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      The Golden Age: Beyond the Contrails


      In the year 199X, before the Infinity Game commenced, there was peace between the two parties occupying the familiar chat room. The pair had just made each other’s acquaintance but seemed to be getting along swimmingly.


      “I, like, totally dig this world and all, but it’s missing a little somethin’ somethin’, don’t you think?”


      “I think your brain’s missing a lot of something.”


      “Bully much? I’m trying to give you some sage-like advice here.”


      “I don’t need anyone’s advice about my world,” Akira declared. He was still young then, brimming with the confidence that his talent was all that he needed to create big games. Perhaps many his age would have shared the same sense of invincibility.


      “Like, it’s too hammered out, y’know? Give it a little slack. You’re narrowing your playerbase, man.”


      “Some slack, huh...?” Akira had been feeling it himself; nearly all of the players were male. Not exactly a healthy MMO environment.


      “Real talk, where chicks flock, dudes flock. You dig? That’s what your world’s missing: Whimsy. Room to breathe.”


      “Thanks, prof. What’s your genius idea?” Anyone could talk a big game. Akira hated those who didn’t put their money where their mouths were.


      But XX sent an unexpected reply: “Magic, Akira.”


      Akira froze for a moment. The concept seemed so irreconcilable with the MMO he was running. The Far East City of Chaos took place in the distant future of an alternate Earth. How could magic possibly fit into the post-apocalyptic cyberpunk world?


      “Jeez, I knew you were into the occult and black magic crap...”


      “Hear me out, will you? First of all...” XX started.


      Apparently, the suggestion of including magic in Akira’s MMO was not a spur of the moment idea.


      Akira was starting to skim through the messages until he realized how thorough and meticulous XX’s magical theory was. This was hardly a concept of the occult; the theory was as well structured as complex mathematical proofs, almost beautiful.


      Soon, Akira found himself being drawn in...


      “Class 1 through 10, with all the elements and their elevated forms... It is interesting.”


      “Told you. I’ll email you the whole list, so put them all in, all right?”


      “Wait, do you know how much work it’ll be to code all of those spells?!”


      “Huh? How is that my problem? Isn’t that your job?”


      “You don’t even have a job! I hope you wake up bald.”


      “What the—?! That’s not funny, man! Not funny at all!”


      XXX entered the chat room.


      “You two are having a lively conversation as always.”


      “Don’t point your finger at me.”


      XXX read through the chat log and typed, “Mister Ono, this will take a lot of work. I can help, if you’d like?”


      “Help...? Do you have any experience making video games?”


      “Somewhat.”


      Akira pondered that response, noticeably uneasy with the idea of opening up his world to someone else.


      As if Akira’s face was showing through the computer screen, XXX added, “I’ll code and send a few samples first. If you like how they look, you can implement them.”


      “All right...” Akira was amazed at how confident XXX was in his abilities and wondered if XXX worked at a video game company.


      “And when it comes to combat, Mister Ono, you can lighten the processing load by...”


      “Really, I never thought of that...”


      The two continued discussing the game’s programming, graphics, servers...


      After a while of this, XX began typing unintelligible messages, perhaps in protest.


      “Qwertyuiopasdfghjklzxcvbnm.”


      “You glitching out or something?”


      “Ignore it. XX has the maturity of a five-year-old.”


      “We have met the enemy... And they are ours!”


      “Who are you, Commodore Perry?”


      “Ignore it. XX clearly has a mental illness.”


      The topic of the chat room was all over the place, but the conversation never ceased.


      Even Akira, who often found himself tense with stress, couldn’t help but smile as he tirelessly worked at the keyboard.


      “That makes sense, that would lessen the load...”


      “I’d be happy to help with that too, or anything else.”


      “Oh, right! I hit a milestone on a hit counter!”


      Type type type.


      The chat room symphony.


      “Cool.”


      “That’s all you got?!”


      “Knowing XX, it was with the help of rapid-firing F5. What a POS.”


      “There’s your verdict, XX,” Akira typed. “Your sentence: get a job.”


      “More work, more problems... That’s my motto.”


      “You’d get a Guinness World Record...for the dumbest human alive.”


      The three chatted on and on.


      A golden age filled with magic, now so far away.


      All pain and troubles melted away like lemon drops beyond the contrails across the sky.

    

  

  
    
      Fatal Flaw


      ——Hellion Territory, the southeast region of the continent.


      The region, which had been maintained in somewhat of a balance despite its constant unrest, was now plunged into full-blown turmoil thanks to the Demon Lord.


      Many monsters from Belphegor’s domain had survived the attack, their stories only fueling the chaos that swept up the rest of the devils’ realm. All of them corroborated that the Demon Lord had invaded with an army of Anima. Many also mentioned Firebrands and humans amidst the attackers. The devils in other territories had laughed them all off until news spread that Belphegor’s land had been desolated. While the inhabitants of Hellion Territory scrambled to discover the truth, some were quicker to action than others.




      ——Somewhere within Hellion Territory.


      A vampire and a grand devil were facing off: one was clad in spotless, noble attire while the other was bleeding all over.


      “I commend you for your efforts, Rookfell the Prideful.”


      “Silence... A mere vampire...”
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      Rookfell, a grand devil with a lion’s head and six arms, had one of his enormous horns broken and had been beaten to a state unbecoming of his fearsome title. Evidently, the duel between him and the vampire was pitifully one-sided.


      “Ever maintaining your prideful guise,” the vampire muttered. “Color me impressed.”


      “A lowly beast that subsists on the blood of others... You will never take my territory from me!”


      “I do not want for any territory. Only your proud strength.”


      “What is the meaning of this, Allit...? You’ve been cowering in your coffin all this time!”


      Allit answered with an icy snicker. He had never been afraid of the unrest among the grand devils—he was simply uninterested in fighting over land.


      “I crave contest in its purest form. The child’s play you call war is a vile imitation of that.”


      “Silence, you lowly leech! Mosquito!” The grand devil dashed faster than his large stature seemed it would allow, unleashing an onslaught with four weapons from all directions. A longsword, club, battleaxe, and spear all tore into or bludgeoned the vampire, but a rainbow glow immediately enveloped Allit and healed his wounds entirely.


      “A storm-like attack that barely gives the opponent a chance to blink... A very prideful style of combat. It suits you well.”


      “How dare you...!” Rookfell’s lion mane shook with rage at Allit’s perfect poise. No matter how many deadly attacks he unleashed, Allit’s wounds were healed in seconds. This one-sided mockery of combat was nothing short of blazing humiliation.


      “I meant no offense by it. I do consider you a head above the rest, believe it or not. Just some decades ago, I’d heard you fancied a trip down to the human realm and enjoyed a few brawls.”


      The lion-headed devil finally lowered his weapons. He knew not how, but he finally accepted that his attacks were accomplishing nothing. “Hmph... As much as I enjoy a formidable foe, I relish the pleasure of stomping out ants.”


      “I couldn’t agree more,” Allit grinned, his eyes narrowing.


      The devil took the time to observe their surroundings: his grandiose palace had been reduced to rubble, smoke rising here and there. Countless corpses littered the scene.


      “How did you gain such power...?” the lion asked.


      “I do not owe you, the loser of our contest, an explanation.”


      “Yes. You’re right about that.” He tossed his weapons aside and quietly approached Allit, clearly admitting his defeat. “Then answer me this: with my blood, what will you fight?”


      “What if I told you...the dragon?”


      “Gaw ha ha! Go on! Drink my blood, if you dare!”


      Allit swiftly sunk his fangs into Rookfell’s neck, but just as he did, the lion clasped his jaw around the vampire’s neck, as if to tear it open with his teeth.


      “Remember this, Allit: I stand undefeated. Watch as I devour you from within!”


      A truly bizarre scene unfolded as the pair of enemies dug their fangs into the other’s neck. In a way, however, this was the essence of demonic contest.


      The vampire drew out the grand devil’s blood with such vigor that it was as if he was inhaling Rookfell’s soul. Rookfell quickly shriveled up like a mummy and crumbled into black dust.


      “Prideful to the end... You were similar to the dragon in that way.” With coldhearted content, Allit savored the hot new blood coursing through his veins, which gave him power he had not felt before. “Rather barbaric for my liking, but brute force may become necessary to kill him...”


      With one last gaze at the obliterated palace, Allit flew high into the air. Black bats surrounded him, transforming the vampire into a giant bat himself. An ominous flutter of his wings, and he was gone.




      ——Meanwhile, elsewhere in Hellion Territory.


      Another contest, or more accurately, a wicked feast, was nearing its conclusion.


      “I feel power! I grow stronger!”


      “That’s right. Don’t waste any of this delicious meat... Some of them are a bit well done, though!” Kale cackled as he floated in the air, holding his oversized scythe. The very picture of innocent cruelty.


      “You gave me treasure too. I little full now...”


      “That’s sissy talk! You call this gluttony? Chug, chug, chug!”


      “Grm...”


      “And you better finish all of the stuff I grabbed from the treasury too. I worked hard getting those.”


      Kale was speaking to Beelzebub, the grand devil of gluttony. His appearance resembled a disfigured Frankenstein’s monster, except with an extra mouth on each palm and another on his gut with numerous jagged teeth. Beelzebub was going full-speed ahead, eating all he could with the mouths on his face, palms, and torso.


      “Ha-Satan didn’t stand a chance against you, Bel. Oh, I might mix you up with the sloth one with that nickname... Oh, well! He’s dead, so who cares?” Kale laughed.


      Beelzebub continued ingesting the treasure around him that Kale had stolen from Belphegor’s castle.


      “Sloth dead? I didn’t know.”


      “Don’t worry about it, you’re Bel Junior, now! Hurray!”


      “Junior? I don’t know... I eat! Grmph.” The devil shoveled down more and more silver and gold, exquisite weapons, and priceless masterpieces of art as if they were all pig feed.


      “Kale... What...are you...scheming at...?” Ha-Satan squeezed out as his lower body was slowly ingested by Beelzebub’s gut-mouth. A pitiful end to a grand devil with a graceful, wolf-like appearance, whose unstoppable wrath had terrorized his foes... Now a mere piece of meat waiting to be devoured.


      Kale’s face split into a malicious grin. “You’re still alive, Ha? Just die already. Splish!” He swung his scythe down, delivering the fatal and silencing blow. “Oh no! It would have been so much funnier to watch you eat him alive! I did it again...”


      “Funny no make me full. I smart, I know.”


      “Aha ha ha! You know what, Bel? You’re the funniest!”


      Even as the banter continued, Ha-Satan’s corpse disappeared as the pile of treasure around them rapidly diminished. With every bite, the gluttonous devil seemed to grow larger and more powerful.


      “Come on, Bel Junior! Keep eating!”


      “I like eat. No like move,” Gluttony replied without vigor. Even among the seven grand devils who each embodied an original sin, Beelzebub’s power was exceptional. He devoured anything in sight, and his strength increased proportionately. No ally or foe could withstand his hunger, and eventually he had devoured the entirety of his territory. He was left completely alone in the desolate land. Whether he was too lazy or too hungry to move, Beelzebub had been weakening by the day, steadily heading towards disintegration.


      “Bel... Who saved you from the brink of death? Remember?”


      “You...”


      “You’re better now because I gave you a bunch of powerful treasures, right? So you’ll have to listen to me. Kill, kill, kill, and eat, eat, eat!” Kale cheerfully commanded.


      “I full now. I stronger than you.” Beelzebub lifted his arm and recklessly swung it at Kale.


      Kale dove out of the way, but the impact blew him back. “I strong. You weak. I no listen to you.”


      “Shit, this is why I hate brainless dipshits. Why do I have to deal with this disgusting idiot...?”


      “Brain...less? You call me stupid?!”


      “No, no... More brains, more problems, I say. Put your fist down...” Kale lazily dusted himself off and produced an item he had been saving: a full set of armor. “If you promise to do what I say, I’ll let you eat this.”


      “Shiny... Wow! I want eat!”


      “It’s seen some use, but legend has it the War Maiden Valkyria wore this very armor.”


      It gleamed mysteriously, made of a material unlike iron, steel, or any monster part. Kale had ventured into the human realm just to get his hands on it.


      “I want! I eat!”


      “You want to eat it? You know what you have to do.” Grinning, Kale tossed the armor onto the ground.


      Beelzebub leapt onto it and felt a sharp pain in his right eye. Kale’s scythe was struck deep into his socket.


      “Argh! My eye! Owww!”


      “Yeah, I’d have a tough time fighting you head-on... So why would I ever do that? Don’t fuck with me, fatass. You hear me?” Kale snarled, twisting Beelzebub’s eye with the scythe.


      Losing his will to fight, the gluttonous devil cried, “O-Okay! You say, I do! For now!”


      “For now... Ugh, you really are brainless, Bel Junior...” Kale sighed and withdrew his scythe. Beelzebub was truthful and seemed to have no intention of following Kale’s orders for long. For better or worse, deception was not Beelzebub’s sin. “Now that you’ve had your fill, let’s look for our next prey!”


      “I hate you! I kill you! I eat you tomorrow!”


      “Come on, tomorrow? That’s a little too early, don’t you think?” Kale remarked and exited from the throne room, Beelzebub following. All that was left behind was deafening silence and table scraps.


      With the fall of Belphegor, the delicate power balance of Hellion Territory had collapsed. Like breaking a cornerstone would lead to a building collapse, the status quo of the territory had crumbled. The collapse of Hellion Territory and its aftermath were sure to reach human civilization.

    

  

  
    
      Normal and Special


      ——Somewhere in the Northern Nations.


      A caravan was marching down a travel road, guarded by knights on all sides. Refugees crowded the road, many of them looking like bandits. They wantonly watched the caravan, but the knights violently drove them away with their weapons.


      “Make way! Stand back!”


      “Beggars... Stay away!”


      The knights were on guard, knowing full well the danger of stopping in a place like this.


      Akane looked out from within the carriage in the center of the caravan and sighed. “It’s a tough world out there, isn’t it...?”


      “Just where do you think you are?” a well-built woman answered from across the carriage. “And you were trying to walk through all of that alone... What rock were you raised under?” The woman was wearing all black, including a black veil over her face, lending to a peculiar air about her.


      “Refugees, huh... It’s sad losing your home.”


      “And it’s about time you told me about yours. Your daddy a noble?”


      “I’m not nobility. Just a regular rags-to-idol story!”


      “There you go with the nonsense again... Nobles shelter their daughters too much.” The woman in black pinched her brow. She had rushed to pick Akane up as she was starting to walk down the travel road without a care in the world. While Akane’s clothes were unfamiliar to the woman, their quality was good enough for her to take notice. Combined with her smooth hands, well-kept hair, and untanned skin, Akane convincingly looked the part of a sheltered rich girl.


      “What are these people going to do, Mama?” Akane asked.


      “Worry about yourself, girl,” Mama shut her down. Despite her alto voice and muscular build, there was a certain sensuality about her.


      “Excuse the interruption,” a knight called from outside the carriage. “I’ve something to report, Big Mama.”


      “What is it? Open the window already,” she sharply answered. If she weren’t clad in mourning, she might have passed for a bandit herself.


      “The Madam’s caravan has already reached the town ahead.”


      “Bad news for us... Great news for the folks here, I’m sure.”


      “Shall we change course?”


      “We’re going back to Icaros. Looks like we’re going to be disappointed everywhere we go.”


      The Madam’s influence was on the rise as her enormous caravan toured through any town and village in its path, buying practically anything they came across. This was nothing short of a godsend for those who made their living by selling. On the other hand, it was nothing short of a disaster for any looking to buy; imagine a giant whale leaping out of nowhere and swallowing their entire catch. The brighter the light, the darker the shadow it cast. And so the world turned.


      “The butterfly of Holylight... I don’t hate her style, but she needs to learn some moderation.”


      “Holylight? That’s where Hakuto is. I bet he’s hatching all sorts of schemes again.” Akane laughed.


      Mama looked up. “You’re from Holylight? I hear rich nobles run the show there. What were you so unhappy about that it made you run off?”


      “I didn’t so much run off as come to look for something no one else could do...”


      “What no one else could do, huh...? Spoken like somebody who hasn’t struggled a day in their life,” Mama chuckled.


      Many young men and women—and perhaps even herself, Mama had to admit—thought themselves special and searched for their own unique purpose. Of course, only a handful of people were truly special. As they ventured out into society, most grew to long for the stability of a normal life. Perhaps that’s what it meant to grow up.


      “Akane, was it?” Mama asked. “You’ll learn about the world soon enough. Then maybe something about yourself.”


      “Mm... It’s true I don’t know much about the world and all that, but I’ll always be me.”


      “Ha! How naive you unspoiled nobles can be...”


      “But tell me about you, Mama! What do you do for work? Why are you dressed in all black? Where are we going? Is an Icaros tasty? Is the town we just passed—”


      “Stop buzzing, little girl...! Ask one question at a time!” Mama cried in annoyance. Still, she felt a strange urge to tell Akane whatever she wanted to know.


      This was thanks to one of Akane’s special skills, Secret Agent—a balance-breaking ability that made people want to leak all sorts of details to her. At times, Akane simply stumbled across important information that would benefit her. Back in the game, this ability weakened all stealth skills, greatly helping Akane detect and attack players first.


      Naturally, Mama couldn’t help but explain, “People call Icaros the city of evil. It’s the garbage heap of the north.”


      “City of evil?! That sounds kind of cool!”


      “If you’re not joking, kid, your naivety is starting to get funny. I manage a bunch of working girls there. Some of them are drowning in debt, some are there for extra cash. Some girls were practically kidnapped, but there are plenty of noble girls like you, fallen from grace.”


      “You run a business in such a dangerous city? Awesome!”


      Mama’s brow cinched behind her black veil, seeing how unbothered Akane was by her job description. She had seen plenty of noble girls who’d never known any troubles nor seen the darkness of the world. Part of her work entailed training those girls from the ground up, preventing them from going mad or becoming suicidal when faced with their new harsh reality. The girls soon learned that, once they fell to Icaros, all that would come from lamenting or fighting their fates were cuts, bruises, and deeper dread of tomorrow.


      “You just got caught by one of the faces of that scary city. You understand the situation you’re in?”


      “It’s nice not having to walk! Oh, I don’t have anything for cab fare though.”


      “You’re a tough nut to crack...” Mama sighed, seeing Akane as beaming as ever. She was unlike any other girl Mama had come across.


      “You seem nice, Mama. I’ll go with you to Icaros.”


      “Don’t be silly... It’s not a place a girl like you should be anywhere near... Unless you want to be a prostitute.”


      “Nah, I’m a pure idol. Girl next door. No couch interviews for me.”


      “More nonsense again... Pure, huh?” Mama stroked her chin and gazed out of the window. The word seemed distant to her. Shapeless.


      Seeing the concern in her face, Akane rushed to say, “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with girls who do.”


      “It’s a rotten world. A girl’s gotta survive somehow.”


      “I suppose,” Akane replied pensively.


      Luna, who climbed all the way to the position of Holy Maiden from nothing as an orphan, as well as Yukikaze and Mikan, who earned their way out of poverty by adventuring, were undoubtedly special cases in this world. Normal women had to survive by any means necessary.


      Akane was familiar with class division, having lived under the Empire’s rule, where God’s People lived drastically different lives from the rest of the population. As happy-go-lucky as she acted, Akane knew well the dark side of humanity.


      Mama chuckled, seeing Akane’s smile fade. “Akane, wasn’t it...? Don’t get it twisted. We take advantage of men, preying on their small, simple minds. Put a man alone in a room with a girl he fancies, and watch him turn into a boy, no matter his birth. It’s cute.”


      Akane’s eyes glimmered, showing obvious interest in Mama’s claim. “R-Really...? Is it the same with an older guy? Like, like, a forty-five-year-old dandy, stoic type?”


      “That’s rather specific...”


      “I’ve never really dated, so I want to learn from your decades of experience!”


      “Decades?! How old do you think I am?!”


      As they continued their conversation, a forerunner of the caravan hurried to the window. “Big Mama, there are countless bodies strewn about on the road ahead.”


      “How many are we talking?”


      “We haven’t done a count... But there must be a hundred or so.”


      “Didn’t think there were any potential warzones on our route.” The air in the carriage shifted. A handful of bodies would have been one thing, but this number of corpses indicated a large-scale clash.


      The knight tensely added, “This road does lead to Icaros. Who would be stupid enough to start a skirmish here?”


      “Maybe a sheltered rebel...”


      Icaros, true to its moniker of the city of evil, was rife with illegal drugs, human trafficking, bootlegging, arms-dealing, prostitution, deathmatches, dangerous gambling, and any other debauchery imaginable...all in broad daylight. Naturally, many powerful figures from around the continent frequented the city, including those who maintained a saintly image for their own people. Considering that there were also many mercenaries based in the city, one would have been hard-pressed to find anyone willing to start a conflict with Icaros.


      The caravan carried on until Mama’s carriage came to the devastation the forerunner had reported. She silently surveyed the site for some time, before quietly calling to the knights on guard, “Stay here.”


      “Y-You mustn’t go alone, Big Mama!”


      Mama waved the knights away and walked into the field of corpses, followed by Akane.


      “You stay in the carriage too, girl.”


      “No way Superstar Akane, private eye, is going to pass up on a crime scene!” Akane puffed her chest, holding up a magnifying glass.


      “It’s all fun and games to you, isn’t it...? Don’t get sick from seeing the dead.” Mama seemed to have given up talking sense into Akane. “Doesn’t look like any human did this, though...” Mama muttered, inspecting the bodies, all sliced up and down through their armor.


      Akane, too, could see how powerful the killer must have been. She whistled a tune and concluded it with, “I’m not loving it...”


      “What are you doing?” Mama asked while Akane continued to sniff for something in the air.


      They both heard a faint grunt and turned to find a beautiful lady knight on the verge of death. She was about as tall as the other knights, with luscious golden locks. In another life, she might have seen success as a fashion model.


      Mama approached the knight and remarked, “They call you a monster on the battlefield... What did this?”


      “I wish you hadn’t seen me like this. It was a devil with a large scythe...”


      “I see... Do you have any last words?”


      A fatally deep gash ran from the knight’s shoulder down to her side, and she was missing her left leg from the knee down. As far as Akane could tell, she was as good as dead, only hanging on by a thread. No item or skill—maybe not even Yu’s—could have saved her.


      “Tell my comrades...it took Entre Ix’am...”


      “That’s why you’re missing your armor...”


      The gears in Akane’s head turned as she listened in on the conversation. The faint scent, the devil with the scythe, the bizarrely named armor... All of the pieces were coming together.


      “Eureka!” Akane cried. “Isn’t this the armor you’re talking about? Or something super similar?” She produced the armor Belphegor had been wearing from her Backup Backpack.


      The knight and Mama stared in astonishment; it was nearly identical to the armor in question, save for its color.


      “This one’s called Final Exam,” Akane added. “Yours must be Entrance Exam, huh?”


      “Amazing... There were two iterations of Entre Ix’am,” the knight muttered, curling her lips. While she didn’t quite understand what Akane was talking about, she was clearly amused. “Heh... That devil...can suck it...”


      “If you’re talking about the stupid-looking devil with the pumpkin, I’m going to kill him. Promise. Sweet dreams.” Akane gently stroked the knight’s cheek. In this gesture of kindness glimmered Akane’s cold grasp on life and death.


      “Funny girl, you are. Take this... I have some money... Take care of it, will you, Mama?” The knight tore off from her neck what looked like a dog tag, enchanted it, and handed it to Akane. Then she closed her eyes, embracing death without a trace of remorse on her face.


      “Another one gone... The world isn’t fair, is it?”


      “Did you know each other, Mama?”


      “She was a mercenary. Lived a man’s life, always wearing that full set of armor. Said that was the only way to get respect in the business. Tons of girls like her in Icaros.”


      “Gotcha...” Akane held up the dog tag, shining with fresh blood. In fear of their bodies being damaged beyond recognition in battle, many knights and mercenaries chose to wear a dog tag, a representation of their humble wish to be known as who they were when their bodies were put to rest. “Mama, this dog tag is lit up.”
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