. This ability still works through all the curses,” he announced.

      “Great for you. So...Hazama’s been killed. Are you not going to use Fusion?”

      “What? Hazama? I see...so that’s how it works,” said Cheruvim.

      Naturally, with what I just said, Cheruvim finally started to understand what was going on.

      “That’s a pretty mean-spirited question,” said Eld. “From that tone, you already know, don’t you? Fusion is powerful, but it’s basically useless in this situation, where I’ve done no prior preparation. Even if I could employ it, it wouldn’t do anything.”

      “Is that so? You answered pretty easily.”

      “You seem to have realized a lot about my Authority already,” Eld replied. “So there’s no point in trying to hide anything now. Not to mention, even if I told you, it’s not like it would affect the situation at this point. Anyway, if you ask me, I’d have preferred to have Gloria’s Gap or Isabelle’s Border. Either would have been easier for me to use, but...”

      Ah, right. He probably can’t use either of those. Gloria’s being held on the Northern Continent, and there was a report saying that Isabelle drew her match with Sera and Gerard, despite being one of the Three Great Authorities. As for the last of that trio, Rem... She’s currently being “appreciated” by Serge, I think? Not that I know what that means. Anyway, Mel and Shutola are also there, so it probably won’t turn into anything weird. Er...probably.

      “Pretty much all the other battles have already been settled. But, wait, you do have one other ally remaining, don’t you?”

      “Are you talking about Patrick?” Eld asked. “I suppose I’m glad that I still have allies, but unfortunately, his Authority isn’t something I’d be able to use pro— Grfwhh?!”

      We were in the middle of some snappy banter despite also conducting aerial combat. I extended Clive-kun’s blade and used it like a whip, applying Concealment to it so that it could cut one of Eld’s muscle wings from a blind angle. Meanwhile, Cheruvim secretly sent out an extended bone wing in concert with my attack to pierce Eld’s heart from behind.

      “Heh hah hah hah hah hah! Sorry, Eld!” Cheruvim exclaimed. “You were talking for so long that my hands—no, my wings—moved on their own!”

      “I get it,” I said. “Anyone would reflexively make a move after being shown such a big opening. I struck with my sword too, after all. Still, this was honestly pretty unsatisfying for the end of the big boss. Or as Mel would say, I haven’t quite eaten enough...”

      With that, I looked down at Eld. He’d lost a wing and had also taken a blow from Lethality and had fallen to the ground. He was currently lying on the streets of San Zelles, neither talking nor moving. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. His enhanced musculature remained, but it likely wouldn’t change anymore. It was a little bit of a letdown, but the battle was over...though I was still half in disbelief.

      I’d figured not even the leader of the Ten Authorities could negate a hit imbued with Lethality. And it wasn’t like he had any stock of lives (I think that’s what they were called?) like Hazama did using Fusion, so he should definitely be dead. Only, I had my doubts about the way he fought, and there were several things that didn’t make sense to me as well.

      “Did he say he was manifesting his Authority just before you hit him with your wing? It kind of looked like his mouth was moving that way.”

      Cheruvim didn’t reply immediately. He had been laughing loudly during this time, but at some point he’d closed his eyes and fallen silent.

      What? That’s kinda creepy, dude.

      “Hey! Are you listening, Cheruvim?”

      “Hm? Ah, my apologies,” said Cheruvim. “My joy at having been able to bury Eld with my own hands is permeating my entire body. Now that my dream of many years has come true, I am flying incredibly high. I can confidently say I’ve never felt such a feeling of exhilaration before.”

      This time it was my turn to not reply. Yeah, okay. Well, I guess in a sense he would be feeling “exhilarated,” given how he looks right now. No, wait, that’s not what I want to say!

      “You were talking about him manifesting his Authority? Well, I wouldn’t know. I didn’t even know that his Authority was Unity up until now. There’s no way I’d know what his true strength would be like, given his ability.”

      “You do have a point...”

      “Heh! But don’t worry. My Lethality is absolute, and it definitely worked. No matter what his power is like when awakened, it’s too late now. Heh heh heh... That’s right! I killed Eld!” Cheruvim yelled. Once again, he started to laugh loudly. From my perspective, that line had just set up a flag. Still, there was one more thing that bothered me.

      “Right up to the end, I never felt any desire from him to win. Was that really his true strength?”

      “You’re still worried about that, Kelvin? You’re more of a worrywart than I expected. I mean, it’s true that compared to Eld before, that was a little unsatisfying.”

      “Hm? Before? What do you mean by that?”

      “Exactly what I said. Despite what you may think of me, I am the sub-leader of the Ten Authorities. I may not have known about his Authority, but I have a general understanding of the relative strengths of all the organization’s members. Eld never revealed his Authority to anyone, but during the war, he loved to use some sort of magic that emitted a black light. If I were to try to describe it as you would, I’d say it was like a fusion of White and Black Magic.”

      “What?! S-So he had that kind of trump card?! Wouldn’t he have been stronger using that than degraded copies of Authorities?!”

      “Isn’t that what I said?” Cheruvim replied. “Even if he was suddenly able to use other Authorities, there’s no way he’d be able to do so with much skill. Using weapons he’s familiar with would have made him a much more formidable foe than resorting to degraded copies he was unfamiliar with. Hmph, well, in any case, that just means he made a pitiful choice in the end. Actually, in this case, I suppose we should pity the Authority he was given instead? Anyway, it’s too...”

      Cheruvim continued speaking, but I was in too much shock to process what he was saying.

      Eld...why didn’t you use your full strength? You would have had a much better chance of winning with that magic...

      “Urgh...I wonder if Eld won’t suddenly come back to life...”

      “What’re you saying?!” Cheruvim shouted.

      “I mean, it was a joke, obviously, but I’m seriously disappointed here. You’ve gotta understand that, at least.”

      “Sure, but the only thing I can say to that is, ‘I see...’” he replied.

      It would be enough for me if he would just realize how I felt at some point. Anyway, my dissatisfaction aside, I supposed I should resolve the source of my unease first. I gathered magic in my empty left hand.

      “Hey, what’re you doing?” Cheruvim asked.

      “There was a lot about Eld’s actions that make no sense, even with your reasoning, Cheruvim. So I’m going to resolve this in a simple way.”

      “Ah...you’re going to attack the body further,” he noted.

      “It’s good that you’re so quick on the uptake. Analyze Eye says that Eld is at 0 HP, but stat displays can’t be relied on. I get a vague sense of uneasiness from it too, so I’m going to make sure he’s dead at least. Honestly, I don’t like beating on a corpse, but...do you object?”

      “No,” answered Cheruvim. “Eld is a cautious man. I don’t believe you’d be going too far by doing this. Heh! I, Cheruvim Ripita, the God of Death, assure you of that!”

      “Huh? Oh, okay...”

      Honestly, I can’t place much trust in that, since it’s coming from a naked deity, but...whatever. I’d welcome something unexpected happening that would continue this battle. However, that didn’t mean I’d pull my punches either. I had Cheruvim’s approval, so... Don’t think badly of me for this, Eld.

      “Radiance Lance Quad!” I declared. I created an especially thick lance of light and threw it with all my might at Eld. It was slower than the normal spell, but it was much more powerful. If it hit him without any resistance from his side, his body would turn into quite the disaster scene.

      Now, what will you do?

      KaTHOOOM!

      The spell flew straight for the middle of his chest and hit. Eld was run through along with the ground beneath him, and a huge hole was bored into his torso. The result was so terrible his upper and lower halves had been completely severed save for a single flap of skin.

      “He didn’t move at all.”

      “Indeed. He didn’t even blink when the attack hit him,” said Cheruvim. “It seems our worries were unfounded. Eld is dead; that is certain.”

      Despite that, I didn’t say anything.

      Hm. So, in the end, I wasn’t able to show everything I had.

      “Ugh, oh well, fine. Let’s move on to the next thing.”

      “Huh?” Cheruvim replied.

      “Our original objective was to defeat Eld, but...what will you do now? Technically, our alliance ends here. Do you want to fight me now?”

      Although it was too bad about Eld, I did indeed still have some things left to enjoy. Now that our common goal was gone, Cheruvim and Luquille no longer had a reason to cooperate. As a silver lining, both of us were basically unharmed. There would be no problem with simply starting another fight! And with Cheruvim—someone with similar thoughts about combat as me—I was sure he would happily...

      “What are you saying, Kelvin?” he asked.

      “Huh?”

      In contrast to my expectations, he rejected the proposal with an exasperated look.. Since I thought he’d be totally on board, I couldn’t help but give a dumb response.

      “Think back hard. Didn’t I promise that girl that once Eld was dealt with, we would finish our talks? First we must find Luquille and quickly prepare a place for a conference. If you want to fight, it will have to be after that!” he exclaimed.

      I gasped. That’s right! Shutola used her Unique Skill, Retributive Persuasion, to force them to have a discussion after our alliance was dissolved! Damn, it’s true that—my own preferences aside—talking things out is the smartest method! And given how skilled Shutola is with words, it will be easy for her to run roughshod over Cheruvim and Luquille! Oh crap, I can’t even argue against it! More than that, I can’t waste the opportunity Shutola worked so hard to create! So basically...I’m screwed!

      “Hey...your expressions have been shifting quickly this entire time. It’s basically a comedy show. Are you okay?” Cheruvim asked.

      “I... I’m fine. Definitely. I’m oka—”

      In that instant, we both made noises of alarm as we put our backs together and shifted to maximum wariness.

      Hey now, what the heck is going on? I’m feeling a delicious presence coming from all directions!

      A noise was coming from somewhere. A mechanical noise that I’d heard before—or rather, recently. There was no mistaking it: This was the sound of a Holy Stake on the move. It was very loud, like an alarm bell, as it reverberated throughout our surroundings. But while the sound was certainly concerning, what was this presence that was spreading along with it? It felt similar to Demon Lord Zel’s, whom I’d fought in Trycen.

      “Could this be...? No way,” Cheruvim muttered.

      “Do you know what this is?” I asked.

      After a moment, he answered. “Most likely, this sound signals that enough souls for the sacrifice have been gathered. The Holy Stakes are on the move.”

      “Ah, so it really was the sound of Holy Stakes moving. Hey, wait a second...all of them? As in, all six?! Even the ones under our control that we hid? Art should still be inside; if it suddenly starts moving on its own—”

      Out of nowhere, I heard Shutola through the Network. ::It’s terrible, dearest brother! The Holy Stake we were on suddenly started moving on its own! Principal Art is nowhere to be found either; I can’t get ahold of him!::

      “Whaaat?”

      Such timing! Shutola’s panicked report confirmed what I was afraid of. Actually, where the heck did the principal go?!

      “I just confirmed it through the Network. It looks like you’re right,” I told Cheruvim.

      “Messages from your comrades, huh? So, Kelvin, how many have died on either side from the other battles?” he asked.

      “How many have died? Uh...from the Ten Authorities, there’s Hao and Hazama, and it seems Grostina died on our side.”

      “Gros... Ah, that one. Right, that makes sense. However...heh! You’re surprisingly calm, aren’t you, Kelvin? I suppose I should expect that of you. Dying in a battle with your pride on the line is nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, such a feat should be praised. You know that well—”

      “Hey, we’re in an emergency right now. Just get to the point already. You promised to talk things over, didn’t you?”

      “Mgh...right, my apologies. You’re right,” he mumbled. “I couldn’t help but ramble in my excitement.”

      I returned a questioning look. What?

      Shutola’s ability seemed to be at work, but Cheruvim was acting strange. He should have been as wary of our surroundings as I was, but he also looked weirdly excited.

      Oh right, didn’t he just say something about sacrifices and souls? Hey...wait. It can’t be...

      “So, with Eld’s death, each of the six Holy Stakes has been given a soul, all to sacrifice to the wicked god Addams.”

      “Exactly,” Cheruvim confirmed. “The stakes have judged the souls to be worthy of sacrifice. I didn’t know this either, but it seems the stakes can collect souls from any distance. Not only that, but it seems they’re programmed to move automatically to proceed with the ritual.”

      In other words, the ritual to revive the wicked god was already underway. Up until now, this planet had regularly extracted the wicked god’s power and released it onto the surface so as to not allow him to regain his full strength. By my reckoning, that was what caused Demon Lords to spawn, which was likely why the presence I was feeling so resembled a Demon Lord’s. My powerful enemy sensors were already going off loudly, and he hadn’t even been revived yet. How powerful could the wicked god Addams be?

      “Damn you, Baldogg. You only told Eld about this, didn’t you?” Cheruvim cursed. “That gigantic fool...but still, well done!”

      I said nothing in reply. The revival of Addams was one of Cheruvim’s ultimate goals, which explained his joy.

      Hm? Wait... “Oh, so that’s what he meant when he said it was his turn.”

      “What are you talking about?” Cheruvim asked.

      “Eld said it during the battle. I thought he was saying that it was his turn to attack, since he’d obtained the Brawn Authority, but...now I think that he’d realized Hao and Hazama died after receiving their Authorities and figured out that only one more soul was needed, so he’d be enough.”

      “What?! Th-Then...Eld lost to us on purpose?!” Cheruvim shouted in disbelief.

      “The battle continued for a while afterward, so I can’t say for sure, but...don’t you think that, to him, it didn’t matter who died when or where, whether the person was a friend, an enemy, or even Eld himself? It probably didn’t even have to be from our battle. The Holy Stakes’ ability to collect souls is better than you thought, right?”

      “So... So you’re saying that’s why he treated the Ten Authorities like disposable pawns from the beginning? And that he never had any interest in us winning?!” Cheruvim shouted.

      “Well, I don’t think you can blame yourself. Obviously he’d try to hide his plan by giving at least some explanation so as to not be suspected. After all, there’s no way that many people in the Ten Authorities would’ve been willing to sacrifice themselves to revive the wicked god.”

      “Of course not! At the very least, I never would have allowed my friends to die, and Hazama definitely doesn’t have that spirit of self-sacrifice! None of the others would have volunteered to die either! And regardless, choosing death of your own volition can’t be allowed. I won’t allow it as a god of death, especially from my comrades... Damn you, Eld! You committed the gravest of sins!”

      Despite aiming for the same goal, Cheruvim’s and Eld’s opinions had never really aligned. Cheruvim was like me and couldn’t really be called a saint. Yet, he’d never make light of his friends’ lives. That might have been the biggest difference between him and Eld, who would do anything for his goals.

      “Eld’s goal was to revive Addams. That was the most important thing. If only one more sacrifice was needed, he must have figured that dying himself would be much more certain than banking on beating us. After all, if he lost and his powers were sealed, he wouldn’t be able to sacrifice anyone, let alone himself. To be fair, though, it doesn’t matter now what he was thinking. A lot’s happened, and the conditions for the wicked god’s revival have been met. That’s all that matters. Do you know what will happen next, Cheruvim?”

      Cheruvim was panting, and it took a moment for him to respond. “Ah, if that’s what you want to know—”

      He was out of breath out from anger, but he was still about to explain what would happen. Then, another voice cut him off.

      “The stakes will move to a predetermined point. Once that’s done, they will start burrowing into the ground.”

      Both of us let out noises of shock. The voice had come out of nowhere, but it sounded like it was natural for it to be there. Both Cheruvim and I took great leaps backward. At first, the voice had come from below us, where Eld had fallen, so we looked down. But the source had moved faster than we could turn, ending the sentence right next to our ears—all without either of us realizing it despite being back-to-back.

      “Once each Holy Stake reaches the core of the planet, it will convert the sacrificed souls to energy and inject that energy into Addams. With his strength restored and his consciousness revived, he will slowly awaken and once again descend upon this world.”

      Eld stood where we had just been, a huge hole in his gut. However, while the body was his, the will behind the voice wasn’t. I realized at once what was going on. The moment we recognized the owner of the voice, we were surprised but also overjoyed.

      “That’s the official scenario, anyway, although in truth, nothing that large-scale will happen. It’ll all be over shortly. Ah, right. I haven’t introduced myself yet. I am Addams. Just Addams. This is a good world. I like it.”

      ◇ ◇ ◇

      “What happened to make such youngsters come together and make that kind of face? Back where I come from, that would be considered blasphemy, you realize? Well, at the moment I am no god, just Addams, so I will forgive all,” he continued.

      The face that should have been Eld’s changed out of nowhere. Or rather, it turned black...I guess? It looked like the face was becoming shrouded in shadow, and I couldn’t make out his expression. Was it a mask or some kind of spell or ability? At this stage, it was still a mystery. The hole in his gut had also filled up neatly. In fact, his entire body had grown larger somehow.

      Ha ha, what the hell? I can’t tear my eyes away even though he’s just standing there.
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      Then there were his stats. I tried to look with Analyze Eye, but none of them displayed properly. Everything was labeled with the same text. I’d never expected to be wholly unable to analyze his stats instead of having to deal with falsified ones. If I remembered right, a Rank S Analyze Eye should have been able to see the stats of someone up to a hundred levels over the user’s...

      Ah, didn’t something like this happen before? Right, it was when I was first reincarnated here. I tried to look at Mel’s stats and got the same results. But at least back then, I was able to see her name and age, I think. Which means...there’s an even bigger level gap between me and Addams?

      “Heh ha ha ha ha ha! He’s over level 300?! That’s ridiculously strong!” I was so excited I lost my vocabulary.

      “Addams? Are... Are you really Addams?!” Cheruvim asked.

      “Mhm. I am not a god, but I am Addams,” he replied. “But what a nostalgic voice. You should be...yes, Cheruvim. Cheruvim Ripi— Why are you naked?”

      Even through all my excitement, I could tell how reasonable an observation that was. Even the leader of a whole faction of gods didn’t expect to be greeted by a naked subordinate after being revived.

      “I-I was stripped by Eld!” Cheruvim shouted, trying to defend himself. “I didn’t want to be greeting you like this!”

      Oh, Cheruvim. You’re not wrong, but the way you said it will cause misunderstandings.

      “Wait, no, more importantly, I need you to explain this situation to me! Isn’t that Eld’s corpse?!” Cheruvim continued.

      “Hm, you desire an explanation from me? Well, fine. If that man over there is willing to wait, I am willing to accede to your demands.”

      The faceless man’s gaze seemed to turn my way. I was already desperately trying to fight my urges; he really wasn’t holding back.

      “Wait, Kelvin! I get it, but wait!” Cheruvim pleaded.

      “Do you think I’m a dog or something?” I retorted. “But yeah, fine. I was wondering the same thing, after all. Uh...Addams, right? Can I ask this of you as well, despite being uninvolved?”

      “We’d only be chatting for a little while longer, so I see no problem with it,” he replied. “In truth, it’s been so long since I’ve had a chat with anyone, and I’d like to enjoy it too. I haven’t been free for quite a long time, you see. No need to be reserved. Ask your questions.”

      “Oh...sure?”

      What the heck is with this friendly older guy feeling he’s giving off? Was that  ambush earlier just meant to give us a little surprise or something? No...there’s no way he approached us so suddenly for such a petty reason. Yeah, no way. He’s the wicked god!

      At any rate, despite his overwhelming presence, Addams’s speech was flowing as he gave a thorough answer to our question. Why had Eld’s corpse transformed into him? The answer had something to do with Eld’s Authority. In the first place, Authorities were abnormal abilities given by Addams. They had dregs of him as a god in them, and by gathering them with Unity, Eld had tried to remake his body into something Addams could use. That was the effect of Eld manifesting his Authority.

      “So, essentially, Eld’s artificial body became specialized for your use? That’s not your real body, though, right?”

      “Oho, what a strangely fitting description. You are essentially right,” said Addams.

      “An artificial body...for you?!” Cheruvim exclaimed.

      “That is why I told you that, right now, I am simply Addams.”

      “Th-Then what need was there to gather souls in the Holy Stakes?! Eld could have just used this power from the beginning!”

      “No, that would not have worked. Eld needed souls in the Holy Stakes as well as a certain number of Authorities already under his control to manifest his own. Hm, I believe he needed a minimum of four Authorities; that was the restriction I placed upon his soul.”

      “Four... Okay, so he just managed to make it. But why did he use this method to revive you? From what I’m hearing, haven’t the conditions for your real body’s resurrection been met? You’d be stronger that way, wouldn’t you?! Am I wrong?!”

      “Your eyes are bloodshot, Kelvin...” muttered Cheruvim.

      I mean, this is important! Super important!

      Addams didn’t answer right away, so I pressed him further. However, he simply stayed silent for some reason. He crossed his arms and seemed to be worrying over something.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      After a long while, Addams finally said, “I’m bored.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing. I’m just satisfied by the conversation as it is,” Addams replied.

      “Wh-Whaaat?!”

      You aren’t going to give us the most important answer?!

      “Give it up, Kelvin,” Cheruvim advised. “Addams will not be bound by anyone. He is a free god.”

      “And you’re fine with that?!”

      All he did was explain Eld’s Authority! Why did I hold myself back waiting all this time?!

      “Now then, that should generally explain everything, but... Hm, what to do first?” Addams mused. “Should I save Rem, who’s been captured by a former Hero? Or should I start with Isabel, who is drifting in the ocean’s embrace? Or possibly the faraway Gloria? I’m also curious about the powerful one who defeated Hao and Hazama, and I must also make Cheruvim’s stance clear. I’d also like to eventually hold a memorial for Eld, who offered his body up to me. Heh heh heh...so many important tasks, I can’t decide what to do first. I haven’t been free for so long... How wonderful.”

      Even though he was right in front of me, Addams was muttering to himself without a care in the world. He was thinking, stuck inside his own head, as though he were making plans for a day off. His utter lack of wariness ticked me off a little.

      But at the same time, I understood that the difference in our strength was just that big. And for him to be at such a level even without being at full strength...

      His true body must be...ha ha! Yes! So this is the strongest god!

      “At this point, I’ll set aside my questions about the difference in strength between his real body and this artificial one. I just want to fight you, Addams!”

      “Hm, I see... It seems there’s something else I needed to prioritize,” he replied.

      I changed my equipment as we spoke, and my preparations were complete. My excitement and the resulting murderous intent finally seemed to get through to him, as he looked my way. Then...

      “Well then, let us meet again,” he said.

      He walked off in the opposite direction, as if ignoring all of my expectations.

      “Hey...really?! You’re not going to fight me, even with all this killing intent I’m throwing at you?!”

      “No, unfortunately not,” he answered. “Facing off against you, Eld’s killer, is not a bad choice. However, it is not at the top of my to-do list. Do not worry, though. You do rank about third or fourth...maybe? Well, anyway, I’ll get around to you eventually.”

      “Third or...fourth?!”

      “Are you unsatisfied? Then allow me to share something with you in exchange. Something interesting is being summoned in the direction I’m going. Witnessing that is currently at the top of my list. If you’re curious, you may come with me. Well then, goodbye.”

      With that, Addams disappeared. Or rather, he speedwalked through the air in the direction he had indicated.
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