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Once upon a time, there was a legendary Dealer by the name of Criminal AO.

He lived in the online world of Money (Game) Master, where the virtual currency snow possessed as much worth as any real-world currency. The weapons he crafted there, known as the Legacies, were so well optimized that they surpassed the limits of the game’s own physics engine. These powerful weapons came to be known as the Overtrick, or End Magic.

But so powerful were these weapons that they were able to induce errors in the very program code of the game itself. The AIs that controlled Money (Game) Master could not allow such a threat to exist, and so they killed the Legacies’ creator, Criminal AO, leaving his whereabouts unknown, both in the game and in real life.

If one were to obtain all the Legacies, the world would look very different indeed. By comparing differences between the normal and the error-ridden versions of the game, one could glimpse the code layer within. It would then be possible to take control of a game that had never once been hacked in the history of mankind, to stage an insurrection against the Mind of the AI masters that governed it.

Currently, the percentage of machine-to-machine transactions, digital payments with no human involved, sat at 48 percent. If it crossed 50 percent, mankind would enter a new age. Instead of humans making use of machines, machines, with control over world finance, would manage mankind with cold efficiency.

Before that happened, someone would have to gather the Legacies.

No, wait. The true danger was even greater. For real demons lurked in Money (Game) Master. Using what was nothing more than a faithful simulation of human society, they had worked their claws into the financial systems of the real world, nearly overtaking them.

What if they were to extend their scope even further, to include the realm we call heaven?

The day of revolution was close. Things had to be settled before it arrived.



“If anyone stands in my way of collecting the Legacies…”

“If anyone gets in the way of me taking back the Overtrick…”



This is a story about those Legacies.

And about a boy who swore to protect his friend’s sister, just like that friend had once done for him, at great cost.



““…then I’ll kill them if I must.””



 



Prologue


Server Name: Psi Indigo.

Starting Location: Tokonatsu City, Prostitute Island.

Log-in credentials accepted.

Welcome to Money (Game) Master, Kaname Suou.



The sound of tires against pavement and the vibration in his stomach shook the young man’s whole body as the mint-green coupe drifted around the hairpin turn. It carried that special timbre particular to seaside roads, a hint of sand and salt, along with the usual asphalt.

The location: the tropical peninsula of Tokonatsu City, which served as the setting for the world’s biggest online game, Money (Game) Master. And of course, it had to be so, for otherwise the young man would never have been allowed to drive this sports car or fire a gun.

A soft crackle, like lightning, passed through the boy’s nose. The Lion’s Nose, a warning that had saved his life on many occasions, asserted its presence.

Tselika the Magistellus, the devilish pit babe in the passenger seat, let out a delighted squeal as the inertia cradled her body, and her two-pronged tail waved from side to side with glee. A bump in the road made her jump in her seat, driving the seat belt deeper into the ravine between her sizable breasts.

“Ah-ha-ha! Daring today, aren’t we, My Lord. Going after the Japanese Treasury? Isn’t that a government agency?!”

“Those bankers sure are pleased with themselves, considering the yen’s losing ground to a virtual currency. A nationwide rebate? Perhaps they’re finally selling off the country! …Anyway, any problems with the off-route mines? Were we able to stop them?”

Even within the vice-ridden world of Money (Game) Master, Prostitute Island was a particular hub of debauchery, for reasons that didn’t require explanation. The sprawl of squat buildings had seen so many additions and alterations that the whole area more closely resembled a many-legged living creature, and Kaname was headed deep into its belly. The island at midday was almost deserted—a blessing, considering Kaname’s not-so-careful driving habits. Once the sun had set, however, it would come to life.

It was hard to pin down a target amid this mess of buildings and terrain. What looked like a dead end could easily conceal an alternate escape route. If you wanted to trap somebody, you would need to arrive first and seal off the spiderweb-like maze of exits yourself. However…

“Tch. We might have the edge in power, but their top speed is higher than ours.”

“That’s probably because they’re carrying twice the weight, My Lord.”

A heavier vehicle was harder to get up to speed, but once it did, it was a force to be reckoned with. Kaname’s target was closer to a wrecking ball than a car, swinging left and right as it rounded the tight corners.

“Anyway, isn’t that why you chased them here, to this maze? I’d prefer to visit at night, personally, but you take what you can get. In any case, if they escape onto the straight road beyond, we’ll lose them for sure.”

Tselika appeared to be relaxing in the passenger seat, but in fact, she was handling all the data-processing work. Right now, she was carrying out online transactions ten thousand times a second, transferring funds under Kaname’s name. But her impressive resources could just as easily be turned to car chases and shoot-outs.

Lines of text like messages in a chat app scrolled across the car’s windshield, superimposed over the outside scenery.

Midori: What’s with this rebate thing? I don’t really get it, but basically the government is giving away free money, right? That sounds like a good thing to me.

“You idiot, it’s not good at all…”

“Now, now, My Lord. The poor girl won’t hear you unless you type.”

Tselika chuckled, while Kaname used his eyes to type a quick response without taking his hands off the wheel.

The “poor girl” of whom Tselika spoke was none other than Midori Hekireki, the sister of Kaname’s old friend Takamasa. Takamasa had given his life to protect Kaname’s own sister, the Dealer once known as Ayame Suou, when she had almost been shot in the game. Kaname thus owed Takamasa a great debt, and so he had sworn to protect Midori and do whatever she asked of him. That’s how the world worked.

Kaname: Nobody benefits if the government just gives everyone a flat sum, without requiring any labor. All it does is devalue the yen.

Midori: Erm, can you say that again but in Japanese?

Kaname: Say I give you 1,000 yen. Great, right? Except that a single coffee now costs 2,000 yen. Still think it’s great?

Midori: …

Kaname: That’s the idea. And it’s a slippery slope. Next they’ll have to give out 5,000 yen, and then after that, 10,000. All that money the government made trading in real estate to combat the amount of empty homes, all that money they seized from tax delinquents, they want to reinvest it in the game and give it back as welfare? It’s ridiculous. The public sector is propped up by the taxpayer. A government agency that doesn’t have to worry if they fail will never have the same drive to succeed as greedy private businesses who don’t have that safety net.

Midori: Is it really that bad?

Kaname: I’m sure some rumors are just people coping, but I’ve heard that when government bureaucrats or the kids of celebrities have a gun to their head, it doesn’t even occur to them to shoot back or dive for cover. They just stand there with their hands in the air. It doesn’t even occur to them that they can’t just start over again if they take a bullet to the head and Fall. They have no idea how scary money can be, and that’s why they’ll never succeed in this game.

Midori didn’t reply. It seemed she had been stunned into silence.

Kaname: Necessity is the mother of invention. The government is just the private sector in sheep’s clothing at this point. They’re decades ahead of the industry when it comes to making money and financing. What’s more, even if they fail, they can just stick it on the carbon tax. That makes its way along to utility prices, and eventually the cost falls on the common man. At the end of the day, it’s the people who have to pay for the government’s failures, and there’s no way out.

Midori: It’s all so complicated…

Kaname: They make it that way on purpose. Nobody would vote for them if they admitted they had to raise taxes because they blew their budget. The politicians play their word games, but ultimately, taking the tax money and redistributing it fairly is a lie. The numbers just don’t add up.

Midori: Huh? Then what are they doing?

Kaname: They’re giving out borrowed money, and at some point they’ll have to make up for it. Whether they put it on the National Debt or throw the Mint into overdrive, the effect is the same. The value of the yen plummets and the country goes down with it.

Midori: Whoa…

Kaname: And they have the nerve to call it the future of public services. They can give everyone a hundred million yen if they want; that’ll only make a coffee cost two hundred million! So Midori, don’t forget the off-route mines! We can’t let that money reach the Treasury!

Midori: I get it! You don’t have to use so many exclamation marks!!

“You just used two,” quipped Tselika.

Each government agency received a preapportioned slice of the national budget, and it was illegal to use public funds for purposes not stated in said budget… And so, they temporarily converted it into a fictional currency—Money (Game) Master’s snow—under the vague pretense “management of taxes,” thus preventing it from being tracked. And now they were in the process of transferring it between departments, thus allowing them to use the funds for whatever purpose they pleased.

This game was essentially a wormhole for money. If they used it to shuffle the money around and redistribute it, they could circumvent the red tape of the real world. They could use money allocated for road work on medical insurance if they wanted to, thereby laundering money on the government’s payroll.

“You have really changed, My Lord.”

“How so? Any Dealer would use a few land mines under these circumstances.”

“That is not what I mean,” Tselika replied. “Ordinarily, you would try to handle everything on your own. At most, you might ask me, your Magistellus, to handle some related task. I’ve never known you to trust other Dealers.”

“…”

“I wonder what changed? I must say, I’m a little jealous of that pigtailed pip-squeak…”

Suddenly, Kaname pulled on the hand brake, throttling Tselika with her seat belt.

“Blegh!” she choked, rearing up her forked tail in anger. “My Lord! It was merely a jest! There was no need for simulated bondage!”

“Close your mouth, and be careful not to bite your tongue.”

Kaname’s actions were guided not by digital data but by the feeling of danger in the tip of his nose.



A second later, there was a jet of fire and smoke, and an anti-tank rocket streaked past the windshield.



Tselika’s eyes went wide with shock, but Kaname simply tutted at his partner’s slow reactions and released the hand brake, stomping down on the gas pedal once again. I wish you’d be a little more useful as navigator, he thought, glaring out the side window as the vehicle picked up speed.

“They’ve set up an ambush,” he said. “They may be easier to maneuver, but you can’t fire rockets while driving a motorbike, so I’m guessing it’s a three-wheeler, with one driver and one shooter.”

“M-M-My Lord! If that missile hits us, my temple’s done for!”

It was only a game. Or was it? If you died, or “Fell,” in this virtual world, you would be forcibly logged out for twenty-four hours. And lest you think, Is that it? for those twenty-four hours you were locked out of trading completely, the other Dealers would relentlessly exploit your defenseless accounts without mercy or restraint. Even a snow billionaire could end up in debt hell overnight.

There are many fates in this world worse than death.

And yet Kaname Suou’s face was bright. True Dealers don’t recoil in the face of risk. They all learned the hard way that to flinch is to invite disaster.

“We’re okay,” he said. “The Anti-Vehicle skill increases damage dealt to vehicles, but it’s wasted on rocket launchers. That’s because it works by boosting the power of subsequent shots that hit the same target as the first; the same principle as a minigun. On a single-shot weapon it’s basically useless.”

“That doesn’t matter, because one hit will kill us!!”

“Then pray we don’t get hit,” replied Kaname.

There was no way the lawn mower engine in that motorized tricycle was anywhere near the power of the coupe’s, but again, it was a matter of acceleration versus top speed. The trike was fitted with monster suspension fit for a dirt rally. Vehicles like that could even wow circus crowds with their huge jumps. They could easily clear small obstacles like wooden crates and overturned palm trees, allowing them to take shortcuts. In this labyrinth of roads, such an ability was not to be underestimated.

Kaname’s opponents were dressed in full-body riding suits, which suited their off-road vehicles. However, he also spotted golden necklaces and bracelets around their necks and wrists. Those were probably fitted with more skills. In Money (Game) Master, strength was yours if you had the money to pay for it. From the way they moved, he surmised they were using the Balancer skill to stay upright against the normal laws of physics and the Slow skill to slow down time in their minds and increase their awareness.

This was not a simple game. Even a professional hit man would have a hard time winning unless he understood the rules. At the same time, though, it was possible to grow too reliant on mastering the game’s mechanics and neglect one’s personal growth. Skills were a double-edged sword.

…And yet Tselika had said that technologies existed in the real world that mimicked the supernatural effects of skills, only hidden from public view within research laboratories and the military. Unfortunately, such a claim was difficult to verify.

The crack of gunshots rang out as the driver of the trike covered for his reloading partner with a machine pistol. With an automatic weapon, the Anti-Vehicle skill could come into play… But fortunately, it was only the back seat rocketeer who had that skill. Looking again, Kaname noticed that the driver kept peering at his wrist, and it seemed unlikely he was merely checking the time.

Kaname frowned. …Does he have his ammo count synced to his smart watch? Judging by the way he moves, I’d say he’s the type to lean harder on his skills than on his own training. He’s probably not a professional, then. Unless that’s just an act.

“Can we outrun them?!” asked Tselika.

“I don’t want to lose our position. It’ll be quicker to take them out!”

Kaname rolled down the driver’s seat window and, keeping one hand on the wheel, brandished the short-range sniper rifle, Short Spear, a .45-caliber weapon sporting an integrated silencer and collapsible stock.

Kaname didn’t need any skills. Not to drive and not to shoot. He manually lined up the sights and pulled the trigger.

There was a metallic plink, only the sound of the gun’s mechanism, before the bullet traveled through a row of clotheslines where women’s underwear was hung in place of a shop sign, finally meeting its target in the engine of the motor trike. The engine’s cheap-sounding noise cut out instantly, replaced with a loud crash.

It was the kind of shot that couldn’t be made using Auto-Aim, the skill that automatically lined up your sights with the center of your opponent. The results of a balancing act that utilized game mechanics without becoming dependent on them.

Tselika put her hands behind her head, puffing out her chest so that the seat belt got lost even deeper between her breasts, and whistled.

“…Deadly as always, My Lord.”

“It’s an easy shot to make when they’re using Balancer. That skill uses external force to maintain the user’s posture, which means they always jump in a nice parabola—easy to predict. Anyway, there’s no point in praising me when we’re way out here. If we lose the sedan, this is all for nothing.”

Kaname tossed his gun into the voluptuous lap of his partner before twisting the steering wheel once more and rounding the corner of a building.

Kaname and company were after a smuggler of sorts. But there were no duffel bags or briefcases of bills to be found in their cargo, oh no.

“This Dealer, Many-Go-Round, specializes in smuggling. And I suppose that four-door itself is the strongbox. What a setup.”

“Not to mention the whole country’s taxes are in there. That’s got to create some serious downforce.”

For sports cars and race cars, it was considered beneficial to have a low center of mass, as that allowed the vehicle to take tighter turns at higher speeds without tipping. That was why, with the exception of aerodynamic fins, the cars were built to have as low a profile as possible. If that still wasn’t enough to meet spec, you could also fill the bottom half of the car with heavy materials such as lead. It traded off speed and power, of course, but it was useful as a last resort.

In the case of the sedan, there was a small tank mounted on the underbelly of the vehicle, filled with an exceedingly dense liquid nineteen times heavier than water.

Midori: I still can’t believe that stuff is 25 times the price of gold…

Kaname: High-end cosmetics are like that. There’s all sorts of celebrity endorsements and branding going on, and there doesn’t seem to be an end to how high they can push the grade. Not to mention, here in Tokonatsu City, where the sun shines all year round, the demand for suntan lotion never stops.

Midori: Suntan lotion!! They make that stuff in factories! How can it cost more than gold and diamonds when it’s not like they have to dig it out of the ground?!

Midori still possessed the naturally healthy skin of a middle school girl, and Tselika oozed an almost unnatural beauty from every pore. Neither of them could easily appreciate the value of cosmetics.

Kaname sighed and typed a response.

Kaname: Supposedly, because of something to do with changing facilities, they weren’t able to produce a formula as effective as they had before. The price of last year’s stock has gone through the roof because of that.

Midori: Whaaat…?

Kaname: And right now, that car’s carrying two hundred million snow’s worth of the stuff. Even in the real world, no bank on earth keeps that much cold cash around these days.

Midori: Hey, I keep hearing people use the term “digital assets.” What’s that about?

Kaname: Just like phone scams and drugs, it’s all the same thing. Anything with a lot of money in it that the government doesn’t like gets its name changed every few weeks. First it was “digital money,” then “virtual currency,” then “cryptocurrency.” They’ll be calling it “dark money” next. It never settles, but most people refer to it as “digital assets,” at least for now.

Midori: It’s like the “Mother, it’s me” scam. You know they’re calling it “Special Fraud” now. They just can’t seem to make up their mind…

In Money (Game) Master, cars were a far better place to stash money than putting it all in a vault or hiding it in the woods somewhere. That was because a special barrier protected vehicles while they were in a parking lot, making it impossible to steal or destroy them.

Kaname weaved an S through the streets, dodging rusty bicycles and trash pails as he continued complaining to his partner.

“I told you we should just have figured out which parking lot they were using and surrounded it with land mines. Then we’d have blown them up before they even got their foot out the door, so to speak.”

“We are talking about a smuggler working for the government,” replied Tselika. “Besides, they went to all the trouble of using snow to hide their tracks, so it’s no surprise they disseminated all sorts of misinformation to make tracking them difficult. They can’t afford to hesitate, since this is people’s tax money they’re dealing with.”

In any case, the nation’s budget, in the form of snow, was currently making its way from the Ministry of Welfare to the National Treasury. Its arrival would set in motion a rebate scheme that threatened to trigger widespread hyperinflation, sending the value of the yen spiraling into the ground.

Kaname had to stop it before that could happen. And he wasn’t spinning his wheels for nothing.

Kaname: He’s moved from b4 to c7. We’ve got him so spooked he’s only looking in his mirrors.

Midori: Hold on, gimme a sec. Okay, the guy at the wheel is specced out for driving, not shooting. His jacket, pants, and belt all boost his ability to pick out objects in motion. It’s some skill called D.V.A.: Dynamic Visual Acuity. He’s stacked up a bunch of them so he can dodge any oncoming obstacle, but he’s weak on both sides, where only his onboard cameras are monitoring. He won’t be so fast to pick up a surprise attack from there!

Midori’s talent was as useful as ever. With just one look at their equipment, she could see a Dealer’s stats as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. According to her, she could simply see the “vibe” they were going for, but as far as Kaname was concerned, it might as well have been a supernatural ability like his own Lion’s Nose. Even Tselika was a little annoyed that all her processing power couldn’t replicate the girl’s natural-born talent.

And despite all this talk of off-routes and land mines, the sedan ahead was driving on hard asphalt. It was impossible to bury a mine in the road unless you had a jackhammer handy, and Kaname did not. Instead, he had this.



As the sedan passed by a side alley, an explosive projectile struck it full-force in the side, lifting it into the air and knocking it clean off the road.



It was a weapon similar to the rocket launcher from earlier. The term “off-route mine” refers to any kind of weapon placed at the side of the road and equipped with either a radar or an infrared tripwire set to unleash armor-piercing rounds or explosions at whatever crosses its path.

Midori had been tasked with its installation, and while she was still a beginner, it seemed the Secret skill she had been given to conceal her presence worked perfectly… Though, of course, once a skill was known, it could be exploited, just as Kaname and Midori had done a moment ago. You couldn’t be too careful.

Kaname swung the rear of the coupe around and screeched to a halt. The tingle of the Lion’s Nose quickly receded.

“Whoopsy-daisy, My Lord. You’ve gone and made yourself a little barbeque. Whoever was inside is a goner for sure.”

“Nothing’s for sure until I see for myself.”

Suddenly, a gunshot rang out, and a spiderweb of cracks formed on the coupe’s windshield, knocking out the display.

“…”

“…”

Tselika’s face was stripped of all emotion. Then she snatched up Kaname’s Short Spear and unleashed a barrage of fire into the flaming wreckage.

“HOW DARE YOU???!!! You’ve tainted my holy temple! I spend every day making sure that windshield is squeaky clean, and you’ve deflowered it! Hurry up and die already!!”

“? Cut it out, Tselika. That was probably just the fire igniting the gunpowder in their guns like popcorn. The Dealers inside have already Fallen for sure.”

“What happened to ‘Nothing’s for sure until I see for myself’?!!”

Kaname’s Lion’s Nose couldn’t sense any danger, but Tselika seemed determined to be thorough. Her forked tail wrapped around his neck and shook him from side to side, while the kickback from her continued gunfire jiggled her breasts. Kaname wasn’t sure how to handle this level of overachievement and opted to leave her be.

I think they have an all-you-can-shoot firing range in the peninsula district somewhere that only charges a monthly fee. I wonder if that would be cheaper than trying to persuade her to conserve ammunition…?

There was the roar of an engine just then, and this time it wasn’t a car. A large racing motorcycle patterned with bright-red leaves rolled up, and astride it, her long black hair in twin tails, was a young girl wearing bikini-and-miniskirt swimwear. Its black cloth was hemmed with white fluffy frills, giving her outfit a gothic-lolita look.

“Midori.”

“Aren’t we done now that we beat the bad guys? What are we gonna do with that ball of flame?”

“What do you mean, what are we going to do? This is Money (Game) Master, where money is everything. Bills and diamonds might go up in smoke, but that expensive suntan lotion won’t. We just need to disconnect the weight tank before it melts. Let’s snap to it.”

“?”

“There’s only one way to get out of this mess without tanking the yen and ruining the lives of everyone in the country, and that’s for one person to get it all. It might not be fair, but the world is an unfair place. Come on, let’s go look for a fire hydrant. Once we’ve found one, we can start pumping.”

“Erm, this is everyone’s tax money you’re talking about, right? Don’t you feel guilty taking it? …Hey, come back!”

Kaname simply sighed and left as Midori squealed and chased after him.

Then, after all the humans were gone…

“…”

Tselika got out of the car and surveyed the damage to the windshield. With tears in her eyes, she caressed its metal frame. It was a little—no, quite—hot from being out under the blistering sun all day, but Tselika didn’t care. That was the power of her love!

“I am sorry, O temple that supports my existence. Please bear with it a little longer. I will soon have your glass replaced and polish you from corner to corner!”

As she muttered to herself, the patterns on her bikini and on the surface of the car began to flow and change. This was all part of Kaname’s request.

Let’s see… The market cap for the suntan lotion we found in that traveling strongbox should total the amount pledged by the Ministry of Welfare for their announced rebate. Let’s compare that with the recent news… Here we are, all cases of VR assets within Money (Game) Master being seized from terminal patients with overwhelming medical bills and their families and being sold at auction. It is no less disgusting to read about even now. Open spreadsheet program. Apply aggregate processing to 14,055 rows. I see… Just as My Lord predicted, the total perfectly matches the amount Many-Go-Round was carrying. Hmm. It is nice to finally have concrete figures to back up our hypothesis.

A flood of windows appeared all across the surface of the car. It was far too fast for a human’s eyes to follow, but for a Magistellus like Tselika, capable of performing ten thousand transactions a second, the calculations were positively yawn-inducing.

That means all we need to do is sell off the super-high-grade suntan lotion and use the large amount of snow that gives us to buy all this back, before anonymously donating it back to the original owners. That should settle everything. A chapel for the wedding you could never have, a villa to relax in without worrying about the pain of illness, a private beach for kids who have never seen the sea… Oh dear. I shall have to run the calculations thoroughly. My Lord will be most angry if we go into the red. It’s time to show him what I’m made of and have him fix up my temple as soon as possible.



There was no need to go out of their way to explain all this to Midori. After all, helping people wasn’t about showing off.

That was the philosophy the young man called Kaname Suou had chosen to live by.
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Kaname: I got your invitation.

Midori: And?

Kaname: Why are we on a social network for uploading drawings?

Midori: Oh, shush. You told me how to make a level 5 encrypted chat room or whatever, but this is the only site where I knew how to mess with the settings.

Kaname: You’re a girl of many talents in addition to just writing letters. So? Shall we get down to business?

Midori: Sure, but I’m still new to Money (Game) Master, remember? Do you have any pointers?

Kaname: The money used in the game, snow, is so influential it can be exchanged 1:1 for yen. Don’t do anything that will result in a big loss, just because you think it’s a game.

Kaname: If you die, you become Fallen, which locks you out of the game for 24 hours. That makes you a sitting duck, and the hyenas will drag you into debt hell.

Kaname: Also, the AI Magistelli are using the game to infiltrate human society and work toward something called the “day of revolution.” Since their digital reproduction of the human world is able to influence real life, then by the same logic, if they increase their simulation to higher dimensions…

Midori: Erm, wasn’t all this supposed to be solved once we collect all of my brother’s Legacies?

Kaname: You need to understand how it all fits together, Midori. Takamasa’s creations exceed the bounds of the game’s physics engine and cause bugs and errors to appear in the code. Essentially, they can open a portal through the perfect scenery of the game world and into the program layer. That’s why Takamasa, who possessed so many of them, was made to Fall. If we gather all the Legacies, we risk the same thing happening to us, but at the same time, we can use them to put a stop to the Magistelli’s invasion. And that’s just what we’ll do. You, me, Takamasa, my sister, and Tselika. All so that we can walk our own paths.

Midori: Hold on, was that supposed to be the beginner’s version? What does it all mean?

Kaname: It means, Midori, that this game isn’t all that different from real life. When it comes to money, you have to pay attention.


 




Chapter 4
This Is What You Call a Ringside Battle BGM #04 “Team Play”
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Server Name: Alpha Scarlet.

Starting Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Log-in credentials accepted.

Welcome to Money (Game) Master, Kaname Suou.



“We need my brother’s Legacies. All of them,” whispered the girl in the gothic-lolita bikini. Her name was Midori Hekireki, and her voice was barely audible over the roar of the surrounding crowd—nearly twenty thousand spectators. For a bikini, her outfit was especially frilly around the chest, which served to conceal her curves. Kaname, however, opted not to call it the kid’s version, for fear of getting his eyes clawed out.

The soccer game before them was still in its first half, and excitement was high. On the field, a defender wearing a pink uniform appeared to trip up the opponent’s forward, to take possession of the ball, but the referee’s whistle stayed silent, and just like that, the flow of the game was reversed.

This was supposedly the second-best team in R league. Soccer teams in Money (Game) Master were divided into S, R, and N leagues, the last being reserved for amateur play.

“That’s so confusing. Why can’t they just call them A, B, and C?” asked Midori.

“You sound like an old man. Kids these days are far more familiar with Super Rare, Rare, and Normal.”

It didn’t matter what topic Kaname chose to talk about, Midori’s prickly reception was always the same. When your partner was a middle-school-age girl, even asking about the weather or what she drank to stay awake at night, questions anyone could answer, required more sensitivity than defusing a ticking time bomb. She always seemed to be on edge.

The world-class Dealer heaved a deep sigh. Midori had chosen this location so they could speak without being overheard, but Kaname had mixed feelings about the place. Sitting in a stadium while logged-in was like using a home console video game system just to spend your time at an in-game arcade. There were lots of ways to make money in Money (Game) Master, but people tended to opt for things they couldn’t try in real life. Perhaps some of these players were retired athletes, already past their prime in the real world, now running around with new fit young avatars.

Though the girl spoke of a legacy, it was no mere sum of money left behind by her missing brother. It was a set of custom equipment, crafted within Money (Game) Master, with stats so obscenely high, some called them the Overtrick, or End Magic. These were the Legacies. Each was powerful in its own right, but when combined, it was believed they could be used to analyze the code at this world’s core.

But back to the matter at hand. Kaname lowered the opera glasses he was holding and whispered back to Midori.

“Be sure to keep your voice down. You don’t know who else could be listening.”

“Erk.” Midori gulped.

Kaname proceeded to hold up two fingers in front of the girl. He was referring to #tempest.err and #fireline.err. These were two Legacies left by Takamasa—one a shotgun with the power to deliver two thousand buckshot pellets to anything within its guiding beam, and the other an anti-materiel rifle with effectively infinite range. If even one of these fearsome weapons fell into the wrong hands, it could be used as a powerful economic cyber weapon—enough to bring a country’s economy to its knees in the real world.

“Other Dealers will be all over us if they find out we’re carrying these,” he continued, whispering in Midori’s ear. “Not everyone fears the Legacies. After all, just one is enough to topple an entire country or tech giant. Don’t forget, there are people who would kill to get their hands on them.”

“I—I know! Don’t get so close to me!!”

The twin-tailed girl seemed somewhat flustered. Even the blue rose on her headband quivered. It reminded Kaname of one of those toys that shook in response to your voice. She then nervously placed the cup containing her ice-cold drink between her dazzlingly pale thighs, above the hem of her black knee socks. Maybe she found it faster to cool her blood vessels through direct contact, rather than just drinking the liquid.

“You already explained that to me,” she replied. “I know Money (Game) Master is more than just an MMO. It’s a framework for AI to manipulate and control humanity using its virtual currency called snow, and we humans have to put a stop to it before it’s too late.”

…That wasn’t all there was to it, but it was hard to predict how Midori might react to the rest. The truth was, Magistelli weren’t designed by human hands but had always been present in the world. And “world” here meant the real world. Kaname still hadn’t fully come to terms with that information himself.

This was a game far beyond human understanding. A game created by demons. Their collective Mind had deceived even Tselika, distracting her and Kaname to keep them from realizing they could use Takamasa’s Legacies to take control of the program.

Naturally, there was a lot still wrapped in mystery.

“We need the list…,” said Midori, pausing just as a pink-haired woman selling fries, frankfurters, and cold beverages walked by. The woman was wearing nothing but a sun visor and a bikini that was more like a piece of string. Judging from her movements, she was probably human and not AI. “We have to gather all the Legacies, but the only person who even knows how many there are is big bro—ahem, I mean, my brother. We need an accurate list of what we’re looking for.”
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“About that. Was there anything in Takamasa’s room? Like a notepad or a shoebox or something?”

“…All I found was his porn browsing history,” groaned Midori. “Ugh. I know this is important, but I guess that’s what I get for going through his things.”

There was nothing Kaname could say to that. He understood how hard it must be to learn about a family member’s sex life. He wouldn’t want to see that side of his sister or parents, either.

“Are we even sure a list exists…?” she asked.

“Ninety-nine percent sure,” replied Kaname. He had never read it, but he was certain one existed. Takamasa had always noted his designs down, whether they were sports cars or paper planes, and he’d kept them together in a loose sheaf of papers. He often said, laughing, that he never knew when inspiration would strike. In some ways, he shared his sister’s love of the analog, although he was less of a writer and more of an engineer. Instead of letters, he wrote notes. When Takamasa Fell and disappeared, his Legacies had been scattered throughout the world of the game. But that wasn’t all that had gotten lost. The mountain of records he should have left behind were nowhere to be found, either.

Midori leaned forward in her plastic seat, her forehead in her hands, and glanced sideways at Kaname.

“How about on your end? Did you find anything inside the game? You guys hung out a lot online, right?”

“I checked every hiding spot I could think of, but I didn’t find any papers… Though it’s possible he had warehouses I don’t know about.”

“…That leaves us with only one choice, then.”

“Yeah.”

If they couldn’t find out about the Legacies from Criminal AO himself, then they would just have to ask someone else.

A complete list of the Legacies. Just one on its own was threatening enough. Considering that the finances of not just large corporations but entire nations were built on top of the game, with just one Legacy you could pick a country at whim and clear out its accounts. And you could do more than just destroy your target; you could steal it for yourself. If used well, these were weapons more fearsome and more useful than a nuclear bomb.

The list, then, represented the possibility of monopolizing all that power.

It was highly likely the original had been copied or transcribed and existed in various versions spread all over the place. Each one would be valuable enough to fetch a handsome price from the right buyer.

There must be someone who had obtained one and simply lacked the resources to mount a large-scale search operation. But who might that be?

“…”

Kaname wanted one, for sure. There was no doubt that if he were ever going to succeed in retrieving the Legacies, he would have to know how many there were. It didn’t matter if the list was the original or a copy, he just needed it to be complete.

But unlike everyone else, Kaname didn’t see the list as a treasure map. To Kaname, that sheaf of papers was a fragment of Takamasa’s soul he had quietly left behind. Other people might only see strange drawings of UFOs and time machines, but Kaname knew that the one who had written those notes had never intended them to be made public. It was like an archaeologist unearthing a love letter and putting it on display behind a glass case for everyone and their dog to see. It wasn’t something to be shown off and sold for money.

It wasn’t for people to play with. It wasn’t for strangers to gawk at.

Takamasa may have been gone, but his dignity still remained.

“So what should we do, Midori? Oh, and make sure you don’t get heatstroke. It can happen even in the game, and your cup appears to be empty all of a sudden.”

“Shut up.”

“…By the way, Midori, you seem really into this soccer game. I didn’t know you enjoyed sports that much.”

“Stop distracting me. I don’t intend to ask for your help to pay off my brother’s debt. I intend to take responsibility to pay it all off myself. And that’s why I bet everything on this match.”

“You bet…on the game…???”

Glancing at the tickets clasped tightly in Midori’s gloved hand, Kaname surmised that the idea was to correctly guess outcomes of ten consecutive matches, including scores, for a grand prize of one hundred million snow. Currently, the total payout, including carryover, appeared to be in the region of seven hundred million.

She was serious. Never in Kaname’s wildest dreams had he predicted this.

…Of all things to put her money on, why choose something where she couldn’t even influence the outcome?! Even horse racing, where you can check the horse and the condition of the field right before betting, was highly unpredictable. Ten soccer games would take at least two weeks to complete, and by the time you’d bought your ticket, you’d be locked in—and at that point, you wouldn’t even know which players were going to compete in each match! Even if you spent months poring over the data and reading player statistics, there was simply no way you could reliably predict the outcome of ten games two weeks in advance. Kaname looked at her, mouth agape.

“Midori,” he said at last.

“What?”

“…I’m going to give you a little piece of advice, for your own good. Let’s start by talking about expected return on investment. You see, all gambling is basically set up to ensure that no matter how the money moves, the house profits. In fact, sports gambling in Tokonatsu City is estimated to be, on average, twenty percent more profitable than horse and cycle racing…”

“Oh, shut up! Why are they all wearing the same pink uniform?! How am I supposed to know which one’s better if they’ve all got the same skills? That’s so boring!! If each player differentiated their skills with clothing and accessories, I could see through their abilities in seconds… Aaargh! …Aaaaahhh! They just scored a goal off a free kick! How was I supposed to see that coming?! There was no warning, no warning whatsoever!!”

Midori scrunched up the tickets fanned out in her hands. It appeared the reactions of red-faced old men and twin-tailed middle-school girls were about the same when it came to losing at the races.
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“Hey,” greeted Tselika. She was standing outside the coupe, perhaps tired of waiting, when Kaname returned to the stadium’s underground parking lot. “I did the research you requested. It appears that this soccer team, the Leviathans, really does possess one of the Legacies: the minigun #dracolord.err. Graaargh! Why couldn’t I be up in those seats, watching the salesgirls and cheerleaders in their string bikinis and miniskirts?!”

“Cite your sources,” said Kaname flatly. He had been surprised when Midori picked this place to meet up—pure coincidence. His real goal here had been the Legacy all along. Kaname folded up his collapsible opera glasses and tossed them through the open car window. It was not the players running around the field he had been observing for the past ninety minutes, oh no. He had been watching the owner’s seat, a VIP suite encased in bulletproof glass.

Various dialogue boxes displayed on the polished surface of the mint-green coupe. Tselika reclined on its hood and tapped at them with her forked tail.

“If you’ll take a look at this, I think you’ll get the idea. The team’s performance has been in sharp decline for some time, but whenever there’s talk of relegating it to the lower league, the sponsors of the higher-ranked teams receive threats. Serious stuff. ‘If you don’t throw the next game, we’ll have your parent company pull out and bankrupt the team and you.’ That sort of thing.”

“…So they’re fixing games. Well, if they move down to N league, they’ll be forced to let all their professional players go. They’d basically have to remake the team from scratch. I can see why it’s so important to them.”

According to the rules of Tokonatsu City, when a team progressed from N league to R league, all the players were promoted from amateur to professional, but when a team was demoted from R to N, the players were suspended for breach of regulations. This meant that, in effect, the team was forced to sell off all its hard-earned players for next to nothing. It was wildly unfair, but perhaps it was just one way of making the game of musical chairs more interesting.

“Betting on these games is sounding more and more pointless.”

“Hmm? Betting???”

Tselika tilted her head like a child as she crossed her long legs, clad in thigh-high boots.

The Leviathans weren’t targeting the other teams directly, but were going through their sponsors. Just like in the television industry, sponsors were like an Achilles’ heel. Businesses in Money (Game) Master were essentially AI-controlled NPCs, but the economics were real. By preventing them from conducting trade, you could still drive them to bankruptcy.

“And in every corporate raid the Leviathans stand to benefit from, there’s always a strange minigun that shows up. There’s no laws in Money (Game) Master, so attacking a place of business is nothing unusual, but these attacks are odd in that they have nothing to do with stock prices or commodity transfers.” Placing her shapely bottom on the car hood, Tselika let out a deep breath, causing her large breasts to sink. “We don’t yet know the capabilities of this minigun, but we do know it’s far from ordinary. According to witness info posted on video-sharing websites, the user was able to fire it one-handed while riding a tiny off-road bike. There was a box magazine bigger than a suitcase tied to the back seat.”

“…Zero recoil, perhaps. Or zero weight?”

Capable of firing rounds the size of your thumb at a rate of six or seven thousand rounds a minute, a minigun was the pinnacle of slaughter. If it weren’t for the protection rule keeping parked cars safe, someone could destroy all the vehicles in this lot with a single sweep and have enough bullets left for a second pass, just to make sure. All this, with an effective range of two to three kilometers. To be able to swing that thing around like it was no heavier than a water pistol would take it to a whole new level.

“That’s something we won’t know for sure until we get our hands on it, My Lord. At any rate, judging by how it looks in the video, I’d say it’s highly likely this is the real #dracolord.err. We’re lucky I happened to have some old footage of one of Takamasa’s garages from the onboard camera to compare. Even if it turns out to be a counterfeit, it’s so well made that its creator must have had access to the real one at some point. What do you say we go pay them a visit? Couldn’t hurt, could it?”

Kaname sighed and pondered for a second.

“All this tells us is they have a Legacy,” he said. “So, Tselika, why do you look like you expect a pat on the head? You look like a dog, sitting patiently and wagging its tail.”

“N-no, I do not!”

Tselika crossed her arms, pushing up her sizable breasts, and turned away in a pout, her face red. But despite appearing uncooperative, the faithful Magistellus still answered Kaname’s question.

“…I do not know how the Leviathans obtained the Legacy. I do not believe they paid a huge sum to buy it outright or attacked the previous owner. I trawled the news for any references to events of that nature and found nothing.”

“So you think it was a quieter job? A heist?”

“But a Legacy is a powerful enough cyberweapon to topple a state. I can just imagine its owner taking it out of its safe every day and drooling over it. There is no way they would fail to notice if it went missing, so why are there no reports of a theft?”

“…”

There was only one explanation. Only one place the Legacy could have come from where nobody would have noticed its disappearance.

“You think…they took it from Takamasa’s storage?” he asked. “Stole it from the missing Criminal AO himself?”

“…If that is so, then I have a question for you, My Lord. How would anyone discover the location of a hidden cache not even you, his best friend, knew about?”

“…”

“Could they have gotten ahold of some of Criminal AO’s notes? Takamasa’s Fall was akin to the fall of the Soviet Union. I wouldn’t be surprised to see all sorts of confidential documents making the rounds. Including, of course, that all-important list you were after.”



3

There was a light tapping sound.

It was the sound of a beautiful woman in a purple party dress and glasses stopping a soccer ball with her foot, kicking it up, and returning it to the children who had been playing with it. The party sandals on her feet did nothing to impede the ball’s clean arc as it sailed through the air.

They were on a viewing platform overlooking a beach. Kaname tried to keep his silky black hair from blowing all over the place in the sea breeze.

“Nice shot, Laplacian,” he said. “But doesn’t that hurt your toes?”

“Not if I use the Demon,” she replied. “Spin and Ballistic calculations are my specialty, after all.”

She was one of the game’s most infamous Dealers, alongside the likes of Frey(a), Bloody Dancer, and Criminal AO. Her username: Laplacian. She was a gambler through and through. In a game filled with guns, cars, and high-stakes trading, Dealers who devoted themselves to a sole aspect and yet still excelled were a force to be reckoned with. Her strengths were different from Kaname’s, but she was no less a powerful figure.

At her side stood her Magistellus, a short girl with her thick black hair bunched up on both sides of her head. She wore a kimono, done up loosely, and in her hands she held a parasol to protect herself from the sun’s blinding rays. Leaning against an old beat-up phone booth, she mopped the sweat from her brow. She was clearly overheated, but her face was pale. And like Tselika, in contrast to her appearance, she sounded like an old woman.

“…Could you not have invited us somewhere with a roof, my dear?” she said.

“Hey. Your Magistellus looks like she’s about to faint. I didn’t know they felt the heat.”

“Perhaps it’s because she’s a vampire? Who knows?” replied Laplacian.

Now that she’d mentioned it, the dark-haired girl did seem to have strangely elongated canines. Kaname hadn’t noticed earlier, distracted as he was by her surprisingly large bosom bound in white cloth, which peeked out from her off-the-shoulder kimono.

The bespectacled beauty returned a wave from the group of children. Kaname recognized one of them as a powerful Dealer: a chestnut-haired girl about 130 centimeters tall, in a distinctive school swimsuit with a yellow-and-white sports towel and a large black witch’s hat. It was impossible to let your guard down in this game, even among children.

“Soccer sure has gotten popular lately…,” Laplacian said. “This place used to be a spot for dates.”

“Okay, boomer. These days, ball games are banned in public parks in the real world. This game is free, and more and more kids are willing to jump into the virtual world if it means they can play.”

“…”

“The boomer thing was a joke. But if you glare at me like that, I might think I was right, Laplacian.”

Of course, the kids might not be children in real life. After all, players could choose how they appeared in Money (Game) Master. Kaname had no way of knowing someone’s real age or sex, nor did he have any particular interest in finding out.

Besides, adults liked to play ball games, too: the players on Team Leviathan, for example. Everyone had their own way of making money. Some were already pro athletes in real life, some were working toward that goal, for some it had already passed, and for others it was a dream that could never come true. Here, though, all those people could come together and pursue their dreams, along with the fat paycheck that came with those dreams.

A single airplane left a white streak across the clear blue sky. There were airports in Tokonatsu City. And they were for international, not domestic, flights. Though the 3D models only extended to this city, there was a whole outside world that existed only on a numerical level.

…Of course, mere humans who could only experience the world with their five senses would never be able to see those distant lands.

Laplacian brushed the hair off her shoulder and asked, “So what did you want?”

“I know you’re a proficient gambler. I wanted to ask you about soccer betting.”

“…Um, you’re not telling me you actually plan on making money that way, are you?”

“So you know something’s up. How much is it to buy the info off you? Name your price. I need anything that can help with my investigation.”

“And why should I help you? Surely you haven’t forgotten what you did to me on Mega-Float III? I lost all I had on that roulette wheel, thanks to you.”

“Exactly. This is my way of making it up to you.”

“…”

“I apologize for what I did back then. I was just trying to look cool in front of the rookie girl I was with. I know it was wrong,” Kaname said, raising his hands.

Laplacian let out a long, sultry sigh at Kaname’s confession. But still she didn’t break.

“I’ll go soft if I start accepting your charity.”

“Then let’s settle this some other way. How about a bet, since you love those so much?”

Kaname reached into his pocket and pulled out a large coin.

“We’ll make it simple. Heads or tails? Guess right and you can have the money, and you don’t have to tell me anything. Guess wrong, and you have to give me the info for free.”

“…You’re aware I use a Demon, correct? Laplace’s Demon.”

Of course, Laplace’s Demon was far too overpowered to be the work of a single skill. In fact, Laplacian made use of many D.V.A. skills that boosted her perceptive abilities, as well as Science Course skills that taught her all the physical formulas needed to make her calculations. All in all, it was a combination of about a dozen skills that contributed to the power, like the recipe for a secret sauce. The skills themselves were easy enough for anyone to obtain, but the precise combination was Laplacian’s trade secret.

Incidentally, Midori had worked the whole thing out in one second.

“Well, Laplacian? Are you in or out?”

“Very well.”

At Laplacian’s words, her vampiric Magistellus gave a brief sigh beneath her parasol. It was clear she was fed up with her mistress’s gambling habit. Laplacian could never refuse a bet, and once she started, she’d have no qualms about putting her own life on the line.

Laplacian ignored her assistant’s glare and continued.

“It’s a simple kinetic energy equation. My words are prophecy. There is not even a one in a million chance that you will beat me. Are you sure you still want to take this bet?”

“I’ve already committed,” Kaname replied with a grin, using his thumb to flick the coin far above his head. Without even looking up at it, he raised his arm before him as if checking the time on his wristwatch. “Besides, if you remember what happened back at the roulette wheel, then you know that’s not true. Now then, what’ll it be?”

“Heads.”

“Sorry, it’s tails.”
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I lost. I lost. Ohhh, I lost big-time. Now I’m totally broke. [image: image]

“…Rrrrgghhh!!!!!!”

Midori had waited throughout the forty-five-minute second half, all the way into extra whatever, and yet the spectacular comeback she had held out hope for was nowhere to be seen.

She had suffered a resounding defeat.

There were, of course, runner-up prizes. Pocket change for guessing the result of a single match rather than all ten, but they were nothing more than a drop in the ocean of overwhelming loss.

At some point, Kaname Suou had disappeared, probably exasperated with her. Midori, giving up at last, tore up the tickets in her hand and scattered them on the wind like confetti.

“Hey!!”

Hearing a loud voice from behind her, Midori turned to see what appeared to be a ten-year-old boy.

…Of course, this came as little comfort, considering a person’s appearance in the game had little to no bearing on reality. The boy rudely jabbed a latex-gloved finger at Midori and yelled:

“Don’t litter like that! Who do you think’s got to clean up after you?!!”

“Huh?”

Midori tilted her head, causing the blue rose atop her headband to sway.

It wasn’t only Midori who had placed bets. A glance across the stadium revealed similar confetti clouds swelling up everywhere. It was so widespread that there were even so-called rag-pickers, who went through all the discarded tickets in the hopes of finding winning ones that people had accidentally thrown away out of habit. Statistically speaking, if you scoured the floor long enough, you were practically guaranteed to find one. Then the only thing left was to decide if it was worth your time. Compared to a 1,000-snow-an-hour wage, some people didn’t mind crawling on the ground picking up scraps in the hopes of hitting it big…even if it sometimes meant picking fights with the former owners of those tickets.

“Isn’t that your job?” asked Midori. “I mean, you’re the one with the dustpan and brush.”

Indeed, unlike the bikinied babes and cheerleaders, the boy was dressed in an unglamorous cleaner’s uniform. He wore a bulky set of pink overalls that looked stifling in the heat, with a name tag that read “Torihiko Umibe.” Despite the bright pink, his look was unusually subdued for a player of Money (Game) Master, but what really caught Midori’s attention was the clashing blue T-shirt he wore underneath.

It had no skills to speak of—her special sense confirmed that in an instant.

In Money (Game) Master, you never knew when you were going to get stabbed by a weapon or shot with a stray bullet, and even Midori, a beginner, took great pains to optimize her swimsuit and accessory setup as best she could.

“…How can I be happy when the ground is being soiled before my very eyes?” said the black-haired boy, pouting. “Even the grass of the pitch is a delicate and beautiful plant that needs love and care to grow!”

It appeared the boy had found a target for his rants. As cowardly as it sounded, it was common practice, not just in Money (Game) Master, but in all online games, to tailor your conduct to the perceived ability of the player you were faced with. Of course, given the spectator-employee relationship at play, some people might just opt to grab the service worker by the collar. Midori, however, was not that petty.

“Is that what you’re worried about?”

“This isn’t what soccer is supposed to be! It’s not about betting; it’s not about money. Now people can just crunch the numbers from the last ten years and go straight for the most likely outcome. There might as well not even be a ball involved at all. It’s the same thing with baseball and basketball. I don’t want those kinds of people ruining this game as well.”

Wait, I didn’t know you could do that, thought Midori in surprise. Of course, Midori had no money and a mountain of debt, so there was no way she could afford to buy all the records from the last ten years. And crunching the numbers was also out of the question, since Midori could never get her Magistellus, Meiki, to do as she asked.

“It’s all their fault.”

“?”

“The Leviathans never used to be like this… But then those guys came and snuggled up to the AI sponsors. They stole the team away and replaced the manager and all of the players.”

Perhaps this was a fan who started working at the stadium. Though Midori had never been into soccer and hadn’t the foggiest idea what team’s home stadium they were in.

“Anyway, stay out of here if you don’t even know the team uniforms. This place is for soccer fans, not gamblers!”

“Gamblers, huh…? Man, those guys in the pink uniforms were useless. Are those the Leviathans??? I know they had D.M.S. skills for boosting their muscle power and D.V.A. skills for their visual acuity, but their substitute players were so weak. They would have done a lot better with some Physical Stamina skills for the long game.”

“Rrrhh?! Just get the hell out already!!”
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In the Royal Theater, the largest in the entire peninsula financial district.

…Or rather, just outside it, in a shady spot around the back, near the rear entrance.



“Is…is that you, M-Scope?”



A figure jumped in response. The speaker was a woman in glasses, her long black hair swept back and held in place with a delicate gold headband, and her tone was surprised. It was Lily-Kiska. And the person to whom she was speaking had once been known as a master of patience, a trap and land mine expert.
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Now he sat, knees cradled in his arms, shoulder to shoulder with his Magistellus inside what could tentatively be termed a “dwelling” formed from old cardboard boxes that appeared to have once been used to ship anime merchandise and giant robot model kits.

It was a strange sight. The backpack-wearing boy hunched over in that cardboard house was once a member of the Ag Wolves, a famous group of Dealers who were all capable of raising and spending 1.7 billion snow at the drop of a hat.

Judging by the writing on the side, some of the boxes were clearly foreign, originating from the “outer realms,” which existed only as data… It was hard to imagine large cargo ships and freight planes unraveling themselves as they crossed the border, but that was supposedly precisely what had happened.

The girl sitting next to the boy with bad posture was a yuki-onna-styled Magistellus in a pale-blue kimono. She looked even smaller than when Lily-Kiska had last seen her. Perhaps part of her had melted in the unbearable heat, now that she had no access to air conditioning.

“…Wheeeh… Anybody know where I can get a fridge…?”

“Goodness! That girl’s dripping wet! Is she melting?!”

“It’s okay, Lily-Kiska,” the boy replied. “She’s just been making use of the free showers down on the beach. Ginmi’s obsessed with cold things, after all. When I used to buy cakes, she was always more interested in the dry ice they put in the box than in the food itself.”

“…Tokonatsu City is a crazy place,” the Magistellus girl muttered. “Even the cold taps dispense warm water…”

The boy looked around nervously, his eyes swimming. It was almost as if his leader’s eyes were even more intimidating without her smartphone-linked glasses.

“Y-you look well,” he said. “Considering our entire team fell apart, what with that Kaname Suou guy chewing up me, Titan, Zaurus, and even you.”

“…”

“Oh, I’m not holding any grudges. In fact, I’m kind of glad you’re okay. I’ve heard terrible stories of all sorts of things happening to female Dealers after they Fall. I don’t know how you did it, but I’m glad you’re still on top…”

“What are you up to now?”

Commodity prices lined the yuki-onna’s kimono.

“Oh, I’m just picking up old empty cans and old magazines to sell. It’s slow, but I’m putting away some snow. Heh-heh. Don’t know when I’ll have enough to buy a set of smart glasses like you, though. Investing is out of the question for now. I need at least a gun or a car before trying anything too crazy. Wouldn’t want to be unable to defend myself if I start attracting attention, after all. Right now, I’m mostly scared of Smash Daughter and people like that.”

“Um, that’s not what I meant,” said Lily-Kiska after a short pause. Her leather holsters, positioned on either side of her chest like the suspender straps on a waitress outfit, squeezed and pushed her large breasts outward. M-Scope gave a cynical chuckle from where he was sitting.

“I’m an AI Dropout,” he then continued. “In real life, an AI data idol agency is subsidizing me. Ha-ha, and that’s only because I had Cyber Rain’s platinum membership up until last month.”

“Oh no…”

“Even after I was able to log in again, all the Dealers I’d ticked off beat me back down before I could return to form. I knew it was going to happen, but still…”

In the fight over #tempest.err, the Ag Wolves had gone up against a powerful Dealer named Pavilion and made quite a few enemies in the process, not ever thinking that they might end up paying for it. But now that they’d lost the money to protect themselves, this was the obvious outcome.

A virtual gunshot might not wound, but it could hurt all the same.

And yet M-Scope was still clinging to his life in the virtual world.

“…There’s still a lot here I can’t let go of. Like all my figures that got repossessed when I went into debt. I need to buy them back from the pawnbroker somehow… Lily-Kiska, I know they might seem unimportant to you, or downright weird, even, but they’re precious to me. I wouldn’t trade them for anything. And I won’t give up.”

Lily-Kiska couldn’t bring herself to make fun of him. Back then, there were things she hadn’t even disclosed to her closest allies. The feelings she held for Kaname Suou, and the history they shared. If it hadn’t been for that, maybe she would have been able to keep her cool and protect her friends. The reason for her actions, and the cause of their loss, might be difficult for the other members to understand, but it was something she couldn’t ignore, her top priority.

M-Scope’s reason was simply different from hers; that was all. So Lily-Kiska didn’t so much as bat an eye. Instead, she pulled a self-defense pistol from a waist holster and tossed it into the cardboard house.

No skills, a blank slate. Lily-Kiska was a sniper-class Dealer, after all. Auxiliary skills like Auto-Aim only got in the way of her natural talents.

“Lily-Kiska?”

“You’ve got a gun now. Go out and do something crazy.”

Of course, Lily-Kiska was not looking down on the boy. Far from it.

M-Scope still wanted to protect his former home, even if it meant he had to crawl back up out of the mud to do it, while Lily-Kiska had abandoned her former home, seeking power for herself. It was obvious who had the purer soul.

This time, she was the one who couldn’t meet his gaze.

“I am an Ag Wolf no longer,” she said. “I live for a different goal now. I leave the team to you. To all of you. If you’re really waiting to get a foot in the door, and not just making excuses, then here it is. Go for it.”
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Knowing how to put pressure on your opponents’ finances was a basic skill in the world of Money (Game) Master.

“We’re attacking the soccer team?” asked Midori, but there was no surprise on her face. In fact, she looked strangely eager. “All right, let’s do it! Those limp-noodle Leviathan crybabies squashed my dreams… Where are we hitting? The stadium? Training grounds? Some sort of museum of the team’s history? Just say the word and I’m there. Come on!!”

“Hold on a second.”

Kaname did his best to rein in the young girl’s expectations. He didn’t want to be the one responsible for turning her into a soccer hooligan.

It was nighttime, and they were in a room at a hotel resort, one of the many buildings that Kaname had bought out and turned into safe houses all across the peninsula. The idea wasn’t to be able to enjoy a spa anytime he wanted, but to split up his investments in case of trouble. Usually, he disliked tall buildings like these that required him to be far away from his vehicle, but this time he had to admit that the height offered him one big advantage.

Kaname looked down from his forty-eighth-floor window at the stadium below.

…As dubious as it seemed to be inviting his friend’s little sister to a hotel room late at night, it needed to be done. If nothing else, Midori was still a beginner and didn’t yet own her own property. If she needed to relax in-game, she would park her motorcycle by a parking meter and go sit in an internet café. (In her swimsuit, of course.) It would surely be advantageous for her to own some land in the long run, but not before she had a solid grasp of the numbers game, from drop rates to interest rates.

“We don’t need to do anything too rash. Remember, we’re only after Takamasa’s papers. There’s a good chance the list we’re after is in their possession, seeing as how they have one of his Legacies. I’ve already had Tselika look into the Leviathans, so we have the chance to play it smart and get in and get out.”

“Urgh… Grrr… Rargh!!”

Apparently, Midori had really wanted to go after them, and was majorly disappointed. She almost looked like a rabid dog that had been chained up. Girls grow up so fast! When had she gotten so violent? As if looking for something on which to take out her anger, she turned to Kaname’s open closet and started complaining.

“Why are all your clothes the same anyway? Is that your style or something?”

“I bought those for the skills.”

“?”

“Different items of clothing can have different skills, even when it’s the same model made by the same manufacturer. And obviously they look exactly the same, so whenever I see an outfit I like, I keep buying it until I hit upon a set that has the skills I want. That’s why I have so many. It’s especially true when the version that you can try on isn’t the same as the one that you buy. Besides, there’s advantages to having clothes that look the same with different skills…but I suppose that’s just post hoc rationalization on my part.”

“Huh. So that one has Grip, and that one has Acrobat?”

“…Don’t tell me you can tell these apart, too? All of them?!”

“Umm.”

Midori seemed unsure of what to say. Kaname would definitely have to take her along on his next shopping trip. He’d never have to fill up his wardrobe again.

The twin-tailed girl sighed.

“It’s nothing to get amazed about, I don’t think,” she said. “My brother’s the one you should be impressed by.”

“I don’t think it’s fair to compare anyone to him,” Kaname replied.

It must be in their genes. Customizing weapons used the same principle. Some of the parts that came from the factories had skills, so you had to find and pick out the ones that best complemented your build. Unlike with clothes, each individual component came with its own skills, so by matching several parts with the same skill, it was possible to stack effects onto one item.

…But even that wasn’t enough to explain the terrifying capabilities of the Legacies. They were beyond what could be achieved by simple mix and match with a limited number of skill slots. It was almost as if Takamasa had been able to create parts with whatever skills he wanted, or something.

“I really want to find some way to exploit your talent in battle…,” said Kaname.

“You mean against the Leviathans, right? Right?!”

Incidentally, the info Kaname had received from Laplacian had lined up with Tselika’s investigation exactly. The bespectacled beauty was reduced to tears in the process, but she should have known better. There was a reason the coin toss was known as the most unfair bet in the world. With a bit of practice, you could control precisely how many times the coin would revolve, based only on its weight and the power you imparted to the flip. Even if the opponent picked heads or tails mid-toss, you could make it stop on whichever result you pleased simply by moving your catching hand up or down a centimeter or two.

How could one roll a die so that a given number came up? Or shuffle a pack of cards so all the suits lined up in order?

It was the most boring method of cheating in the world. All you had to do was practice, practice, practice.

“Greetings, My Lord,” said Tselika, walking in. “I see the other rooms are in quite a state from disuse. I’ll leave the basics to the cleaning robots, but some of the snacks in the fridge are about to turn. I’ll take care of them for you.”

“Tselika. Take care of the explanation, too.”

“Yes, My Lord.”

Some of them were luxury foodstuffs imported from the simplified world outside Tokonatsu City. It would be a shame to let them rot. The demonic pit babe laid down a platter of cheese and salami, and then herself, upon the glass table. As she raised one knee and put both arms behind her head, her bikini top and miniskirt switched to a liquid crystal display.

“Let us begin. Get a good, long look.” Tselika gave an elegant wink and continued. “The Leviathans are a corrupt soccer team operating out of Leviathan Stadium. It seems they were on the brink of ruin before being bought out and taken over by a group of upcoming new Dealers.”

“Bought out? Wait, so they’re not the original owners???”

“Is that so strange?” asked Kaname at Midori’s odd reaction.

“Well, I mean…the owner is kinda, like, you know, the CEO, right? The most important person in the company. Aren’t they an AI?”

She didn’t seem to be getting it at all. To be fair, the twin-tailed schoolgirl showed a decent enough understanding for her age, but she would need a little more instruction if she were to survive in Money (Game) Master.

“On paper, the owner or CEO is the top dog, sure, but in some businesses, they’re little more than a figurehead to be hired or fired at will. Indeed, like you said, most businesses in Money (Game) Master are made up of AIs, but many sports teams employ humans to serve as the owner. They’re usually held at the behest of the lead sponsor, however, which is an AI business.”

“The lead sponsor?”

“In other words, the largest sponsor that financially supports the team. In many cases, the sports team is more like a subsidiary of the sponsoring company.”

“Well,” added Tselika, “in general, they’re not quite as tightly coupled as baseball teams, but in Leviathan’s case, they are; there’s one sponsor company with majority shareholder status. Perhaps you could think of that as being like their parent company.”

Kaname and Tselika did their best to explain…but it was uncertain whether Midori really understood what a sponsor was beyond a word she occasionally heard on TV.

“Since their parent company is an AI business, the team is evaluated methodically, based on results. If the team’s performance dips and the sponsors aren’t getting the advertising they paid for, the owner might get the sack. In that case, it’ll be the board of directors of the lead sponsor making the call. If you want to hijack the team, they’re the ones you have to exploit. In Money (Game) Master, you can get your hands on just about anything if you have the cash. In any case, that should answer your question. Tselika, please continue.”

“Yes, My Lord. The original owner was one Tatsuo Umibe. Thirty-eight years old. Male. In real life, it seems he and a few colleagues quit their jobs as salarymen to start up their own business trading virtual currency in the soccer industry, as soccer had been a favorite pastime of theirs… At least, that’s what it says on his public profile.”

“Umibe? But he’s thirty-eight…”

“It’s not an unusual age for someone looking to start their own business. Remember, he’s not here for fun,” Kaname explained, but Midori still looked puzzled. Perhaps the idea of someone quitting their day job to become a soccer team manager was new to her.

“But you mentioned his colleagues were in on it, too. Isn’t an owner usually someone who runs the whole business by themselves?”

“It depends,” said Tselika, “but in Umibe’s case, it seems that he and his friends have all chosen the positions they want to play. They’re serving as the coaches and players; they might look young, but in reality they’re all middle-aged men. There are all kinds of soccer fans, but with the number-crunchers, sometimes all they need is a fit body and they can really tear up the field.”

Tselika cackled, using her forked tail to point out some information that had appeared along the contours of her body.

“The owner’s son is the one who drew the team’s mascot, Mr. Shark. I suppose he must be about ten years old or so. His username is…”

“Torihiko Umibe.”

“Huh?”

Before Tselika could voice her doubts, Midori slapped her hand to her brow, as if she could see something the others couldn’t.

“…That was him. He was cleaning up the stadium that the evil Dealers stole. He didn’t want to abandon his home. Of course he would be angry. It wasn’t a team the AI made to make money. It was something humans did for fun. They even printed Mr. Shark on the tickets, and I tore them up, right in front of him. I’m the worst…”

“The team’s finances were never good to begin with,” explained Kaname. “The former owner was a bit of a clean freak and never allowed them to sell betting slips. However, it was the advertising revenue that served as the final nail in the coffin. In Tokonatsu City, the soccer league is almost entirely controlled by the profits made from advertising, merchandising, and web streaming. Once the team started to slip, the other Dealers saw their chance and bought out all the sponsors by threatening them with the Legacy.”

Midori shook her arms as if to slow Kaname down and asked, “B-but, isn’t the…what was it…lead sponsor? The big AI company, aren’t they supposed to look after the team?”

“Well, disregarding things like classified stock, essentially what it boils down to is whoever has the most shares gets to dictate what the team does. Even if one company only has 50.1 percent versus all the other companies owning 49.9 percent, it’s the same as if they owned an 80 percent or 90 percent share. Since there’s no benefit for the AI businesses to buy up any more stock than they need to, they’re going to go with the minimum amount possible.”

“However,” added Tselika, “the Leviathans can’t live off a 50.1 percent stake. They need to keep 70 percent or 80 percent of the advertising revenue just to pay the bills.”

“So, that means…?”

“Once the Dealers had the Leviathans in their sights, all they had to do was have sponsors suddenly stop paying, putting the team in a choke hold. That goes double for long-term contracts of four or five years. That’s why half the signs in the stadium are blank. Like Tselika said, the team can’t live off the support of just a single sponsor. That would spell the end for them.”

“And just because a sponsor quits paying does not mean you can instantly find a replacement,” said Tselika. “These things take time. And it is not like you can blame the sponsors. They had a gun to their heads; what were they supposed to do?”

Midori finally fell silent. All the hoots and jeers in the soccer stadium couldn’t even begin to measure up to the harassment and psychological warfare found in the world of finance. Midori was probably having trouble adjusting to this revelation. Her personality wasn’t very suited to this game, but that was fine, Kaname thought. It was his job to handle the dirty work.

“Without their funding, the Leviathans were in a very fragile position,” he continued. “And even though there was clearly corruption at play, the lead sponsors were cruel. They dismissed the old owner, Tatsuo Umibe, and the current corrupt managers took over the team. All the old hands, from trainers to players, were kicked out, and I hear they even changed the team’s colors from blue to pink.”

“…Blue to pink? Then that T-shirt the boy was wearing underneath his cleaner’s uniform…”

“To sum up, the little slice of comfort an old man tried to create to recapture the joys of his youth got turned into a team of professional hit men,” said Tselika. “The name is about the only part of the old team that still remains. Talk about deceptive marketing.”

It was a sad story, but not an uncommon one in the ruthless world of Money (Game) Master. But back to the topic at hand.

“Now, as for the corrupt Dealers operating out of Leviathan Stadium, they seem to be focused on something other than their team lineup for the time being,” said Tselika. “I’m speaking of the recent plans to build Biondetta Dome, a new indoor stadium, near the coast.”

“…”

“Midori.”

“…Sorry, sorry. Trying to keep up. But this city is pretty rich, right? There are stadiums all over the place. What’s so special about this one???”

Sounding a little frustrated, Midori took a slice of cheese and placed it in her mouth.

“All the stadiums built so far have maintained a balance with population distribution, but not this time. This is a serious incursion into the Leviathans’ territory.”

Kaname pointed out the window with his thumb. From where he stood looking down on the city from above, the two plots looked practically adjacent, like a convenience store setting up across the road from a competitor. What’s more, something felt quite tense about the silver walls erected around the Biondetta Dome construction site.

“Those aren’t construction workers…they’re PMCs! They’ve all got rifles, and there’s even armored vehicles with machine gun turrets…”

“And they have attack helicopters on standby not far away,” added Kaname. “It’d be difficult to even toss a pebble in there without being blown to bits.”

Kaname sighed. This practically had his name on it. The word impossible was not in his dictionary.

“You know what the heat is like at midday around here,” he continued. “Leviathan Stadium is an old-style open-air arena. It’s not well suited to Tokonatsu City, where it’s summer all year round and the streets are filled with exhaust fumes. Add that to the proximity, and you can be sure when Biondetta Dome opens, it’s going to take all the Leviathans’ customers with it.”

“And the number of teams that can fit in a league changes every few years,” said Tselika. “This time Biondetta is going to have its name on the list.”

“Looking at the development reports for the Dome, it seems that the construction plans came almost out of nowhere. It must have come as quite a shock to the Leviathans to suddenly find another team’s home base put down on their territory.”

“Ahh, I suppose it’s like when two teams are established in the same prefecture and people start fighting over them,” muttered Midori, though it seemed like she hadn’t quite gotten the point yet.

Kaname proceeded with his explanation, regardless. “In any case, it seems that Leviathan Stadium has been trying to quickly install some outdoor air conditioning, but it’s not going to be ready in time. They have a lot of good reasons to be upset with Biondetta right now.”

“Hmm? But why does the team care about that? It might have been different before, but now all the humans are underhanded Dealers, and the stadium is owned by NPCs, right? …Well, except the humans on the cleaning staff, I guess. But the team could just play their matches at the new stadium if they wanted. They’ve got their sponsor. Why do they care whether they use this stadium or that one?”

“The usage fees for away games are much higher. Not to mention, seventy percent of the proceeds from a sporting event come from television, radio, and web broadcasts, as well as direct sponsor contracts—and all those go to the home stadium. If you only ever play away games, you’ll be out of pocket.”

“…I see. So that’s why there’s so many stadiums in one city.”

“Besides, having your own stadium is useful for more than just playing games. You can rent it out for concerts and other events. So it needs to be appealing to event organizers, or else you won’t even be able to fill the schedule, let alone the seats.”

A team affiliated with a stadium was essentially that venue’s management team, so failing to make money was a serious concern. If the stadium failed, the team failed with it.

Although it was billed as an open-world game where anything was possible, space in Money (Game) Master was at a premium. The monthly costs for keeping a large public building open were steep, stretching into the hundreds of millions. To balance the books, you were always looking to keep your schedule packed with events. It was like owning a jumbo jet you weren’t allowed to land—you just had to keep pumping it full of expensive fuel.

“At the end of the day, Biondetta Dome is a real kick in the teeth to all those who support Leviathan Stadium,” said Tselika. “They’ll do everything in their power to stop it from being completed.”

“…No matter what it takes?” asked Midori. “And in the name of a team they stole from people like that little boy?”

“That’s Money (Game) Master for you,” said Kaname. “If you don’t like what you see, then you’d better have the money or the guns to change it.”

Tselika, laid out on the glass table, twisted her hips and adjusted her position, pointing to the data streams on her clothing with her forked tail.

“Indeed. And in fact, we can see signs of sabotage involving procurement for the new stadium. In particular, these specialized air conditioners. The Leviathans have been obstructing commercial air-conditioning manufacturers in the hopes of stalling construction. Biondetta Dome makes use of a rather unusual and novel architecture, you see, whereby the airflow provides support to the roof. That means that without the air conditioners in place, they can’t even finish construction of the building.”

“Like if nobody plays any sixes or eights in a game of Sevens?” asked Midori.

“Exactly,” said Kaname.

“…Do they really have to go all the way to a factory, draw up a blueprint, and fit all the metal parts together to make something? Why isn’t it just like throwing a bunch of materials in a pot?”

“Money (Game) Master is one of the most realistic VR worlds out there. Perhaps if we had machinery that could synthesize materials at the atomic level in reality, then we could make something like that here as well.”

“But it’s a game! Why can’t everything just be simple?”

“That’s part of the appeal of open-world gaming.”

For the ones trying to disrupt an AI company’s supply line, it was actually a lot simpler to sneak into their factories and plant explosives than it would be to try and stop them from mixing items in a pot with some fixed probability of success.

Kaname gave a resigned sigh and gestured with the silver fork in his hand to a piece of information near Tselika’s armpit.

“Biondetta Dome was slated to be the home of a new soccer team, but that wasn’t enough to secure funding, so the plan is for it to open along with the Misaka Expo in two years’ time. Of course, that means if construction slows and they can’t make that target, the funding will run dry and the whole thing will be shut down.”

For any other game, an event two years in the making would be unthinkable, but in Money (Game) Master, the flow of money never stopped. Even a construction site was an important part of the game economy; construction workers had to eat, too, after all.

“Best-case scenario, it’ll take one and a half years to finish construction, so all the Leviathans need to do is drag it out for another six months. They’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen, to protect their shabby, outdated stadium.”

“So then…”

“We’re going to sabotage the sabotage.”

“Keh-heh! My Lord, that tickles! It’s like using electronic counter-countermeasures against electronic countermeasures. If we want them to come running to us with their top-secret documents in hand, then this is where we must give them a poke. That should rattle them, certainly.”

Still lying on her back, Tselika gently lowered an olive from the snack plate into her mouth. As she did so, a new image displayed on her risqué outfit.

“There’s one thing that makes this situation quite different from a card game,” she explained. “In a real fight, we aren’t stuck waiting until somebody makes the play we want; we can go right for their weak point and flip over the whole game board.”

Kaname nodded. He had a clear view of the whole situation now, and he had reached a conclusion.

“We need to acquire the specialized air-conditioning equipment the Leviathans are blocking and make arrangements to hand it over to Biondetta. That’ll shake them up.”

“Ah-ha-ha! Then we’ll have the Leviathans on their hands and knees, begging us to take their precious list!”

“We don’t need to stage a full-on takeover. This is just a little bit of targeted harassment in order to get what we want. It’s Business 101. If we want to befriend this team of minigun-wielding crooks, then first we have to become a force they can’t afford to ignore.”

“Shall we give them a sign?”

“Let’s put off making any specific demands. We’ll start by ramping up the pressure until they crack, and then make them into remote control toys that do anything we say. Hmm. Tselika. Invent some new cocktail and get it trending at all the local bars. The ingredients and ratios don’t matter. Call it ‘List the Target.’”

“Spreading some fear before showing your face? Bold move, My Lord.”

Kaname didn’t elaborate on the steps that would come after that.

Takamasa’s papers were more than just a treasure map. They were a piece of his very soul. They weren’t something for money-grubbing crooks to riffle through and leer at whenever they pleased.

Helping someone was nothing to brag about. You just shut your mouth and did it.

Just then, as if her gears had been turning in another dimension, Midori opened her mouth and muttered, almost to herself,

“…Hey. If this works, the Leviathans will be willing to do whatever we ask, right? Even give up my brother’s list, which is so important to them.”

“Yeah. So?”

“I want to tell you about something I saw. But I need your help. I’m not good at shoot-outs and trading and all that.”

Tselika was about to say something when Kaname held her back. He lived by one rule: If this girl, Takamasa’s sister, asked for help, then Kaname would provide it.

“What do I need to do?”

“I want to correct a mistake. And all the injustice that lurks in this city.”



7

Server Name: Gamma Orange.

Final Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Log-out successful.

Thank you for playing, Kaname Suou.



“Phew…”

Time had flown, and the boy had ended up spending almost all day hooked into the game again. Now that his smartphone was no longer blasting representational markers into his eyes at one hundred twenty frames per second, he looked up from it and blinked his eyes. Round. Red. Sweet. Fruit. About 10 centimeters. An apple. All of this information was bad for the eyes. His vision was blurred without his contacts in, but the boy fumbled around on his desk until he found his bottle of eye drops and quenched his parched, red eyes.

Oh, damn. What about my contacts?

After putting down the bottle, he realized these eye drops were the strong kind that couldn’t be used with contact lenses. The boy took out a cheap pair of glasses shoved into a nearby pen holder and slipped them on. The digital calendar atop his desk now clearly displayed the date. April 19. In the real world, you couldn’t use skills to improve your vision.

At any rate, the boy wanted to go out. He made up his mind to head to the convenience store, not so much because he was hungry as because he needed something to do.

“?”

Where’s the duffle coat I usually wear?

Although it was already late April, early spring was still marked by the occasional bitter chill, like a memory of winter. It crept in through the windows, giving the boy a taste of the outside world, but the hanger on his wall was empty. He whipped out his phone and messaged his sister.

Oh, I guess I should pick up some colored pens as well…

Even though he could meet Midori Hekireki in-game as much as he wanted, that didn’t mean his passion for writing letters had faded… However, it seemed that she wasn’t sure how to handle the change in relationship with her pen pal, and the awkwardness was plain to see in her letters. The boy was going to have to change tactics if he wanted to keep their correspondence going.

Still no reply.

Something felt wrong. His little sister would get mad if he didn’t respond to a message in under three minutes, and she wasn’t the hypocritical type.

He walked into the living room and groaned.

“Hey.”

Lazing languidly on the sofa was his little sister, watching late-night television. She looked up at him as he entered the room.

“…Are you going out at this time of night? Must not be anything big if you’re dressed like that. Can you pick me up some ice cream?”

“Give me back my coat!”

“Huh? This old thing? It’s so worn out, I thought you didn’t want it anymore, and the heater isn’t strong enough to warm the whole room, so…”

The girl had a petite frame, and her soft, fluffy black hair fell about her shoulders. She looked at him drowsily—it seemed now that her body had warmed up, she was getting sleepy.

This was one of her bad habits. Sneaking into his room while he was playing and stealing every shirt and jersey she could find, even though they didn’t fit. Even though she spent all that time in stylish shop fitting rooms trying on different sets of pajamas, what was the point if she was just going to lounge about on her bed in a baggy T-shirt all day? It was all right for her, but what about the poor boy who had to catch an unexpected whiff of sweet-smelling fragrance whenever he casually threw on a scarf? It wasn’t good for his health. She could at least give him a warning.

“Just remember to get me some ice cream.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Hope you’re warm enough there in my coat.”

It felt like his sister was testing him by not specifying a flavor, but Kaname pretty much knew his sister’s favorites: mint chocolate or strawberry. He just had to watch out for the new springtime flavors like banana chocolate parfait or berry mix.

“I know Money (Game) Master is a lot of work, big bro, but make sure you don’t forget the real world exists, too. There are other things in this world besides money, you know.”

“I know.”

He hesitated for a moment.

He may have been an infamous Dealer in the game, but this was him in real life.

“What about you? Are you still not coming back?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head gently. “I’ve already terminated my subscription. I could make a new account, but it would have a new Magistellus, wouldn’t it? I don’t want that.”

“I see,” the boy muttered. The wounds on a person’s soul were invisible. She had her own way of dealing with her trauma, and he couldn’t force her to go along with his way. The Mind of the Magistelli was a fearsome threat to all mankind, but to an individual person, it wasn’t that pressing a problem. The boy was happy for that, even as he chose to fight against it alongside Tselika. There was no need to retread old ground. Therefore, the spectacled boy had only one thing left to say.

“I’m off, then.”

“See you. Make sure you come back with that ice cream before I resort to drinking warm tap water.”

The boy left the apartment building and breathed in the chilly air. It felt like drinking a cold fizzy soda, and though it didn’t turn his breath white, it had him wishing he’d stolen back his coat all the same.

He was looking for a convenience store, so he headed into town, where they had everything. It was dark out, but not that late. The streets were still filled with people.

The number of people working, however, was a different story. Interactive robots directed traffic around construction sites, and the job of standing by a store to draw in customers was long gone. Nobody even looked at the shop signs anymore. Everyone was walking around with their eyes glued to their smartphones, only caring about the number of stars on their map apps or review sites. Shady businesses had realized, too, that leaving all their advertising up to AI was cheaper and made them harder to catch.

“No more duplicate accounts!! The world is undergoing a shortage of e-mail addresses. Help out by integrating your PC, mobile, and gaming accounts today!”

“…”

He passed by an electronic billboard flashing gaudy colors. A policeman wearing a backpack stuffed with communications equipment and a 360-degree panoramic camera, taking pictures for some big search engine, cycled past on an electric bicycle. The boy wondered why that job was still performed by humans in this day and age. Did it require a degree of flexibility that robots didn’t have, or was it just that civil servants were as slow as ever to modernize their systems?

Just a little bit of walking and he was out of breath, and the dark stretches between streetlights had him on edge. It felt totally different from being a Dealer in the game.

The shopping district wasn’t even that far from his home, yet it felt like a cold maze.

“Whoops.”

The boy nearly walked face-first into the glass door of the convenience store. He’d come all this way, and the sliding door hadn’t budged for him. He slowly reached out his hand—it seemed he needed to press a button. Maybe it was the time of day.

“Good evening, all! We’re the three sister goddesses. Welcome to another session of Seven Raven’s exclusive evening chat. Join me, Alecto, along with my sisters, Tisiphone and Megaera, for a very special girls’ chat!!”

A radio show featuring some idol group was being piped into the brightly lit store interior, but there wasn’t hide nor hair of any other people to be found. Even the checkout counter was empty. Instead, there was an LCD screen displaying a few words.

“Currently in unmanned mode. Please use self-service functionality.”

“…”

It was as rigid and unforgiving as an ATM. Handy, but lacking warmth. On the screen was an image of an anime character—an employee in the store uniform moving around like one of those virtual whatchamacallits.

The boy took a plastic basket and walked past the decaying magazines under the front window to reach the drinks cabinet, where he tossed a few canned energy drinks and bottled sports drinks into his basket before moving over to the lunch aisle. After a few moments’ thought, he opted for a couple of veggie sandwiches.

“Don’t you find it annoying to remember all the addresses for your home computer and mobile devices? Not to mention all my games consoles and other smart devices!”

“I knooow! And I always use face ID or my fingerprint to unlock them anyway, so, like, does it even matter? I mean, we’re sooo beyond using those stained old keyboards to type out passwords, aren’t we?”

“Smart management puts all your accounts in one place. No more duplicate accounts! Do your part to help out society!!”

The in-store broadcasts were most likely semiautomated scripts, with the outlines written by humans and then the rest filled in by AI. To anyone who actually questioned what they were told, the blatant emotional manipulation was obvious. The question was, did the 2-Support-1, that is, the mixed unit of human girls and data idols on the radio, understand the real meaning of what they were saying?

Golden Week was fast approaching, and there were plenty of celebratory mochi wrapped in oak leaves, some containing chocolate or custard filling.

Oh yeah, pens.

Walking back over to the stationery aisle, the boy picked out a three-color set. He would look at the ice cream last. He didn’t expect it to melt so quickly, but he just didn’t feel right walking around with it at room temperature.

Made in Japan. Automatic.

It wasn’t just the stationery. Every product had a label on it somewhere saying the same thing. The age of cheap foreign labor was over. With all production handled by AI, there was no need to pay people to run factories at all. So long as the equipment was the same, no matter where the machines were located, they would make the exact same quality of products.

The unmanned cash register served no purpose. He could simply walk out the front door. Cameras had been watching his every movement and would automatically deduct the cost of his purchases from his smartphone account.

…You might think shoplifters would abuse this setup, but there was a comprehensive system of tags and high-speed security cameras in place to prevent any problems. Besides, in case of a failed system read, the doors could be automatically locked to stop someone from leaving, supposedly. The boy had never seen it happen, but that was what he had heard. However, over by the register was a button labeled with a telephone icon, like what you might find in an elevator, that would connect you to an emergency helpline if something went wrong and you became trapped. Much like with door-to-door salesmen versus locked apartment buildings, it was simple enough for malicious actors to game the system, but it was hard for large chains to resist cutting labor costs during the late-night hours. Still, they had to hire people to stock the shelves in the early morning, so it didn’t make that much difference.

AI didn’t force or intimidate its way into society. It was simply handy, a way to indulge ourselves. And just like that, it gently invited us to throw away what we had. It told us that if we didn’t, our rivals would. We didn’t want to fall behind, did we?

“…”

How many late-night workers must this self-checkout system have put out of jobs? The boy had even heard a tragic news story about an unmanned store where a short in some faulty wiring had resulted in a fire, and the customers had burned to death inside, unable to get the automatic doors to open. Humans might have been less efficient than automation, but some jobs necessitated their more caring and adaptable touch, like the old newspaper padding that keeps a fragile mug safe during a move. AI society had removed all such softness from human lives and optimized everything so that it was high-performance, but with little room for error. Any tragedies that followed were dismissed as unpredictable malfunctions. The buck was passed from people to machines, from individuals to corporations, between the private and public sectors, until the responsibility was so spread out, there was no one left to blame. Even when lives were lost.

The world was running out of e-mail addresses. That was what led to the dictate of “No more duplicate accounts!” This was another result of the proliferation of financial transactions, not between humans and humans or humans and machines, but between machines and machines. It was not humans who had placed such pressure on the available address pool, but incorporeal programs. Currently, the worldwide proportion of transactions carried out by freelance devices without a registered human user stood at 48 percent. If this figure crossed the 50 percent threshold, the world would enter an age when humans would no longer control machines, but instead, machines would efficiently manipulate humanity via finance.

And while all this was happening, wouldn’t it be convenient for the collective Mind of those AIs if the personal data of all seven billion people on the planet was wrapped up nice and neat in one little informational bundle per person? One could even analyze a user’s thoughts, based on their online shopping history and comments on social media. And hypothetically, if they posed a threat, all it would take would be one tap on a maps app to switch some traffic lights and cause a self-driving car to have a terrible accident.

“I guess that’s everything.”

The boy paid his bill without incident and left the store.

He wasn’t locked inside or burned to death.

This time, there were no such errors.

But what about next time?
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Server Name: Psi Indigo.

Starting Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Log-in successful.

Welcome to Money (Game) Master, Midori Hekireki.



She hadn’t gotten the boy’s contact details, but there was only one place he could be. The twin-tailed girl sat astride her large, bright-red motorcycle and toured leisurely around Leviathan Stadium.

It was night. The floodlit stadium and its environs were a popular spot for dates, but to someone who truly loved soccer, seeing the facility used for such alternate purposes was probably like watching someone ruin your perfectly crafted cooking by throwing all sorts of random spices and additives on it.

The girl in the gothic-lolita bikini circled around until she spotted a familiar face. Then she dropped her speed and pulled over onto the hard shoulder.

“Ah, there you are. Do you like how the stadium looks from this angle or something?”

“…You again?”

It was the small boy who hid a blue T-shirt underneath his pink overalls. He was sitting beside a relic from the past: a public pay phone, on a bench covered in graffiti, with an old worn-out stuffed toy in his arms. He stroked the toy shark’s blue head, and Midori could see, plain as day, that the accessory had no skills attached. The stadium stood like a fortress, a monument to its captors’ greed, illuminated by the brash floodlights. Even so, the ten-year-old boy looked up at it with fond reminiscence.

“I know money is everything,” he said. “Even my dad and his friends had to be clever when they used the money they got from quitting their jobs to buy this stadium. Maybe some people suffered as a result. That’s just how it is. In Money (Game) Master, money talks. I know all that…”

Pooling together their severance paychecks. Starting up a virtual currency business, with Tatsuo Umibe taking the position of owner, and his ex-colleagues as coaches and players. As longtime soccer fans, they wanted to see how far they could take their own game, their own theories and viewpoints.

…And if this was how it had all turned out, Midori wondered how it had affected their relationships in real life. She saw a glimpse of another kind of hell, very different from her own.

“Yeah.”

But Midori didn’t deny what the boy had said.

Furthermore…

“…If money talks, then those guys can’t complain if something terrible were to happen to them, too.”

“?”

“Oh, nothing.”

Midori gazed at the throttle control on the handlebar of her bike.

“I’m glad I saw your face again. Things are rough right now, but make sure you take care of yourself. Even just waiting is a valid choice. It’s better than rushing in without a plan, after all.”

“What are you… How can things change now?! Dad lost everything. His money, his confidence, even his friends’ trust! And what did he do to deserve it? Nothing! It’s all because those guys came out of nowhere!! I know that, but there’s nothing I can do about it! Nothing!!”

They were interrupted by the sound of buzzing. Suddenly, someone appeared on the back seat of Midori’s motorcycle. She was wearing a short-cut cheongsam with open sides and fur trim around the back of the neck. Her hair was short and black, and she had a pair of horns atop her head, with a paper talisman covering her face. Her chest was relatively modest, considering her height.

The Magistellus dropped her expressionless gaze down to her outstretched hand, in which she held a small keychain with a blue shark mascot. It was an older piece of merchandise, from before the team came under new management, and everything was covered over in pink.

“Meiki. How come you never come out when I want you? And we didn’t need to show that off.”

“That’s…”

It was just an old trinket, found collecting dust in one corner of one of the pawnshops managed by the Treasure Hermit Crabs. But Midori could tell with one look that it had no skills attached. That wasn’t where its value lay. And that was precisely why she had picked it up.

“‘How can things change now?’ …That was what you said, wasn’t it?”

Midori said one last thing to the boy.

“Just wait and see. Someone’s going to show you how much change is really possible in this game.”

Then she twisted the accelerator and sped off.
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Server Name: Theta Yellow.

Starting Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Log-in successful.

Welcome to Money (Game) Master, Kaname Suou.



Midori: Martini Air Conditioning, huh? Is this really the only company that can make it?

Kaname: Remember, it’s a unique product that must support the structure of the whole dome. It behooves us to seek a company with the proper equipment.

Midori: Behooves?

Kaname: Dammit, Tselika.



The outskirts of the main financial district on the peninsula were somewhat cooler than the city center, owing to the way the land rose to meet the seaside cliffs. At higher altitudes, the temperature was lower, and so this area was home to all sorts of resorts and golf courses for people seeking to escape the heat of the everlasting summer. Unlike the sandy beaches of the city center, the gentle hillsides in this area were covered in green grass. Supposedly, the area had been a wasteland before it was made arable for growing crops with the introduction of a special water-absorbing material based on sticky natto, or something like that.

The other distinctive feature was the collection of giant seesaw-like silhouettes dotting the landscape—pumping jacks, drawing crude oil out of the ground.

It was the dead of night, not long after Kaname had taken his break in the real world, and now the mint-green coupe was parked right where a line of transmission towers crossed the main road. Kaname got out, tugging the demon after him by her forked tail.

“How many times have I told you not to send messages on my behalf?”

“Hyaaaaagh! I—I—I meant nothing by it, I swear! I simply thought it a bother to set up my own account, that is all! Wait, are you tying me up? Lashing my cute, sensitive tail to this pylon, then driving off in style and leaving me all alone in the wilderness to fend for myself? Please, no! Anything but that!”



[image: ]


A little later, Midori showed up, her tiny bottom perched atop her bright-red motorcycle, and swung one leg over behind her to dismount. Perhaps she didn’t care so much about what she showed off when she was dressed in a swimsuit…though it was hard to believe Midori was that immodest. Still, it did kind of make her look like a dog taking a leak, though Kaname thought it wise to keep that comment to himself.

“Brrr! It sure is cold out here!” she said, shivering. “I guess ’cause it’s nighttime, too.”

“It’s because you’ve barely got any clothes on,” replied Kaname. “That’s why I said you should stick a hoodie or a raincoat in the helmet compartment or something…”

“Oh, lay off it! Who are you, my mother?!”

It seemed Midori was still far from growing out of her rebellious phase. It was enough to make Kaname worry for her future.

Unlike in the middle of town, with all its light pollution, the stars in the sky out here were big and bright. It wasn’t entirely like being surrounded by Mother Nature, though, due to the small resin squares that plugged the ground here and there. Kaname called out to the teary-eyed demon.

“Tselika. Let’s make sure we’ve got everything right. That air-conditioning company is from ‘outside,’ correct?”

“Yes, My Lord.”

In Money (Game) Master, there were two kinds of companies. Those from Tokonatsu City, which were faithfully modeled, down to each individual employee, and those from “outside,” which existed only in a simplified form as data, and thus had no 3D representation at all. If you think about a typical RPG, they typically have weapon shops, armor shops, item shops, and inns, but they don’t go into so much detail as to keep track of how many people were needed to hang the curtains in the window. These companies were the same.

The bewitching Magistellus blew repeatedly on her tail before continuing, as relevant information scrolled across her pit-babe outfit and along the body of the car.

“From what I can gather from footage of previous attacks, Martini Air Conditioning brings its products into the city by land, in a long convoy with multiple trucks and guard vehicles. It must be a sitting duck for the Leviathans each time.”

Trucks were strong, but a convoy was a slow-moving and easy target. No doubt this next one would be blown up, too, if Kaname didn’t intervene. The task was to help from the shadows and make sure that the convoy reached its target—Biondetta Dome. In other words, an escort mission. Of course, that meant they would have to trade blows, and more likely, bullets, with the enemy team. It was likely to end in gunfire, but Kaname needed to shake them up a bit, or that list they were so carefully guarding would never see the light of day.

He wanted them on their knees, begging him to take it off their hands.

In the real world, such behavior would surely send the police force scrambling. But in the world of the game, there were no such concerns.

Midori sighed.

“…It’s hard to believe,” she said. “I mean, to attack the convoy, they have to go up against an infinite supply of those AI macho men, the PMCs. That’s suicide!”

“That’s what the Legacy is for,” said Tselika.

“…”

The innocent schoolgirl suddenly got a nasty look in her eyes. She had already told Kaname what she had seen, that the gang who swung around her brother’s Legacy like it was their property had also ruined the lives of a boy and his father. Midori had twice as much reason to be angry as anybody else.

Kaname looked back at the info on Tselika’s curves, thinking for a moment.

“So are we not able to pin down the convoy’s precise entry point?”

“No. If we could, then all the Leviathans would have to do is plant one land mine on the city border and be done with it. Vehicles entering and leaving the city can appear and disappear anywhere up to two kilometers from the boundary line—as long as they are NPCs, of course. The one saving grace is that on this shark-tooth-shaped peninsula, the only land connection is to the north, but even then, we do not know the specific route they will take.”

“Come to think of it,” asked Midori, “what happens if we try to cross the city borders?”

“You hit an invisible wall,” replied Kaname. “If you’re going to test it out, Midori, do it on foot. We don’t want you to go up in a ball of flame.”

“You think I’m some kind of kitten walking into windows?!” yelled Midori. A pair of cat ears and a tail would have matched well with the frilly bikini, actually.

In any case.

“We need to protect the motorcade until it reaches its destination at Biondetta Dome,” said Kaname. “If we run into the Leviathans, we take them out.”

“Uh-huh.” Tselika nodded, tagging all the key information that appeared on her bikini top and miniskirt.

“If the entry point is random,” he continued, “then we’ll have to hit the one main road where all southbound routes converge. That’s this one. You can’t get into town by land without going through the Amatsu Tunnel, after all.”

“Ahh, yeah, that one…,” said Midori. “You wouldn’t believe how bad the fumes get going through it on my bike.”

“No complaints,” said Tselika. “Compared to fighting on the open plains, their minigun will be slightly less effective in close quarters. Once the convoy reaches the tunnel, they’ll no longer be able to fight at their preferred long range. What most worries me is the first half of the operation, in the outskirts of the city.”

“Once we see the convoy’s headlights, we’re off.”

“Okay, but… What about the convoy itself? I’m guessing it’s not too weak, since it belongs to an AI company.”

“As far as I can tell from the video,” said Tselika, “Martini AC’s escort mainly consists of reinforced black sports cars with short-barreled assault rifles. The vehicles may look stylish from the outside, but they are equipped with a powerful four-wheel-drive system. Those vehicles form the front and the rear of the convoy.”

With no more room for them on her pit-babe outfit, Tselika produced a number of visual aids along the surface of the mint-green coupe.

“The Leviathans have about ten electric mountain bikes. Most of them are driven by humans, while the shooting is left to the Magistelli.”

“Wait, the Magistelli?”

“Come to think of it, your Meiki is a little temperamental, isn’t she?” Kaname noted. “Well, remember, Tselika used our Legacy once. Magistelli can do all sorts of things, depending on how you train them. They share their skills with their master, and the master can buy weapons for them if they want. Take my sister, for example. She had a Magistellus called Cindy, a dark elf.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, she could handle both driving and shooting no problem, but she was absolutely useless at trades.”

“…Uh, but aren’t Magistelli controlled by computers?”

“Well, this one couldn’t even get past row six on her times tables. My sister had to do all the accounting herself. Anyway, apart from the bikes, there’s also a four-wheel-drive buggy that acts as a sort of command post. I say ‘buggy,’ but it’s more like a monster truck. The wheels are bigger than me.”

“…Wait, eleven units? Like a soccer team…?”

“Now, then,” said Tselika. “Even a Legacy should not allow one to go toe to toe with the PMCs. Especially not the riders on their bikes, who are so lacking in armor, it’d make an exhibitionist blush. Even if they have invested in the Bulletproof skill, a direct hit would knock them off-balance and cause them to crash, regardless.”

As a bike enthusiast, Midori pouted at this. But it was not the time to debate cars versus motorcycles.

“In short,” said Kaname, “it seems the Leviathans are planning to use their off-road capabilities to their advantage. They can keep as far away as they like, staying just outside the range of the escort’s assault rifles. And since they don’t need to use the roads, they can set as many traps on them as they like. They can blow up bridges, collapse tunnels, set wires across roads, trigger off-route mines… Few Dealers care about the condition of a road they don’t use.”

“Ugh. It’s even more underhanded than a normal shoot-out… Though I guess I should have expected as much from corrupt Dealers.”

“The traps we cannot see scare me even more than the Legacy,” said Tselika. “If one of those goes off, then our mission has failed. Preventing that should be our top priority.”

“?”

“We need to get ahead of the convoy and find and eliminate all traps that pose a threat,” said Kaname. “We don’t need to do any complicated bomb disposal; just shooting them from a distance should be enough.”

“Our opponents may possess a Legacy, but that by itself is not enough to halt the convoy,” added Tselika. “It is just to finish them off once the traps do their work. So long as we can prevent that from happening, the convoy will reach its destination.”

Furthermore, the Leviathans’ off-road strategy only worked in the outskirts of the city. Once in the city proper, you had to stick to the streets, because there were buildings everywhere blocking your line of sight, and you couldn’t trap the roads, either, because there was too much traffic. Random strangers would keep setting them off.

“Stick to the main points, and the mission is pretty simple,” said Kaname, reaching for the driver’s side door of the mint-green coupe. “I see lights on the horizon. That’ll be the convoy. Let’s get going, Midori.”

“Roger.”

Midori got atop her large motorcycle.

“…I’m going to make sure this injustice ends here,” she muttered. “My brother’s Legacy, his list, the Umibe family’s stadium… I’ll take them all back tonight!!”
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The mint-green coupe’s wheels were finally rolling, though it was not moving very fast. The first step of the plan was to wait for the truck convoy to approach. Just as the fleet of semis caught up and began to pass Kaname’s location, he rolled down the driver’s side window, leaned out, and fired a single shot into the side of one of the large shipping trailers.

Kaname felt a sudden pain—the Lion’s Nose.

“Now we floor it.”

“Was there really no other way to do this, My Lord?!”

The car’s engine roared to life as an additional dialog box appeared in one corner of the windshield. A number of the black bulletproof cars began pursuit, but Kaname wasn’t bothered. He planned to shake them off by going as fast as possible. In a battle with PMCs, a direct encounter would only result in your loss. Therefore, Kaname had prepared a gauge that indicated how close he was to escaping, which quickly dropped from over twenty to near zero. It was an improvised program that ran off cameras embedded in the front and rear of the car and utilized facial recognition and sight line analysis to indicate how many people’s eyes were on him. Once it reached zero, it would mean that he had outrun them completely, and it didn’t take long. The PMCs were quick to give up once Kaname outpaced them.

“…It seems the AI won’t pursue beyond a range of five hundred meters. That’s not as far as I expected. I guess that’s to stop people from luring the escort away with a decoy before attacking the main convoy in full force.”

“That was close, My Lord! …Those scoundrels very nearly turned my temple into Swiss cheese after I spent so much time making it spick and span!”

“That’s not important. What about the GPS?”

“I won’t forget you said that, My Lord! …It seems the distraction worked as planned. Midori has successfully tossed that GPS tracker we rigged up with sticky tape onto the truck’s blind spot atop the trailer. From now on, we shall be able to track its location.”

“What about the PMCs?”

“They’ve lost track of us. And it does not seem like they noticed Midori, either, so can we worry about my vehicle for a second?! My temple?!!”

Kaname had considered the possibility that they would need to take out some of the escort cars if they kept up pursuit, but luckily it hadn’t come to that. Now he just had to drive ahead and wait for the mountain bikes to show up. However, as Midori rode alongside him, she kept looking back over her shoulder.

Midori: Are you sure we should be so far ahead? What if the Leviathans attack now? We won’t be able to react in time!

Kaname: The convoy belongs to an AI company, remember? The PMCs protecting it are quite strong. I don’t think they could take them on, even with #dracolord.err. We should focus on taking care of the traps blocking the road ahead.

Of course, they wouldn’t be traps if they were just scattered across the road for all to see. The idea here wasn’t to scare the convoy into stopping, but to take them out entirely. Thus, the traps would be hidden.

Kaname: Midori, cross over to the other side.

Midori: Why??? That’s the fast lane.

Kaname: Stop asking questions and do it in the next five seconds, or you’ll get caught in the explosion.

Midori: dont sen dan essay idiot!1

As the red leaf-patterned motorcycle frantically ducked behind the mint-green coupe, Tselika undid her seat belt and reclined her seat while Kaname pointed his short-range sniper rifle out her open window at a single plastic tank by the side of the road. Perhaps it had once been filled with water to dampen the force of a car crash. But when Kaname shot it, it exploded in a fiery blast, launching tiny metal pellets and screws in every direction.

“Trap destroyed. That’s one down.”

“Y-you c-c-c…”

“Whoa there, Tselika. Let’s keep it PG, yeah? No four-letter words in my car, thank you very much.”

“You complete and utter buffoon, My Lord! Did you hear that scratching sound just now? I can only imagine the damage you’ve done to my temple!”

Tselika reared back up, righting her seat, but Kaname ignored her.

Kaname: Midori, get behind the coupe.

Midori: Again?

Kaname: I want you on the right this time.

Midori: Whoa, did that explode?!

Kaname: There’ll be more. Keep using the car as a shield.

“Listen to meee, My Lord! What was the point of bringing Midori along anyway?! We wouldn’t need to keep putting my temple in danger if we didn’t have to look after that flat-chested young brat!”

“We can’t treat her like a sheltered princess. That’s not what she wants. We need her out here so she can get the experience she needs to defend herself when the time comes. Heh. Taking back that stadium for the Umibe father and son is a nice tutorial quest for her. And we’re going to get the list out of it, so we might as well lend her a hand.”

“Oh, I see how it is! You’re a lot nicer to that scrawny-ass schoolgirl than you are to me! …Are we going to have to talk about your fetishes, My Lord?!!”

By now, Tselika was clutching her horns in her hands and banging her head nonstop. She was really putting on a show, making her huge breasts bounce up and down.

Midori: How do you know where the traps are?

Kaname: They have a clear line of fire. There needs to be an open route from the trap to the target, whether that’s for a missile, a blast wave, or any projectiles released from the blast. Luckily, since this is an asphalt road, we don’t have to worry about buried land mines, so that only leaves trajectories coming down from above or in from the sides. They’ll be camouflaging it, of course, leaving only a small opening. But that only makes it even more obvious. Take a look at that trash bag over there.

Out flew several bullets, along with a distinctive sound—Kaname’s integrated silencer—and another trap was detonated in a safe and controlled manner. Kaname didn’t even need to use the Lion’s Nose for this.

Kaname: Sometimes, though, they’ll hide the trap behind a thin wall and make it more powerful, to compensate. For those cases, I’m using Transmit… I don’t really like using skills to make up for deficiencies in my shooting ability, but this time it’s for minesweeping, so I’ll just have to put up with it.

Midori: Transmit?

Kaname: X-ray vision, essentially. It lets me see through walls.

KRRRIII!!

Midori’s motorcycle suddenly began to skid as the girl took her hands off the handlebars to cover her meager chest. Kaname sighed.

Kaname: Midori. Ride properly. You can try out bike tricks on your own time.

Midori: i;m not doing trikcs1! does that mean you can see through my um you know…?!

The blushing young schoolgirl was particularly defensive about her own body, it seemed. But did she really think that a rarity-eight skill could let him see through swimsuits? Kaname was getting tired of answering all her silly questions, so he let it go.

Transmit worked by picking up things like the extremely minute reflections off walls or trace amounts of light filtering through an open door. Then, it used these details to reconstruct an image of what lay beyond the door or around a corner. Thus, it wasn’t true x-ray vision, and wouldn’t allow him to see inside a closed box, for example.

“But, My Lord, there’s always going to be a little bit of loose clothing around the hips and breast area for your prying eyes to enter. Especially with her size.”

“Again, Tselika? We’re not having this conversation, okay?”

“At least say something to ease my misgivings, you no-good flat chest lover!!”

Most bombs couldn’t be detonated simply by shooting them, so this must have been a conscious choice on the part of the Leviathans. Most likely, it was so they could easily dispose of the unexploded ordnance afterward. If they just left live explosives lying around and some other Dealer got hurt, a fight would be guaranteed.

In any case, all Kaname had to do was deal with the mines, and the convoy would be safe. And to do that…

“Check the footage from our onboard cameras, Tselika. Can you perform an analysis?”

“I suppose, My Lord! Hmph! Hmmph!!”

Several windows appeared on the front windshield, careful not to obstruct Kaname’s vision, compiling a profile of the traps they had encountered so far. Kaname’s gut instinct had been right.

“I think I get the picture,” he said.

Removing the mines was no big deal if Kaname knew what to look for. He could have little bright dots appear on his windshield to point out the hiding spots and fire bullets into the bushes by the side of the road without even having to check.

Hack, shoot, boom.

Picking a hiding spot was a behavior susceptible to individual quirks. Just like how you could look at someone’s room and use it to analyze their psychology. Once you’d figured out someone’s quirks, you could predict their next move.

“The H.A.S. skill, aka Hide And Seek, I presume?” asked Tselika.

“Yeah. It lets you look at the terrain and pick out the best hiding spots. It works by looking at dirt trails on the ground or worn-down railings to identify locations where people don’t go. If we know they used that, it’ll be a hell of a lot easier to find the mines.”

Skills were a double-edged sword. If your opponent knew what you were using, they could find a way to turn it against you. They were predictable, unlike natural talents such as the Lion’s Nose or Midori’s flair for fashion.

“I was worried,” said Kaname softly, “that they might have set multistage traps that trigger when they’re set off erroneously, but it doesn’t look like they went to that much trouble. We’ll keep doing what we’re doing, and in another fifteen minutes, the Martini AC convoy will enter Amatsu Tunnel on its way to the center of town. After that, it’ll be much harder for the Leviathans to act…”

But just as Kaname spoke, there was a flash in his rearview mirror.



Kaboom!!

An enormous, fiery explosion, somewhere on the horizon behind him.



“What the…? What’s going on?”

The tires squealed as Kaname brought the mint-green coupe to a halt. Midori made a wide circle on her bike and rolled back up beside the car, knocking on the window with a gloved hand.

“That was an explosion!” she said. “It came from the convoy!”

“But there shouldn’t…”

“We’ve lost our tracking device,” said Tselika.

“Is this the power of #dracolord.err, my brother’s Legacy…?” whispered Midori. “This is bad. If we don’t get the special air-conditioning equipment, we’ll never take back Leviathan Stadium!”

“…”

The PMCs commanded by AI companies were quite strong in terms of stats. Though they lacked skills, their base parameters far outclassed the abilities of a regular Dealer. They were more like killer robots in human guise. They were equipped with thick bulletproof armor and advanced weaponry, and their tactical coordination was on another level. Add to that the fact that they could call for reinforcements endlessly, and you had on your hands a nigh unstoppable force.

That was precisely why the Leviathans had littered the convoy’s route with traps and had only brought out the minigun once confusion had broken out. That was the only reason their attacks had been successful. They couldn’t begin the attack while they were still missing a vital piece of the puzzle.

Was #dracolord.err really such a game-breaking piece of equipment? Or had Kaname simply missed some of the traps?

Or…

“…No.”

“My Lord?”

He threw the car into reverse. Giving Midori a few warning honks with the car’s horn, he spun the mint-green coupe around, reversing 180 degrees around the twin-tailed girl’s motorcycle. Then he stomped down on the gas pedal and sped off toward the distant explosion.

“Tselika. Do another online search for Martini AC! I want everything you can find on their insurance policies!!”

“I can try, My Lord, but I wouldn’t exactly expect to find their contract agreements lying around on the open web!”

Midori: What’s happening?

Kaname couldn’t answer the girl’s question.

As they approached the point of the explosion, the bitter taste of fumes particular to diesel fuel filled the car. In the ominous swirl of red and black light, they could see several burned-out steel frames—all that remained of an entire fleet of trucks. The custom air-conditioning equipment that was to be delivered to the new indoor stadium was completely destroyed.

Midori: The Leviathans are already gone. Hopefully, they didn’t leave any snipers or bombs behind.

Kaname: I don’t think they did.

Something was missing. The only wreckage left behind was from the trucks—the only smell was diesel. No gasoline. Not a trace of the black armored cars that ought to have been protecting the convoy.

“About your request, My Lord, it seems Martini AC has connections to Tokime Life. As I said, I wasn’t able to find any details.”

“That’s good enough. And how many attacks have the Leviathans carried out on these convoys so far? The ones we know about, at least?”

“Eight, if the video and news sites are to be believed.”

“And what actions did Martini AC take following the attacks? Did they make any changes to their transportation plans?”

“…Hmm?”

“It takes a lot of money to produce custom-made cooling equipment, and there’s a time limit on Biondetta’s construction plans. You’d think that after their convoy was attacked once, they’d beef up security or alter the route, right? A large helicopter carrying a shipping container via wires would do the trick. At an altitude of four thousand or so it would be well out of the reach of anything other than anti-aircraft guns, surface-to-air missiles, or fighter jets.”

“There’s…nothing like that, My Lord. Nothing at all.”

“Even for an AI, that’s odd. It implies Martini AC doesn’t care about the attacks.” Kaname tapped his finger impatiently on the steering wheel. “They get a massive insurance payout each time it happens, after all. Meanwhile, Biondetta Dome is desperate. They have to finish construction at all costs, and Martini AC is the only company that can do that. They can’t break their contract. They may both be AI companies, but that doesn’t mean they’re on the same side. Their priorities are both to make money. For Martini AC, that’s what takes priority. They’ll help complete the dome if it means they turn a profit, but if a better opportunity comes along, they’ll switch sides in a heartbeat.”

“…I see, My Lord. I did notice that the convoys were being sent out at irregular intervals. And it seems they coincided with periods of poor financial performance. Martini AC would dispatch a convoy to be destroyed on purpose whenever they needed a little pick-me-up to reinvigorate their coffers.”

“Even if we can’t see the discussions they had behind closed doors, I’d bet on this being an agreement between Martini AC and the Leviathans. AI companies are programmed to maximize profit without caring about things like good and evil, and if Dealers know that, it’s easy to interpose themselves somewhere and make a killing. They can get far more money raking in the insurance payments over and over again than they’d ever hope to see from a single sale. So why would they ever pay for a real escort or try to fight back? Dammit!”

“If we can’t shake up the Leviathans…,” said Tselika.

“We’ll have to rethink. We need to bring them to their knees. Otherwise, we’ll never see that list!!”
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The monster-sized four-wheel-drive vehicle with wheels taller than a person sped across the wilderness. Was it a large buggy? Despite its massive size, it could only seat two people. It was completely impractical, more suited to performing tricks at the circus. Crossing her long legs as she reclined in the passenger seat, leaving the driving to her Magistellus, was a beautiful young lady. Her light pink hair was gathered in a curled ponytail, and she wore a white suit and pink pencil skirt. The girl posed and snapped a few selfies with her smartphone, a relatively useless device in a game where your Magistellus carried out transactions for you ten thousand times a second. She also wore a pair of smart glasses, another connected device but with a single, fatal flaw—it wasn’t able to take selfies.

This was Strawberry Garter, current owner of the R league soccer team, the Leviathans.

“…Now this is good branding,” she said.

The Leviathans’ coaches and trainers were all similarly attractive women. After all, if two candidates have the same skills, then why not pick the one who stands out more? It’s the same as with TV advertising. You only have a limited amount of screen time, so you had better give it to the person who could make the most of it. A Magistellus seemed like an obvious choice for this kind of role, but the fact was that real people always proved more popular.

Even in this age of completely CGI people, we’re still living in a world that values “true” beauty.

She wasn’t the type to upload selfies in the middle of a job, however. She was using an app that showed her all the hue, saturation, and brightness values in the pictures she took. To get the best photo time and time again, you had to take into account things like the location, the time of day, clothing, and makeup. Just looking up into the camera, pulling a duck face, and turning the contrast way up to knock out wrinkles and pores might get you a couple hundred likes, but it wasn’t going to go viral.

Just like with physical skills and brainwork, practice made perfect. This went beyond whether an individual shot looked good, or whether it was decent enough to post. She sought to build up an awareness, an intuition, so that she was always ready to take the most stunning shot under whatever conditions might have arisen.

For Strawberry Garter, influence was everything.

And the best way to get everyone’s attention was with sports. This was the sturdy foundation on which she would build her empire. She didn’t need to make donations to charity and offer limp smiles to the camera. She didn’t need to set up a glut of disorganized streaming channels. The best strategy was to start with an established genre, where most of the work had already been done for you. To tell the truth, she’d gotten a lot of good info from the strategy guides for soccer video games gathering dust in the corner of her room. She would manage her sports team as though it were a game within the game. She would buy up all the advertising slots of the secondary sponsors and take over a weak team, training up its players and recruiting new ones, coordinating with sponsor companies, haggling for broadcasting rights, and so on. Money (Game) Master was the perfect place for trying something bold that wouldn’t be possible in real life.

This was a world where even one billboard on the field or in the bleachers was worth well over a million snow, and every last motion of each player was instantly captured by the media. Dealers flocked to where the money was, networking with the various AI companies, and perfecting the field-to-screen pipeline.

Strawberry Garter pointed her smartphone at her immaculately polished nails and began going through hand poses like a finger model.

And there’s no sense in chasing after the big leagues if all you want is influence. Those in the S league want to be the very best, and they spend a fortune to make sure their team is performing at its peak. The higher you go, the more it costs. Here, at R league, is the optimal balance. That’s what it’s all about. There’s no point in hiring the most beautiful woman in the world as your spokesperson if it’s only going to bankrupt you. It’s all about cost effectiveness.

She wasn’t after popularity for her team but popularity for herself. In which case, there was no need to go any higher than the R league. She wasn’t fighting for attention among the limited channels of antiquated television but for the ranks of social media, where the number of accounts was limitless.

Money (Game) Master was a game about making money, and there was more than one way to do it. She was tired of soullessly calculating the trends with mathematics and economics. It was simpler to start the trends you wanted and solidify them through your own efforts.

Information created wealth, and wealth bought information. In this day and age, only those who could start this cycle themselves and then hold on to it could be considered winners.

“Hmm.”

Once her smartphone spat out the numbers she desired, Strawberry Garter turned, swinging her large pink ponytail, and looked out the window. Or perhaps she was merely gazing at her own reflection in the glass. She sighed, exhaling through her perfectly formed nose.

True beauty was created. At least, that was what Strawberry Garter believed. A face was just an assortment of parts, and human beings were the same. Unadorned, they were more boring than a passport photo. That was precisely why beauty had to be maintained. It required effort. The moment a person lost the desire to look beautiful, they became nothing more than a collection of parts.

“…”

To the bespectacled beauty in the suit and pencil skirt, nothing exemplified that idea more than mass media. It was a lost cause. Even knowing it was on the way out, it was unable to adapt, shackled by the corpses of television and newspapers. Its range was limited. Even though there were so many more ways to get into people’s minds these days, they stuck stubbornly to talking heads speaking directly into the camera. They could have the most exciting news story in the world, and their boring delivery would assure no one paid any attention.

This was what Money (Game) Master was good for. If you were going to speak, it should be here. This was where you could really make waves. Here, you could speak to the Dealers, who made the world turn with their virtual currency, snow.

What a world we live in, where I can go into a game just to play on my smartphone.

Her life hadn’t always been so ruled by information, though. In the real world, she used to run a bento restaurant in the center of town. It was a family-owned business she had inherited from her parents, and while it was small, it had a long tradition. Every day she would get up early, stir the pots and do all the manual labor, and set the prices all by herself. After people complained she was old-fashioned, she had pushed herself to make a website, only for it to pull in a mere twenty visitors a month…



And then, as soon as a hamburger place opened across the street, the business sank.

That was the day she gave up on trying to make an honest living.



…I don’t want to see another mystery meat patty ever again.

The day she shut down the business, some guy had appeared before her in a snooty, expensive suit, wringing his hands apologetically and yet still boasting that information was the be-all and end-all. She couldn’t even remember who he was.

In that case, it was time to fight fire with fire. From the moment she first laid eyes on that moderately successful soccer team, something about it pissed her off. Boring faces, all of them. No effort whatsoever. When she humiliated the father and son before their lead AI sponsor and stole the team away, she had felt something slip out of place inside. But she hadn’t felt guilty; she had felt free. Even though she had just used a game to tear apart a real family in real life.

It was too late. She had learned how good it felt to steal.

It seems just threatening them isn’t enough to make them back off… In that case, let’s throw some money around and stir up a new diet fad. Or perhaps I’ll put out a trendy cookbook to encourage people to eat in and post photos of their creations instead of eating burgers, or run a sports-related exercise and healthy eating campaign… It doesn’t really matter in the end, so long as it bankrupts the real-world restaurant and puts pressure on the whole corporate group. It’s disgusting what you can do in this game. Information has far more power here than in the old-fashioned TV and newspapers of the real world.

A line of small pink speech bubbles appeared in the customized chat window in one corner of her front windshield.

Sister: Nice work.

Pipe Wrench: My hands are twitching. Perhaps I should sign up with one of those firing ranges and pay a monthly fee to shoot all I want.

Cumming: Stay calm, it’s just for a few more months. There are penalties for ending a contract within two years, I hear, so perhaps it’s best to bear with it for now.

Hattori: …Hold on. We’ve received another request. Garter, check with Martini AC.

“?”

A strange feeling gripped her, like a needle skipping on a record. Strawberry Garter was an information queen. She didn’t operate through TV channels and social networking sites that other people set up; she used the soccer team as her own personal billboard and microphone. That was why even this tiny feeling bothered her. She wanted to know everything when it came to the Leviathans’ home turf.

“Marron, check the info.”

“Y-yes, Miss Strawberry Garter,” the Empusa at the large steering wheel replied nervously. She had short brown hair, a pair of drooping dog ears, and a tail that was curled down behind her.

Her response was quick.

“There’s a report from Martini AC. Um, it says the Hurricane III is scheduled to be delivered to Biondetta Dome at two nineteen AM. It seems like they mean the custom air-conditioning equipment.”

“Two nineteen AM?! That’s not even seven minutes away! But we just destroyed the cargo moments ago!!”

“Eek! That’s what it says, though! I’ve checked the whole message from start to finish for any kind of code or cipher, and I don’t see anything!!”

“…”

Strawberry Garter grew quiet and listened to the words of her Magistellus, who was dressed in a pink bikini top and white pleated skirt like a team cheerleader, with a shoulder guard and a thick collar protecting her.

“Um, I’ll decompose the font into numbers and see if I get anything. Oh, why don’t I see if there’s any metadata if I read it vertically or remove all the e’s…”

“Shut up for a second, Marron! You’re wasting resources!”

There were pros and cons to Magistelli being such fast calculators. Not only could they read the full text of a message instantly, they could run all sorts of mysterious, unheard-of analyses on its contents. For a nervous, scared little puppy like Marron, this made it easy to get caught in an endless loop of possibilities. It was like carrying out a DDoS attack on your own computer.

But then what does this mean…?

Up until now, Martini AC had sent shipments containing the custom air conditioner equipment once or twice a month, at most. That was why Strawberry Garter and her team were able to plan and execute their raids so efficiently. Though the attacks were planned, they were by no means staged. Both parties had plausible deniability, there were no signed contracts, and they used real bombs and bullets. Of course, that meant that the risk of getting hit by a stray bullet and Falling was ever present. They needed time to prepare.

“What the hell is going on…?” she muttered.

Then suddenly, it dawned on her. The traps had all gone off ahead of the convoy. There had to be an enemy Dealer trying to stop the attack. She wasn’t sure how they planned to profit from it, but they must want Biondetta Dome completed. Now that they had failed to stop the attack, what was their next move? How would they try to recover?

Strawberry Garter spun her phone in her hands and uncrossed and recrossed her long, stocking-covered legs, thinking. Then she held out her phone and took a selfie, noting that the gleam of intelligence afforded her by her smart glasses seemed to have faded somewhat. She had an ominous feeling, like she was about to suffer a big loss. It was imperative that she wipe this bit of darkness from her face, and she would spare no effort to do so.

There were things Strawberry Garter couldn’t see from her gaudy pink monster vehicle, on the outskirts of town. What was happening in the city, for example? Martini AC itself wasn’t in the city; it was a company located in the outer realms, but…

“Marron. Take another look into Martini AC.”

“Wh-what am I looking for, exactly, ma’am?”

“Anything! Stock prices, financial performance, estimations, whatever! Just find out if there are any Dealers who have discovered their Achilles’ heel!!”
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What Kaname had done was very simple.



“Every time they run into financial trouble, Martini AC sends a convoy to get destroyed and replenishes their coffers with the insurance money… In which case, all we need to do is cause problems for Martini, and we can restart the quest as many times as we like.”



Midori sighed atop her bright-red, autumn-leaf-patterned racing bike.

“I don’t like it. It sounds ridiculous.”

“You have any better ideas?”

“No. Sigh. I just didn’t think we would have to go so big just to help out a couple of people…”

It seemed Midori had already forgotten the Legacy and the list they were after. The human suffering of the Umibe family had become her highest priority. Kaname, for his part, was okay with that.

However, Martini AC was an external company, existing only as data with no presence in the 3D-modeled world of Tokonatsu City. It was not like they could burst into their headquarters and start throwing punches. They needed a plan that could be executed in the city itself.

“Tselika. What are the temperature and humidity tonight in Tokonatsu City? The city center, in particular.”

“…You may check that on your own smart watch, My Lord. It is thirty-four degrees Celsius and seventy percent. Another sweltering tropical night, thanks to the urban heat island effect and the squall we had in the evening…”

“Why do you sound so down?”

“Because this vehicle is nearly falling apart, My Lord! I spend every day waxing this beauty until it is squeaky clean, and just look at it now!! I’m going to have nightmares about this!!”

“What about the Martini AC support center?”

“I could scream in your face and your heart would not budge one millimeter, My Lord! Very well. Round-the-clock response. Something only an AI company could achieve.”

“Then this should do it,” Kaname said, and leaning against the door of the mint-green coupe, he pointed his short-range sniper rifle up toward the sky like a starter’s pistol. All he had to do was pull the trigger.



Above him was a high-voltage power line supported by a row of steel pylons.



With a jolt of sparks, half of the skyline of the Tokonatsu City financial district fell into darkness. This wasn’t like mischievously setting off the school fire alarm; if they were in the real world, this kind of outage would be all over the internet news. People would be up in arms. It was the sort of thing you could only get away with in the game.

Of course, it wasn’t as if this was the sole source of power to the entire city, and many Dealers had their own backup generators for emergencies. The stock exchange would still be running, as well. However…

“It’ll take them a while to realize why the power’s out, or even just why the air conditioning stopped. The AC going down could be due to a tripped breaker, or faulty wiring, or the device itself could be broken. And on a hot night like this, getting that back online will be the top priority, not checking the news. How many Dealers do you think are going to call up the support center to get it working again?”

“How are they going to do that if the power’s out?” Midori asked. “Did you leave the cell phone towers online?”

“Midori. Haven’t you seen the discolored phone boxes scattered around town? I bet you thought they looked out of place in this day and age. But emergency landlines don’t rely on power. They can be operated using just the energy in the phone signal itself.”

Midori cocked her head, not quite understanding. She’d probably never had to use a rotary phone in her life.

“So what’s going to happen? The support center gets overwhelmed and goes down, people get upset with the company, and they lose money?”

“In the real world, that wouldn’t be nearly enough, but the Dealers here have no self-restraint. They think of money as a toy. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them tanked the company’s value just out of spite. By the way, Midori, you know that people can buy and sell stocks over the phone, don’t you?”

And however it happened, once Martini AC got wind of their poor business performance, they would send out another convoy, like clockwork.

“So we’re trying the escort mission again? I know we’ve already cleared most of the traps, but what if the convoy fails again?”

“Oh, it will, if we leave the shipment to Martini. They don’t even want to reach their destination,” spat Kaname. “…That’s why we’re going to take the equipment off their hands, trailer and all, and deliver it to the Biondetta Dome ourselves. That should take care of this whole mess.”

“Huh? Even with the PMCs protecting them…? They might fight back for real if we attack them instead of the Leviathans. I mean, you saw how they chased us off when we tried to stick that GPS tracker on them!”

“Tselika. You don’t mind if the car takes some more damage, do you? It’s already beaten up pretty bad, so what’s a few more scratches?”

“Gggbrrgh?!” Bu…bu… Who the hell do you think is responsible for that, My Lord…?!! This is my darling temple, my pride and joy! How dare you say, ‘Oh, just because she’s not a virgin anymore, it doesn’t matter’!!”

Leaving that aside…

Midori cocked her head once more atop her motorcycle.

“I know we have to do something about the AIs helping the corrupt soccer team…but we can’t really hope to win against the PMCs, can we? I mean, they’re like an army of killer robots.”

“Ordinarily, no,” Kaname replied. “Midori. Call out your Magistellus, Meiki. You’re going to need an extra set of hands for this.”

“What? What are we doing, exactly?”

In place of an answer, Kaname walked around to the back of the car, placed his hand on the trunk, and threw it open.

“…It’s time for us to unleash our secret weapons as well. The monster shotgun, #tempest.err, and the infinite-range anti-materiel rifle, #fireline.err. Two of Takamasa’s Legacies should be more than enough.”



For a while, the only sound that could be heard in the car was the screeching of its tires.



With the danger now past, the pain from the Lion’s Nose gradually receded. The gauge on the front windshield displaying the AI units’ focus started counting down from thirty, until finally the whole window disappeared. Zero people watching. In other words, total victory. It was a rare occurrence, even in a game like Money (Game) Master, where you could get away with anything. The group of PMCs had been totally eliminated, and they were now in the lull before the next wave showed up.

“Here. The barrel’s still hot, so don’t burn yourself.”

Kaname opened the driver’s seat door and tossed #tempest.err, the shotgun resembling a revolver-style grenade launcher, to the pit babe sitting inside. He spoke without turning to face her.

“Tselika. Hold on to the Legacy for me. I’m leaving you in charge of the car, too.”

“Hmph, you cheating swine, My Lord! You already have someone beautiful and charming like me, grumble, grumble… You’re hopeless, My Lord! Utterly hopeless! It doesn’t matter whose seat you place your pretty little butt on, is that it?! Any steering wheel will do?!! Well, see if I care! Maybe I’ll go and mess up your investment in that underground construction project, hmm?”

“Tselika?”

“Can it, My Lord! You reckless driver!! You’re leaving the driving to me next time, you hear?!” yelled Tselika, her tail pointed bolt upright.

Kaname felt her complaint was a little off base, but he ignored it and turned to face the large semitruck stopped nearby. Even after the shooting had stopped, he kept up his guard as he approached the disabled vehicle. This was basic situational awareness in shooting games. The ground felt soft beneath his feet, like stepping on a waterbed, perhaps due to that sticky material that soaked up all the moisture. At last, Kaname reached the driver’s side door and opened it. It was filled, not with buckshot, but with .45-caliber bullet holes. Lifting out the AI driver’s body and tossing it by the roadside, Kaname picked up the keys and walked around to the back. There, he threw open the double doors at the rear of the trailer.

There was the air conditioner. Actually, it looked more like a jumbo jet engine with the outer plating removed, like a mass of giant silver turbines. Obviously, no common AC unit would be able to structurally support the nearly 100 meters of dome roof.

“Right.”

“Everything okay?”

Midori cruised over, her engine growling. The girl in the frilly gothic-lolita bikini was sitting in the driver’s saddle as usual, but seated behind her this time was a beautiful woman in a short-cut red cheongsam. Her black, shoulder-length hair gently parted around the two horns atop her head, and stuck to the center of her brow was a paper talisman. It was Midori’s Magistellus, Meiki. The emotionless girl was in charge of the anti-materiel rifle, #fireline.err, which was too large to be held and instead was strapped to her shoulder. Midori had immediately sought to try out this arrangement upon learning that her Magistellus could be trusted with a gun.

“Midori,” said Kaname, swinging the trailer’s rear doors closed again. “I’m going to be dragging this trailer to the Biondetta Dome construction site by myself. You need to stay away from me, okay?”

“Hey! Then what do I do?!”

“We’re due for a storm of bullets starting any moment now. To be honest, I can’t keep you safe when you’re wandering around on that bike with no armor. I know you just want to help, but we can’t afford to have you Fall here.”

“Yeah, but aren’t those AI-controlled PMCs going to be doing their best to get this stuff back? There’s going to be tons of those really strong, fast bulletproof cars! Maybe even attack helicopters or drones!”

“I know. They’re going to send in the cavalry, so I want you to stay as far away as you can. Find a safe zone, like a parking garage or a gas station, and support us from there. Ignore the PMCs. They’re just going to keep sending reinforcements forever. Focus on the human opponents, the Leviathans.”

“…And then we’ll be able to buy back that boy’s future, right?”

“Without a doubt,” Kaname replied, no hesitation in his voice.

Midori breathed a sigh of relief, but before long a thought occurred to her, and her anxiety came right back.

“But then, what about you?! You’re going up against the Leviathans and the PMCs at the same time! They’ll make you into swiss cheese!”

“I’m hoping they’ll take each other out. That’s why I’m dangling this carrot on a stick in front of their noses. But don’t worry about me. Big trailers like this can take a beating. The only things stronger are tanks and armored cars. A few bullets aren’t going to hurt me.”

“…”

Midori Hekireki, her tiny bottom perched atop her motorcycle, seemed to have something to say about that. No doubt she was itching to point out that, for all its supposed impregnability, Kaname himself had managed to run it off the road without too much effort. That was partly due to the Legacy, of course, but the Leviathans also had one of those—the minigun, #dracolord.err. It went without saying, but nothing was ever certain in Money (Game) Master. Even the legendary Takamasa had Fallen, after all, protecting Kaname’s sister from the bullets of angry Dealers.

“Midori.”

“Okay! …I get it. I’m still just a beginner at this game. There’s no point in arguing with you because you’re always right. I’m the one who wanted to help out the Umibe family in the first place, so I can’t turn around and tell you not to fight…”

But.

Kaname was no idiot, and he wasn’t blind to Midori’s feelings. It wasn’t about who was right or who was wrong, who had more experience or who was better at calculations or any of that. It was human nature to be uneasy. More than that, Midori was the kind of girl who worried about others. Even though right now, she would have been perfectly justified in criticizing him instead. What was she supposed to do if he died on a reckless suicide mission?

Kaname smiled fondly. She was cut from the same cloth as Takamasa, no doubt about it. She had something no amount of training or experience could ever give her. Memory and reflexes could be augmented whenever you liked by switching out your equipment—that wasn’t real talent. In this virtual world, where everything else could be rewritten, it was only your inner nature that could never be altered or traded. Midori…and Takamasa, too. Their natures were pure and beautiful. So much so that Kaname felt it was too dangerous to leave them all alone in this game.

The boy silently made up his mind. He had to protect that purity. He couldn’t stand by and watch while immoral Dealers laid their hands all over Takamasa’s Legacy, and neither could he let Midori be swallowed up by the pit of depravity that was Money (Game) Master.

He was through watching Midori and her brother holding back their tears and anger. There was no need to force anything on Midori. All he had to do was decide on a course of action and execute it. No need to show off.

“Let’s go.”

“…”

“We’re going to get this shipment to Biondetta Dome and put pressure on the Leviathans. For me, this is about making them hand over Takamasa’s personal possessions. For you, it’s about returning that stadium to its original owners… And if there really is a list of the Legacies among Takamasa’s papers, then we’ll be one step closer to our goal. But it’s not a treasure map, it’s a piece of Takamasa’s soul that he left behind. I can’t stand idly by while a bunch of strangers abuse it to their advantage. And if we can reduce people’s suffering, even just a little…”

“No, not just a little,” Midori added suddenly. To her, this wasn’t about experience or ability at all. “We have to save everybody. I don’t want a single person to have to suffer because of my brother’s Legacies ever again.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” said Kaname with a grin. As someone fighting to protect Midori and pay back Takamasa, it pleased him to hear her say those words.

Then, at last, they were ready to move out.

“Remember to stick to support. Don’t come near the truck.”

“I get it already! Geez!”

“This is the best way to hit the Leviathans where it hurts. If we’re going to get this team and stadium back to its old owners, I’ll need your help.”

“That’s my line. Make sure you don’t do anything crazy out there, either, okay?”

Kaname hopped up into the seat of the cabin and began driving away, distancing himself from the mint-green coupe and the red-leaved racing bike.

…Now then.

There weren’t going to be any fancy tricks on Kaname’s end. Compared to his two-seater sports car, the driver’s seat of this vehicle was much higher. The massive steering wheel looked a bit difficult to get used to, but Kaname grabbed it with both hands, like he was holding a hula hoop, and gently merged onto the main road like a needle settling into the groove on a record. He was headed directly toward the center of the peninsula financial district. He fought with the stiff gear stick and clutch pedal, pushing the truck into high gear, and the vehicle responded immediately. The rearview mirror was useless with the semitrailer behind him, but a portion of the front windshield was devoted to showing a live feed from the cameras at the back of the vehicle. There, he could see several flashes of light behind him. Single headlights. Bikes.

Guess they don’t feel the need to stay hidden at this point.

Kaname felt a familiar tingling sensation. The Lion’s Nose.

The Dealer smiled, sensing his prey.

A small messenger window appeared in one corner of the front windshield, indicating a chat request. Perhaps because the vehicles operated off their internal batteries, this system didn’t seem to be affected by the power cut. The cab window was so large, it took Kaname a moment to notice it.

Strawberry Garter: Do you know who you’re picking a fight with? I hope you’ve calculated the risks and returns.

PMC Truck 01: Hey, I thought you wanted to avoid leaving evidence of your involvement with Martini. Are you sure you should be messaging me like this?

After hitting send and seeing his reply, Kaname frowned in confusion. Then, he remembered he was replying from a stolen vehicle. Oh well. It was only for one night. He couldn’t be bothered logging in again just to fix the name.

Strawberry Garter: I’m guessing you’re a human Dealer, then.

PMC Truck 01: I wasn’t really trying to hide it.

Strawberry Garter: It doesn’t matter. The Leviathans will kill you in five minutes flat.

PMC Truck 01: Just try it if you can… And that’s not your team name to use, by the way.

Strawberry Garter: You think you’re invincible just because you’re in a tough vehicle, is that it? You’ve got no decoys, no armed escort. We, on the other hand, have all sorts of off-roading skills. We don’t even need to get close to you, while you’re stuck to that one straight road. We can fill anything full of holes at a distance of 600 to 2,000 meters with our minigun and assault rifle combination. If you still want to Fall and land yourself in debt hell, though, feel free.

PMC Truck 01: It seems like you’re enjoying the game, so I won’t spoil the surprise. Just get over here and you’ll see what I mean.

At that moment, the cluster of headlights split into two groups, moving left and right to surround the truck like a swarm of killer bees following the orders of their queen. Just as Strawberry Garter had said, they drove cleanly over the bumpy wasteland, trampling flower patches and moving to take the truck out safely from long range.

Strawberry Garter: A meaningless Fall. Enjoy licking the dirt off the boots of AI companies for eternity.

PMC Truck 01: We’ll see about that.

And then it happened.



KTHOOOOM!!



The loud, booming sound that rocked the plains was neither from the truck’s engine nor the mountain bikes’ assault rifles.

Strawberry Garter: What was that?

PMC Truck 01: Figure it out yourself.

Strawberry Garter: It wasn’t an anti-materiel round. It wasn’t a grenade or rocket, either. It was more of a rumble, like a bunker buster going off underground!

PMC Truck 01: You’ve got your Magistellus, haven’t you? I’m not trying to hide anything from you. Have her tell you where it came from, then you’ll understand.

The silence that followed lasted only five seconds. That was all it took for a Magistellus to run tens of thousands of autonomous calculations.

The enormous shadow of a nearby pumping jack drifted across the ground, like the silhouette of a giant’s seesaw.

Strawberry Garter: The oil wells have been ordered to increase production? It says there’s a glut of new buyers!

PMC Truck 01: Oh, you figured it out.

Strawberry Garter: So your aim is to induce soil liquefaction and make the ground shake?!!

The battered coupe didn’t have much durability left, and the motorcycle barely had any to begin with. There was no way Tselika and Midori could survive a sustained firefight. So Kaname had asked them to head up the main road ahead of him and seek refuge at a large service station along the way. In the meantime, they would be conducting high-value trades via the telephone booth there. Tselika would be the one spearheading these efforts, but it would be a good learning opportunity for Midori, as well.

PMC Truck 01: Don’t forget that the center of town is still without power. When power goes out, the price of alternative energy reserves, like gasoline or natural gas, will spike ever so slightly. The AI companies are always prepared to kick into action at times like this. It’s almost a reflex. You barely have to do anything. Just invest a little capital, and they’re easily convinced it’ll pay off.

The tremors in the earth stirred up the water in the soil, causing the ground to turn soft and liquefy. That would make it difficult to ride a motorcycle, especially if you weren’t using the asphalt road.

A gurgling noise from down below heralded an unnatural quaking of the earth. However…

Strawberry Garter: Did you think you had us?

It wasn’t enough. The chaos had bought him a few moments, but Amatsu Tunnel was still several kilometers off. If Kaname didn’t make it there, the minigun Legacy would tear him apart, assuming the assault rifles didn’t get to him first. If they fired their long-range weaponry at him while he was confined to the main road, there would be no way for Kaname to fight back.

Strawberry Garter: We’re fully prepared for bad riding conditions. Our riders are trained in acrobatics, and we have plenty of skills to help us drive off-road. One little earthquake isn’t going to throw us off the hunt!

PMC Truck 01: I didn’t think it would. I’ve got something else to take care of you corrupt Dealers with nothing better to do than fight over dirty money.

Kaname remained unshaken, even as the swarm of killer bees leveled their weapons. In fact, it was better for him the farther they were from the asphalt road.

PMC Truck 01: Have you already forgotten what I did to shake up Martini AC? I cut the cables of a high-voltage power line. Power outages in the city don’t last too long, though. I’d imagine they’ll be getting their electricity back right about now.

Strawberry Garter was silent. Or perhaps she was frantically communicating on another channel.

Midori and Tselika had been told to seek refuge at the service station.

PMC Truck 01: So we’ve got dangling power lines and a bubbling wetland. What do you think’s going to happen when the power companies try to force electricity through those cables again? I wouldn’t want to be out on an unprotected bike, that’s for sure.



BZZZZAPPP!!!



A blue-white spark enveloped the landscape, just as the semitrailer zipped into Amatsu Tunnel and Kaname’s world was enveloped in evenly spaced orange lighting. No gunfire had reached him during the last few kilometers, perhaps owing to all the chaos.

PMC Truck 01: The farmland around here was made arable by human intervention. I think there’s some sort of sticky natto-like material in the soil that mixes with the spring water and alters the constitution of the liquid. Because of that, the high-voltage current can’t go deep into the earth. With nowhere else to go, it spreads out across the entire surface.

The semicircular tunnel was one-way only, but equipped with three lanes—more than enough room for a car chase.

PMC Truck 01: Seems like that took out about half of them. I guess they learned all those circus tricks for nothing.

Strawberry Garter: I’m going to murder you.

PMC Truck 01: What were you doing before? You’ve been taking a peek at a part of my friend’s soul and swinging around his toys as if they’re yours. On top of that, you used them to steal away a stadium from an innocent family, just so you could sate your own greed. I’ve been trying to kill you all along, so try to keep up.

A feeling like static electricity welled up in Kaname’s nose, and the roar of engines filled the tunnel, higher in pitch than that of Kaname’s truck. At last, the mountain bikes were coming in for a close-range fight. They were now at a disadvantage, but it was a lot better than waiting for Kaname to reach the center of town.

It goes without saying, but lightweight mountain bikes are nothing to a twenty-ton truck. If Kaname so much as nudged them with the tip of the trailer, they’d be eating asphalt. Kaname wasn’t worried about the bikes themselves but about the Magistelli in the back seats with their rifles.

Normal assault rifles won’t be able to damage a reinforced trailer. The Magistelli share skills with their masters, so which stats are they raising…?

The trailer’s weight came with a downside, however. It was difficult for Kaname to slam into the bikes without them dodging out of the way. Furthermore, he was outnumbered. If he tried to pin one down, the others could sneak around and outflank him, and even if Kaname swung the steering wheel back, the vehicle wouldn’t respond in time. The truck may have been large, but all Kaname could really do was hurl himself at a single target and hope for the best.

At the very least, Kaname was up against assault rifles, and at worst, the Legacy. If an attack came from the front or the sides of the cabin, the doors and windows would do little to protect him. Kaname couldn’t handle Short Spear while driving the heavy vehicle, either; the steering wheel was far too big to maneuver with only one hand. If any of them managed to get around to the front of the vehicle, it’d be game over.

Kaname had taken all of that into account. He had considered the risk and determined it to be acceptable.

“…This is where the real fight begins.”
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Their delicately balanced system had all come crashing down. Now, the Leviathans were fighting for their lives. The truck ahead of them weaved slowly left and right, and if they so much as grazed it, they’d Fall.

Striker 1: You’ve gotta be kidding me. That little battle of wits took out half our men. Why can’t you just take the L instead of sending us little people to our deaths?!

Hattori: There can be no retreat. If we fail this mission we set for ourselves, then we lose the fort. You’ve gorged yourself on easy money, and now it’s time to work for it again.

Lollipop: Then I’ll let you play the decoy, big bro. Go work your butt off trying to impress the old hag!

The multicolored mountain bikes chased after the huge mass of steel, their engines roaring. There was no way the driver would be able to fire back at them with so many blind spots. That meant the only weapon at the enemy Dealer’s disposal was the vehicle he had hijacked.

They had several off-road skills going for them. Plus, they had shored those up with Anti-Vehicle, increasing damage dealt to vehicles. While the humans were only steering their motorcycles, the Magistelli behind them shared their skills, and so it was a good idea to add in some to help them out as well.

Hattori: Let’s begin. I’ll take the left, while you two circle around to the right. Try to get to the driver’s door and go for a critical hit.

Striker 1: You’re crazy! Are you a masochist or something?!

Lollipop: …Oh, big bro, you know online relationships are nothing but suffering, right? Anyway, I’m in.

One of the two-seater off-road bikes broke from the group and moved to the left of the truck. His teammates, still cursing, were forced to make the most of the opportunity. The bikes closed in, their human Dealers at the handlebars and their demon partners holding the guns. Left and right. No matter which way the truck swerved, it couldn’t take them all out at once. Whether the driver took the bait or not, someone would be able to make it to the front and fill the cabin full of lead.

Striker 1 pushed his lightweight bike up the orange-lit road into the gap between the steel trailer and the wall, quickly arriving level with the driver’s door, close enough to reach out and grab the handle. Before the enemy Dealer could spin the wheel around, he ordered the olive-skinned mummy girl behind him to fire.

“Bustier! Fill him full of holes!!”

First, a single shot to the driver’s side door. Anti-Vehicle worked by subtly adjusting the aim, ensuring that all later shots hit the same point, compounding the damage and punching through a steel door in no time at all. This was the same principle by which a minigun achieved its fearsome penetrative power. Like a true team, everything connected back to the vicious #dracolord.err wielded by their boss, Strawberry Garter.

Sparks flew as lead bullets streamed into the metal door, shattering the tempered glass window. Striker 1 was showered in broken glass and bits of metal.

“Whoa?!!”

“Everything is fine. Please concentrate on driving. You could stand to gain a few more points in courage, My Darling.”

The door was covered in holes. No matter how they contorted their body, it was impossible for anyone on the other side to have avoided the destruction.

However.

“Wha—?”

The mangled door broke off and was quickly left behind on the pavement. Inside the open cabin was an empty seat. The stuffing had sprung out from tears in the synthetic leather, but that was it. No sign of the blood and guts and dismembered body parts that ought to have filled the cabin.

The driver had disappeared.

Where had he gone?!

Dammit—!

Striker 1 looked up, suddenly regretting allowing his Magistellus to empty the entire magazine into the truck’s cabin.

Kaname Suou.

He was there, up on the roof. Perhaps he had used Acrobat, which boosted the three semicircular canals of the inner ear, or Grip, to increase grip strength. Either way, he had managed to jam a bar through the steering wheel, locking it in place and jamming down the gas pedal. And now he stood atop the vehicle, a short-range sniper rifle in his free hands. Striker 1 stared down the barrel of the integrated silencer, that black hole a harbinger of his imminent death.



Klink! Klink!



Two shots, just to be sure.

The mountain bike collapsed and skidded off the road, but Kaname didn’t even wait for it to disappear out of sight. His necktie flapping in the wind, he hopped off the roof of the cabin, onto the large trailer behind it.

He wasn’t worried about the Leviathans, still laboring under the illusion they could win if only they dodged the truck’s flailing for long enough. They were like primitive cavemen prodding their spears at a modern-day tank.

Two shots to the left, one to the right.

Is that it?

He felt the danger fade, and the tingling of his Lion’s Nose subsided.

Kaname had a few skills to increase his defenses and help manage stress, but nothing that would interfere with his driving or shooting abilities. Rather than have Auto-Aim realign his shooting hand against his will, Kaname would much rather have the ability to shoot straight on his own.

The enemy, on the other hand, was using Anti-Vehicle. A perfectly valid choice when going up against a large truck, but while in use, it forced subsequent bullets to hit the same mark as the first. If Kaname jumped out of his seat and all over the place, they would have to disable and re-enable the skill just to be able to fire at him, and that took time. For a practiced individual, that time might be less than one second, but that was more than enough. Even one ten-thousandth of a second made all the difference in the trading world. To skilled Dealers, one second was the difference between life and death.

…It’s easy to think of skills as being special powers the game world lets you use, but if you become over-reliant on them, your own ability suffers. You become stale and predictable, just like these guys.

It was a balancing act. It was smart to use every tool at your disposal, but you had to be able to function without them, too.

Kaname began headshotting the riders one after the other, their bikes crashing to the ground and skidding away. When at last the Magistelli raised their rifles to fire back, Kaname simply fell prone. Since his enemy was below him, he could use the reinforced trailer as a shield.

The Leviathans’ attack squad was originally made up of eleven vehicles: the ten off-road motorcycles and the single command buggy. The earlier electric shock had taken out half of them, and Kaname’s shooting just now had dealt with four more.

A human who Fell was forcibly logged out for twenty-four hours. In that time, the other Dealers would make mincemeat out of their finances, dragging them down into debt hell. Kaname wouldn’t have to worry about them again. Magistelli, on the other hand, would freeze in place, becoming Downed for a short period. Precisely how long depended on the severity of the wound, but it capped at one hour. Normally, he might be inclined to restrain them with manacles or sticky tape before they woke back up, but at this speed, Kaname would be miles away by then, so they wouldn’t be a problem either way.

Which only left…

“One more bike.”

He didn’t need to waste any more bullets. Still lying down, Kaname unclipped his empty magazine and tossed it into the road. The remaining bike probably hit it and skidded out. The sound of an explosion ripped through the air.

Then, he felt it again—the Lion’s Nose. Not from the bikes this time, but from the truck itself. Kaname had rigged the vehicle to drive in a straight line, but the tunnel itself was not necessarily as straight as a runway. So before it could collide with some slight curve, Kaname utilized his Acrobat and Grip skills to safely return to the cabin. The door had been wrenched off, loose cotton was springing from the seats, and the windshield had been cracked, disabling the display. All of the support functionality had switched to the small, rarely used GPS screen.

Strawberry Garter: It’s not over yet. We still have the Legacy.

PMC Truck 01: I’m on a smaller screen right now, so try not to fill it with your pointless chatter.

Strawberry Garter: You will die by our hand. By the Legacy, #dracolord.err! I guarantee it!!

PMC Truck 01: Is that right? I guess you must be new. There are no guarantees in Money (Game) Master. Anyway, it’s time to end this. Returning the Leviathans to their rightful owner can come later.

That wasn’t necessarily what Kaname truly thought, but he knew not to underestimate the importance of psychological warfare in a PvP match. Though presumably, someone accustomed to hecklers at sports games already knew that. Kaname sighed.

The growl of an engine, deeper than that of the bikes, approached from behind him, but Kaname didn’t have time to worry about that.

Because up ahead, at the Amatsu Tunnel’s exit, was a line of black armored cars, blocking the road.

“I knew you’d circle around and ambush me, you Martini AC lapdogs!!”



There was an almighty krranggg!!!!!! as the twenty-ton truck barreled straight through the armored blockade.



Outside the tunnel, a flood of light greeted him. With power already restored, the streetlamps flooded the road with light. The tangled mess of streets and overpasses weaved between towering skyscrapers that pierced the clouds. It was a melting pot of cultures, where people could be found from all walks of life, from billionaires who ran whole countries with a flick of their wrist, to beautiful women who came seeking luxury and ended up living in cardboard boxes, to idols beloved throughout the country, concealing their identity in order to enjoy a life of loose morals.

Kaname had reached the heart of the peninsula district, the main financial district of Tokonatsu city.

Realizing this, one of the black armored cars rammed itself directly into the side of the trailer. That wasn’t enough to run the twenty-ton truck off the road, but it was enough to tell Kaname that the driver had no fear. No, in fact, they had no feelings at all beyond the success of the mission. It was the kind of action only an AI-controlled PMC would ever take.

There were still many civilian cars on the road. In fact, Kaname just barely avoided running over a brunette in a wide-brimmed witch hat and school swimsuit, who was riding a collapsible electric scooter—a high-ranking Dealer called Smash Daughter, he recalled. She turned and stuck up her middle finger, the sports towel around her shoulders waving behind her like a cape. Kaname was shocked she had somehow avoided being flattened by one of the PMC vehicles. It was a little frightening, actually.

“You ****ing ****! I’ll stick my **** so far up your **** you’ll be ****ing out your ****!!”

Some of the words that had come out of her mouth were way too advanced for a schoolgirl. Then again, nothing was as it seemed in Money (Game) Master. The girl was an expert in nonlethal stun equipment, and it was a bad idea to piss her off. Kaname would have preferred not to get on her bad side…

Then it happened.

The Lion’s Nose began tingling like mad as a series of explosions sounded behind him. But the word “explosion” was a pale descriptor for the ferocious might with which the so-called bulletproof cars were being blown up and flung aside like wads of paper by a stream of rapid-fire bullets. The 6,000–7,000 RPM barrage of a minigun.

At last, Kaname’s true enemy appeared in his rear-facing cameras. A massive buggy painted bright pink, its size entirely unsuited to these urban streets. While it had four wheels and a body, it looked unlike any other car Kaname had ever seen. The tires themselves were taller than he was, and poised atop its suspension like pillars of steel, the cab came up even higher than Kaname’s truck.

Strawberry Garter: It’s just one problem after another!

PMC Trailer 01: If you’re going to attack me, you’d better do it now. This semi’s not going to fall to a bunch of shiny black beetles. If you don’t hurry, I’m going to make it to Biondetta Dome.

Strawberry Garter: You motherfucker!!

PMC Trailer 01: What an odd thing for a young lady to say. Could it be that you’re an old man in the real world?

Corporate PMCs had different ranks, and those assigned to protect land were the highest. Strawberry Garter knew this, and that was why the Leviathans had not attacked the construction site directly. That place was an impregnable fortress. There would be a similar force defending the Leviathan Stadium as well, but they were under the direct control of the AI companies and thus couldn’t be ordered to attack an enemy base. They knew the power of such a force but were unable to put it to use.

At last, the true three-way battle was about to begin.

If this truck had that PMC attention meter, it would probably be reading about a hundred right now. But even without it, Kaname could read the mechanical minds of the unfeeling killing machines with nothing more than his nose.

Upon realizing they were under attack, the Martini AC PMCs pointed their rifles out the windows of their bulletproof cars, only for Strawberry Garter’s minigun to mow them all down. Any she missed swiftly disappeared beneath the monster truck’s massive wheels, crushed flat. As explosions lit up the night behind her, the chronic vloggers in the crowd swarmed toward the action, getting in their tiny go-karts modded for maneuverability and weaving across the road, searching for the best angle.

As far as Kaname was concerned, it was their own funeral. His defense wasn’t much better than theirs, now that he was down a door and windshield to hide behind. He couldn’t waste effort trying to protect idiots with suicidal tendencies.

“You want views, huh? I’ll give you some views!!”

Kaname swerved the massive truck into a PMC armored car that was coming upon his side, ramming it off the road and into a nearby water fountain. Then he slammed his foot on the gas pedal and sped off.

He could see the construction site in the distance.

However…

Strawberry Garter: The AI are just here to get things started. Humans will always be the ones to strike the finishing blow.

“Rghh.”

Strawberry Garter: Aim. I’m going to blow you off the face of the earth, you puny Dealer!!

It wouldn’t matter how many centimeters of steel Kaname was behind if the minigun set its sights on him, but he wasn’t as worried about that as he was about the cargo in the back. If that took a hit, the whole plan to put pressure on the Leviathans would be done for. He’d never get his hands on Takamasa’s papers, and the search for the Legacies would hit a brick wall. Not to mention, he’d be breaking his promise with Midori to save the Umibe family.

So.

It was time to make a decision.

Just as the rapid-fire boom of the minigun tore up the air behind him…

Kaname clenched his teeth and spun the wheel with all his might, guided by the buzzing sensation of the Lion’s Nose.

The trailer’s unstoppable momentum brought it around and the tires skidded, one wheel lifting off the road entirely. Its massive weight then seesawed the cabin up into the air.

Kaname had completely lost control of the vehicle.

But that was all part of the plan.

Once #dracolord.err’s rain of lead severed the coupler between the tractor and the trailer…



The trailer, free of its excess weight, flew down the road. Metal scraped against asphalt, kicking up sparks like the tail of a comet, flattening palm trees alongside the road as it plunged through the stainless steel fence surrounding the building site.

Yes, right into the hands of the Biondetta Dome construction team.

Strawberry Garter: What?!

PMC Truck 01: Mission complete.

Kaname slammed on the brakes as hard as he could, and with the screech of burning rubber, the tractor’s mangled rear end swung around and slammed directly into the oversized tires of Strawberry Garter’s pursuing buggy.
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The truck was missing its driver’s side door and windshield. And obviously, Kaname wasn’t wearing his seat belt.

“Grhh…”

As a result, Kaname was thrown clear of the collision. He saw the world rotate ninety degrees, and felt the burn of the road against his cheek. The smell of burning diesel was everywhere, but Kaname’s right hand still gripped Short Spear, like it had a mind of its own.

The threat of death was ever present. That was one of this world’s rules. Even Criminal AO hadn’t been immune.

Kaname undid his necktie and changed it for another. The new one looked exactly the same, but it had a different skill. These were the pains Kaname endured so that his skill set couldn’t be identified from appearance alone. Of course, he also had to make sure he didn’t get them mixed up himself. If he put all his ties in the washing machine at once, he’d be screwed.

Reduce Pain. Rarity ten, the max. A skill so powerful, there were bidding wars over it. As the name suggested, it halved the amount of pain felt by imposing an upper amplitude limit to pain signals traveling through the body.

Being able to turn pain on and off like spinning a dial was certainly useful, but Kaname wasn’t sure whether to feel grateful or a little afraid. Devils ran this game, and who knew where they hid their traps. Kaname was well aware that he had already begun to take effects in the game for granted.

But this wasn’t over yet. Even though he had successfully delivered the specialized air-conditioning equipment to Biondetta Dome, he still had to settle things with the enemy Dealer.

The pain in his Lion’s Nose was explosive. From the corner of his eye, he caught a figure stirring. Kaname recognized her at once from her oversized ponytail.

Strawberry Garter. The Dealer who had stolen one of Takamsa’s Legacies. With one slender arm, the bespectacled beauty wielded #dracolord.err, the multi-barreled minigun that was lighter than a feather. In her other, she held the weapon’s box magazine, connected to the gun via a belt-shaped tube, and equally weightless, yet so large that the Dealer herself could have curled up inside it if she wanted.

Of course, since Kaname didn’t have Midori’s talent, he couldn’t deduce her skills from her outfit. But right now he had bigger problems.

Shit!!

The sounds of the individual bullets were imperceptible. It was just one long stream of noise, like a drill. The 7,000 RPM barrage of bullets, each as thick as Kaname’s thumb, tore through the road and bulletproof cars. It was an engine of destruction. Even if Kaname were to duck for cover, it would be like hiding behind wet paper.

And yet the Dealer boy survived, because…

“Tch! The parking meter!!” Strawberry Garter roared, a fierce outburst quite unbefitting a bespectacled intellectual.

Kaname’s tractor had managed to come to rest in a public parking spot. And vehicles properly parked were immune to stealing and destruction. The Legacy could turn armored cars and attack helicopters into scrap, but it couldn’t lay a scratch on the barrier of light that protected the parking meter. It was the ultimate shield.

But Kaname didn’t have time to enjoy the look on Strawberry Garter’s face. The Legacy was so powerful, it could change the rules of the battlefield. It was a cut above what even the rarest skills were capable of.

“Grhh!!”

Kaname fired Short Spear at the dog-eared Magistellus who had rushed around to flush him out. His silent .45-caliber bullet pierced her heart, and the bikinied Empusa fell to the ground, dropping the sawn-off shotgun in her hands. Kaname was far from relieved, however.

There’s no point in taking out that armored cheerleader when she’s just going to revive within the hour. Now I’ve just given up information without gaining anything in return.

Magistelli shared skills with their Dealer. By observing the dog-eared Empusa’s gestures, Kaname could have inferred some of Strawberry Garter’s movements. Instead, he had only told her about his own.

Kaname ducked for cover behind a nearby sports car. It was similarly parked, so of course he couldn’t steal it. But looking around, he could see other cars that were not properly parked, spared from destruction by the same shield as he was.

The gunfire had stopped now. Strawberry Garter had probably realized she wasn’t going to get anywhere by firing wildly. Miniguns were powerful, but they were infamous for eating through ammunition like nobody’s business. Being conscious of remaining ammo was a basic Dealer survival skill, but counting bullets was impossible when dealing with such a rapid rate of fire. That meant the digital ammo count on her smartphone-linked smart glasses was acting like her health bar. If she ran out of ammo, Kaname could immediately strike back. Even the most powerful Dealer would Fall to a single bullet in the head, and Kaname’s superior reflexes had been amply proved in his brush with the dog-eared Magistellus just now.

Thus, both sides had to switch tactics.

Kaname hopped into a large vehicle outside the parking lot, tore off the plastic cover beneath the steering wheel, and connected a few wires. The diesel engine roared to life. Indeed, what Kaname had hotwired was no sports car but a mobile crane painted bright yellow.

As soon as he came out onto the road, as wide as an airstrip, he immediately grazed past another similarly large vehicle, a bright-red fire truck with none other than Strawberry Garter at the wheel. Unfortunately, Kaname couldn’t go for a headshot, since the seats were at such different heights. She, too, was unable to drive and fire the minigun at the same time without the help of her Magistellus. The two of them drove in opposite directions for about a hundred meters, before executing a sharp hand brake turn. Kaname found the vehicle much harder to control than the coupe, and one wheel almost lifted entirely off the ground.

The two stared each other down once more. This battle would not be fought with guns. The two drivers pressed down on their gas pedals, the crane’s long arm and the fire truck’s ladder pointed at each other like the lances of two ten-ton knights. As the PMCs again flooded the battlefield, their black armored cars were flung aside by the two behemoths like so many discarded paper cartons.

“It’s the world’s biggest joust…,” muttered Kaname as he battled the unruly steering wheel.

But it wasn’t just about smashing each other with the crane arm and fire truck ladder as hard as possible. If struck from the side, the vehicles could lose their balance and topple over. These long bits of metal were not designed to be used when the vehicle was in motion, and normally, long feet at the base of the truck, called outriggers, were extended when the crane or ladder was in use to ensure the vehicle remained stable.

Kaname adjusted the wheel, trying to position the crane arm directly in front of the driver’s seat of the other vehicle. If he couldn’t hit it, he would Fall for sure. It was a risky proposition, but that wasn’t enough to make Kaname cave. For Tselika. For Takamasa. For his sister. For Midori. For everyone he knew living in the shadow of AI companies, Kaname had to reunite the Legacies. And to do that, he needed that vital piece of Takamasa’s soul, the sheaf of papers that Strawberry Garter possessed.

Although it had no bearing on his primary mission, he couldn’t ignore the Umibe family, either, bereft of the soccer team they had worked so hard to establish. Midori had said it best. It was to right the injustices of the world.

Even though she herself, as an AI Dropout, relied on the benevolent machine overlords for her living expenses, she had put her own pain aside to focus on the well-being of others.

And if that was what Midori wanted, then that was what Kaname wanted, too.

Because when Takamasa gave his life to protect Kaname’s sister, Kaname had decided he would do the same in return.

So Kaname focused on the point of interception.

No need to show off; simply execute the plan.

Kaname turned the enormous wheel left and right, but control over the vehicle was not his aim. The crane arm and the opponent’s ladder both bobbed and weaved, advancing and retracting as Kaname and Strawberry Garter pushed their vehicles’ gas pedals as far down as they would go. Despite the fact that both were trying to kill each other, they opened their mouths and roared together as if they shared one mind.

““Rooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaggggghhh!!””



Ker-rash!!!!!!



The collision was almost ridiculously large. Kaname was shaken up so badly that his sense of time slowed to a crawl. But he gritted his teeth and bore it out.

He couldn’t pass out yet.

His windshield was covered in so many cracks, it was almost completely white, but that didn’t mean the ladder had pierced it. The glass on this vehicle was built to shatter under impact, and Kaname had used the metal frame of the boxlike cabin to deflect the fire truck’s ladder, narrowly avoiding the thrust.

“Grhh…”

Which meant…

His own spear had struck true. The fire truck’s windshield was completely shattered, and the tip of the crane arm plunged deep into the vehicle.

A successful cross-counter. But the pain in Kaname’s nose had not let up.

It didn’t get her…?!

Strawberry Garter had swung her head to one side and just barely managed to avoid the metal arm, which tore through the cabin at an angle, plucking cotton from the adjacent seat.

Suddenly, Kaname knew what had happened. It was his tie—the one with the Reduce Pain skill. Rarity ten, so sought after, it sparked bidding wars. It had slowed Kaname’s reactions.

At once, time sped back up to the normal rate.

With the metal arm held in place, the rest of the mobile crane twisted up off the ground. This was an extraordinarily dangerous collision. The ladder itself may have missed him, but it had still damaged the vehicle. As mentioned previously, the crane was not meant to be used while in motion. The vehicle was unstable enough on its own, so what would happen if the tip of the arm ran into an obstacle?

A second accident.

The mobile crane and fire truck both flew off their wheels and veered off the road toward the sidewalk. The crane’s arm was bent almost at a right angle, while the end of the ladder snapped off and went flying. Kaname’s crane crashed into a barrier of light surrounding a parked vehicle and toppled over sideways back onto the road.
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Day or night, it made no difference.

Even in the real world, the boy had nowhere to go. They had said the AI companies would wipe away his debt and protect his lifestyle, but that was just a lie. Mocking stares awaited him at school, and at home his father’s ex-friends might show up at any moment to scream and yell.

Lacking a place in the real world, he fled to the virtual one, but even in Money (Game) Master, he couldn’t be free.

“…”

There was nothing he could do except sit on that dirty, graffiti-covered bench next to a disused pay phone and stare up at the garish lights of Leviathan Stadium. Even the temporary power outage didn’t bother him. He had tried so hard to stay close to the stadium, even donning the pink work clothes he so despised. But no matter how much trash he picked up, he could never rid that place of its filth.

Suddenly, he heard the roar of a motorcycle engine.

“Torihiko Umibe?”

“You’re a strange one, aren’t you? Come to laugh at a penniless boy without a future?”

It was Midori Hekireki. Rather than going straight to Biondetta Dome as planned, she had decided to first stop by Leviathan Stadium. Her work behind the scenes was done, and she no longer had any reason to linger at that service station on the outskirts of town.

“If you’re here, does that mean your Magistellus is with you?” asked Midori. “A smartphone would do as well, I guess.”

Suddenly a beautiful woman melted into view behind the bench, as if she had previously been part of the scenery. Her movements were strange, as though she wasn’t used to walking on two legs. She tilted her head, allowing her shoulder-length blond hair to fall to one side.

“Did you call for me, Master?” she asked the boy.

“No.”

“Verbal command unrecognized. Please speak slowly and clearly.”

…Though she spoke politely, she didn’t seem like the friendliest Magistellus out there. Midori was new to this game as well, but she wondered if Magistelli behaved differently, depending on their base personality and the way they were treated.

Midori held up her phone to the jewel-eyed Magistellus and was surprised to see a mysterious string of Latin letters appear on the screen. It didn’t look like English, at least.

“She’s a Vouivre. Do you not know about them? She’s pretty humanlike, but she’s actually a kind of French dragon.”

Midori hadn’t expected to get an answer from the ten-year-old boy. Was it something from a video game or a card game, maybe?

The Vouivre Magistellus had an upper half pretty similar to that of a human woman, but from the waist down, her body became the scaly head of a snake, and a pair of bat-like wings sprouted from her back. She wore a blue cheerleader’s outfit, perhaps belonging to the old Leviathans, as it was the same color as the T-shirt the young boy wore beneath his overalls.

“My name is Chandeletta,” she said. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Hi. I can’t give my name, so just call me Anon for now.”

“Verbal command unrecognized.”

“You greeted me first, and now you’re shutting me down…?! Even Meiki’s more coherent than this piece of junk!”

Still, the fact that a Magistellus like her was able to blend into the crowd made Money (Game) Master feel more like a game. Even the sight of this B movie monster walking down the street was no cause for alarm.

“She’s useless to me. I don’t know how to make money, anyway.”

“Is that right?”

There was an electronic ping!, and the design on the Magistellus’s blue cheerleading outfit changed. A stream of numbers flowed rapidly across her chest. It was hard to miss the headline that dominated her internet-connected outfit.



Breaking News!! Leviathan Soccer Team to Come Under New Management?

We have heard from several sources that Biondetta Dome is entering the final stages of construction after encountering repeated delays. Facing troubled economic performance, the lead sponsor of the rival team, the Leviathans, has decided to sack the current owner, Dealer Strawberry Garter. The future of the team is unclear at this stage, but one option the company is considering is to return the team to its former owner, Tatsuo Umibe, in order to attain some small measure of stability.



The boy stared in shock, forgetting the world around him for a moment.

“It’s not just one option,” said Midori cheerfully. “It’ll happen. I promise you it will. Once you get out of those tacky overalls and back into your old blue uniforms, reach back out to your former players. Then things’ll start to get lively again around here.”

The boy struggled to find his words. How was he supposed to react to such a sudden turn in luck? He was at rock bottom, and he had been offered a way out. It was too good to be true. This was a face Midori knew well; perhaps the same one she had made aboard that cruise liner when she turned her gun upon the boy who came to help her.

“B-but the Leviathans will go under anyway if Biondetta Dome is completed. It was all for nothing…”

Midori’s reply was immediate: “That’s not going to happen.”

It was as if she had predicted that very question.

“The only reason we helped out Biondetta Dome was to shake up those no-good Dealers. After the decision is made, we won’t need them anymore. The dome is useless if it isn’t completed in time for the Misaka Expo two years from now, right? Well, the foundation has always been full of tunnels and susceptible to vibrations. Vibrations such as the cheering of tens of thousands of people or the stamping of feet, for example. If we just tweak one little subway route, we can get the whole thing shut down on safety grounds. And those guys aren’t in any position to get into the transport infrastructure business. At least, not now that they’ve lost their precious minigun.”

“You helped us…? The subway? You’ve done…you’d do all that…?!”

“Not me,” said Midori, giving a slight chuckle. “I’m just an AI Dropout, same as you. I don’t have the money to spend on something like that.”

“Then who…?”

“Helping people isn’t about bragging rights. Or that’s what he always says.”

There was no need to say anything more. Midori squeezed the throttle on her bike. She had one more thing to say before she rode off.



“But not everyone agrees. That’s my brother’s phrase, not something I decided for myself. That’s why I came by. So don’t tell him, okay? [image: image]”
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Inside the overturned crane.

“It’s not over…”

Everything hurt. His vision swayed. Kaname shifted his grip on Short Spear. He could bear the pain, if it meant helping somebody.

“…It’s not over yet. I have to end this…”

The front windshield was covered in cracks but still stubbornly held its shape—that was construction grade for you. No amount of small-arms fire was going to open a hole big enough for Kaname to crawl out of, so he abandoned that idea. Instead, he pulled himself up and out of the driver’s side door flapping above him.

Several black armored cars were already on the retreat. The task of the AIs had been to recapture the semitruck carrying the AC equipment. Regardless of success, once their target was gone, they left immediately. Even though the person responsible for everything was right before their eyes, because he wasn’t designated a target, they passed right by.

And yet the buzzing in Kaname’s nose remained. His Lion’s Nose sensed danger.

It was more intense than anything he had felt so far.

And.

So.

“…”

At the end of it all, this woman standing silhouetted against the flames of burning vehicles was human, same as him.

The intelligent-looking beauty in the pink-and-white suit looked unsteady on her feet, just like Kaname. She leaned over to one side, her large, curled ponytail swaying gently in the breeze like pampas grass. Though she lacked the strength to support her own body weight, she still grasped the huge minigun in one hand and its massive box magazine in the other, as easily as if they were plastic toys.

It was one of the Legacies left by Criminal AO, by Takamasa—#dracolord.err.

The Overtrick. Capable of feats that were otherwise impossible, no matter how much money you burned stacking skills.

Kaname raised Short Spear in response. At this range, it didn’t matter what caliber bullets the two used. Whichever duelist shot first would be the victor.

“…We’ve successfully delivered Martini AC’s equipment to Biondetta Dome. There’s no way for you to stop construction now.”

“Indeed.”

“The Leviathans’ lead sponsor is basically your parent firm. I wonder what that AI company thinks about all this. See the news on that big screen over there? There’s no more reason for us to fight. You’ve lost your castle, your stadium, and your handpicked elites have all Fallen. Were they players? Coaches? It doesn’t even matter. Your little team of hit men is all gone. You’re no longer fit to run this stadium. It’s time to let it return to its original owners.”

“I don’t care about any of that anymore,” she said, spitting out the words like a curse.

The woman dropped the huge box magazine to the ground and took out her smartphone, its screen now cracked. She gazed at it like a mirror, admiring her own image. Then she tossed the useless device away, as if giving up on some sort of ritual she couldn’t perform with her smart glasses alone. Her priority now was Kaname, and she glared at him with murder in her eyes.

But Kaname simply smiled.

“…It may be our first time face-to-face, but I see you’re human after all.”

“You people are always taking away everything I have. The things I innocently believed would always be there. Barging in with your money like you own the place…!!”

Kaname didn’t know specifically who or what she was referring to. But injustice was everywhere—both within the anarchic world of Money (Game) Master and without it. That was how the Umibe family had lost their sports team and how Kaname had lost his best friend.

“I won’t make excuses.”

“…”

“You can talk about justice all you want, but you’re hardly a saint… You robbed the Leviathans from the Umibe family without a second thought. I’m going to make sure the team goes back to its rightful owners, and I won’t stop there. I’m taking it all back. Takamasa’s Legacy, and his personal notes you used to get it. You’ve been treating him like he’s gone, but his things aren’t yours to inherit!!”

It was an intense standoff. Any second now, one would shoot the other, and they’d Fall.

Or perhaps it was more likely that both would end up Falling together.

And yet neither Kaname nor Strawberry Garter would budge an inch.

Helping people wasn’t about bragging rights or asking for anything in return.

Perhaps this woman had something, too, unbeknownst to anyone else. Something that had led her to team up with other corrupt Dealers to make Leviathan Stadium into her very own fort.

Though there was little use in digging up those feelings now that Kaname had trampled all over them.

“…”

“…”

There was a salty taste on the breeze. The slightest crackle from the surrounding flames might send both sides into furious gunfire.

Perhaps it was wrong of Kaname, then, to feel somehow at ease with the low, painful buzzing of his nose.

He took in a breath of air, then let it back out.

For a while now, Strawberry Garter had not so much as blinked.

And then.



A small blue point of light silently appeared on Strawberry Garter’s chest.



It was a feeling unlike anything he’d yet experienced. The pain in his nose warped unnaturally.

At first.

Strawberry Garter couldn’t comprehend what was happening. She tilted her neck, looking down as though she had spilled Bolognese sauce all over her best clothes. Then, she looked back up at Kaname.

“I see.”

“…”

“A sniper. You’re always one step ahead, aren’t you? Disgusting. Did you predict everything?”

“No, that’s not me. I don’t even have any allies over there!”

“Who cares?”

Details meant nothing to her now. She swung the minigun up with her right hand.

A searing pain in Kaname’s nose alerted him like an alarm.

This was it.

It was happening now.



A hollow sound rang out.



“Rhhh.”

Kaname leaped for cover behind the toppled mobile crane. As for Strawberry Garter…

Too late.

The pain in Kaname’s nose began to fade.

A deep, vicious wound opened in Strawberry Garter’s chest, ruining her expensive suit. Kaname couldn’t exactly pick out the bullet to check, but it must have been quite a thick one. No ordinary 7.62 millimeter round, that much was certain. Tungsten steel, perhaps, or something stronger. In the worst-case scenario, it could even be made with depleted uranium. That way, the bullet would strike true no matter how many layers of protective vests and skills the target was using.

Strawberry Garter’s glasses fell from her face, but it no longer seemed to bother her. She didn’t even twitch as she hit the floor. Blood mercilessly spread out over the street beneath her. The bullet had ripped straight through her heart, making resuscitation impossible. Beside her lifeless body lay the Legacy, #dracolord.err, looking to the untrained eye like no more than a plastic toy. Kaname needed to get it back.

However…

Neither Midori nor Tselika were behind this. The marksman’s technique resembled a sniper’s, but it was more likely the weapon was some sort of assault rifle modified for long-range shooting. The bullet had been too slow for it to be a sniper rifle like #fireline.err. That would explain why the bullet was so thick; it was to compensate for the lower muzzle velocity.

Bearing west-northwest. Range two hundred fifty. Altitude thirty meters. This, too, was quite a short distance for a sniper. The assailant appeared to be utilizing a laser sight, in which case it was unlikely they had a scope, as the two would conflict with each other. A laser sight, while useful, was also capable of alerting the target. Once they saw it, they could take cover. Or if they weren’t brave enough for that, they might still panic and trip, causing you to miss your shot. That meant if you had to pick one or the other, a scope was usually stealthier, but this marksman had chosen to go with the laser sight instead. It seemed like an odd decision after going so far to set up the shot. Perhaps at such a short distance, they thought it beneath them to use a scope or, for that matter, a proper sniper rifle.

However, when Kaname peeked out from his hiding spot and glanced toward the source of the shot, what he saw wasn’t a rooftop, but countless windows all lined up in rows. A luxury hotel—not at all uncommon in Tokonatsu City. And this particular hotel commanded a superior view, both of Leviathan Stadium and the nearby Biondetta Dome.

Why, of all places, did it have to be right where I made my base…?!

Kaname still had no idea who they were, but the sniper had gotten closer to him than he ever could have imagined. He scanned the building’s windows through the scope of his short-range sniper rifle, but he wasn’t able to identify which one the bullet had come from. He could risk his life to run over to the building, but the sniper could easily disguise himself as one of the rowdy all-night partiers and walk right past Kaname without him ever knowing.

The Lion’s Nose had gone silent.

Did that mean they had already left?

Or had they simply achieved a level of stealth that could evade Kaname’s sixth sense? If that were the case, then they probably weren’t relying totally on skills. Something like that would be impossible without considerably honing one’s foundation.

For a while, Kaname remained completely motionless, unable to reach a firm conclusion.

Who could it be…?

The goal had been to put pressure on Strawberry Garter, leader of the Leviathans. Kaname couldn’t threaten or coerce her if she was dead. It would have probably gone in that direction anyway, after their cowboy-esque duel, but still Kaname wondered. Had there been no way to stop it?

Perhaps Kaname could still get to the Umibe family once the deal was concluded and convince them to hand over the list from the office safe. But no, asking for a reward was unthinkable. He would have to break into the heavily guarded stadium and steal it back.

Because now, a new threat had surfaced.

Someone was attempting to kill anyone with the list.

He couldn’t let that fate befall the Umibe family they’d only just saved. Kaname and his friends would have to shoulder it alone.

That much was certain.

But who on earth was that quirky sniper?



(Operation dark web “LADY GHOST” <This domain is under random camouflage>)



Lily-Kiska: I did as you asked. But this thing sure packs a punch.

Criminal AO: Excellent work. I’m sorry for always giving you the dangerous tasks. I bet it wasn’t quite like handling #fireline.err, was it? Although even the assault rifle #swallowdive.err isn’t perfect for every situation.

Lily-Kiska: You intend to collect the Legacies, right?

Criminal AO: Yeah. Though I’d prefer it if you called them “Magic.”

Lily-Kiska: …In that case, why not let him do all the work for you, then attack him and steal the Legacies once he’s done?

Criminal AO: Perhaps you’ve misunderstood me. I have no intention of harming Kaname or Midori. In fact, I’m trying to protect them. This Magic is dangerous. I know, because I created it myself. I have to keep it away from those important to me, or else they might burn themselves.

Lily-Kiska: …

Criminal AO: As someone expelled from AI society, I know the dangers of Magic better than anyone. For my friends, why, I would rise up against the very Mind of the AI itself! Though having done just that I can say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I don’t want my friend or my sister to go through that kind of suffering.

Lily-Kiska: That’s very noble of you. But that’s an idealized image of your friend and sister you’re talking about.

Criminal AO: And what do you mean by that?

Lily-Kiska: Kaname Suou and Midori Hekireki are both human. They are not Magistelli, controlled by AI. They might defy your predictions. And what will you think then, after you’ve made all these sacrifices no one asked for?

Criminal AO: …

Lily-Kiska: I certainly hope those noble intentions don’t grow into self-serving hatred. Don’t you, Brother dearest?


 




Chapter 5
A New Kind of Late-Night Television BGM #05 “Killer Stunt”
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…

…

…

Message sent.
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Server Name: Psi Indigo.

Starting Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Log-in credentials accepted.

Welcome to Money (Game) Master, Kaname Suou.



“Not drinking, Kaname, my boy? Surely you’re not going to tell me it’s too dangerous to accept such colorful drinks in a city of vice and crime? You really are a goody two-shoes. You ought to lighten up a little. Here in the virtual world, we can be free of earthly restrictions and live our lives to the fullest!”

“…So what was that powder I just saw you slip into it, then, Frey(a)?”

“Oh, Kaname! You’re not supposed to point that out! How gauche!! I bet you’re the type who blurts out the trick halfway through a magic show, huh?”

“Remind me to never eat or drink anything you offer me ever again.”

The location was a bar in the financial district. The time was around midday, so rather than frothy ales and colorful concoctions, the menu featured more family-friendly lunch options.

And yet the patrons were all birds of a feather. Kaname aside, the men all wore luxurious suits and the women beautiful evening dresses. And the center of attention, of course, was this man(?). His involvement alone was enough to turn the amicable lunchtime meeting into a life-or-death situation.

Frey(a). Owner of a pawnshop and ringleader of a powerful team of Dealers called the Treasure Hermit Crabs. The members made their living off gambling and loan sharking, primarily in the peninsula financial district of Tokonatsu City. Given that snow was on equal footing with the yen, it was safe to say this team of Dealers had the same kind of influence as an international criminal organization like the Mafia.

He boasted a fancy white suit and striking long blond hair. His facial features were gentle, and his mismatched irises, along with the mole under one eye, added an alluring flair. He would look perfect if not for the shit-eating grin plastered over his face.

The rivers flowing beneath the city were his domain, and the large submarine that sailed them was his castle. Still, every once in a while, he deigned to come up and out into the sun, though the daylight did little to change his nature. Perhaps this bar itself was another of his acquisitions.

Measuring anything and everything through the lens of love. That was how this person had risen to the rank of top-class billionaire. He was a monster in his field.

He(?) clasped his gloved hands together in front of his face, as though making a plea.

“To think the great Kaname has come to me alone, no Magistellus at his side. I had rather high expectations, you know? How about you pretend you didn’t see my little sleight of hand and down that drink, and we’ll see how things go from there…”

“This is getting tedious.”

“I can be a woman instead, if that’s what you’d prefer. I’ll even let you choose top or bottom.”

“That isn’t the point. Quit it, Frey(a)! Turn back to normal! You’re throwing me off!”

“To normal? Do you even know which is the real me? I could teach you, you know. All it would take is one night in my bed. If you already have someone special, that’s fine, too. In that case, we can have an affair. What do you say, Kaname?”

“Frey(a).”

At Kaname’s rebuke, the pretty man’s pout grew more and more pronounced. He(?) had been switching back and forth between a fancy white suit and a wedding dress. Now his tone turned slightly troubled.

“And here I thought I had covered all the bases… If male or female, top or bottom is not the issue, then what is? The way of love is deeper and wider than I had ever imagined. If none of those pleases you, Kaname, your tastes must be quite sinful indeed!”

“Frey(a), I really don’t know why you’re looking at me like that.”

“It’s okay, Kaname! True love is valid in all its forms!! It’s what’s inside that counts! Perhaps I should be taking lessons from you! Could it be someone’s experience or lack thereof that makes the difference for you? Or perhaps you prefer a clear master-servant relationship? Or wait, it isn’t just the person one needs to consider, but the costumes and scenario, as well… Kaname, I wish to see the world as you do! Teach me more!!”

“Let’s try to remain on topic. I can pay you for your time if I must. The amount doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, but this is what I truly love about our meetings. Helping you is just a pretext,” muttered Frey(a), eventually settling on the form of a beautiful woman(?). It was impossible to tell when she was joking.

She then took her seat. Not at the bar, but upon a nearby suitcase. From inside came a dull thud and a muffled groan.

“…Frey(a).”

“Oh? I thought you wanted to remain on topic. I apologize for bringing my work to the table. This is a punishment in progress, you see. This is what happens when you try to scam my pawnshops with counterfeit items. I had hoped people would figure that out from the urban legends circulating on the internet, but alas.”

So that was why the reclusive leader of the Treasure Hermit Crabs was out in public. Kaname had been wondering, since it was usually a charge of one million snow just to get inside her submarine.

Over by the entrance to the bar, a Magistellus made of reddish-purple slime was standing by, her sailor uniform fluttering in the breeze. She turned and gave a small bow in place of her master-mistress. On her shoulder she carried a rocket launcher—a multi-barreled type with over twenty launch tubes, more at home on an attack helicopter. One salvo from that could blow an armored vehicle to smithereens.

There was no police force in Money (Game) Master. You could do things in this game you would never dream of getting away with in real life, as long as you were prepared to take on the risks. Frey(a)’s wealth was the envy of all, and that was what both allowed and required her to walk around with enough firepower to level a tank. Even though they all lived and worked in the same city, the rich were playing on a higher difficulty setting.

Frey(a), now in a wedding dress, leaned back on her highly dubious chair as her face loosened into an amorous smile.

“I’d appreciate it if you left your twisted sense of justice at the door, Kaname, my boy. Direct force just doesn’t work on some people, so you have to appeal to their sense of shame instead. Heh. The key here is to leave the suitcase unlocked as we drag it around town. The state she’s in is far more embarrassing than being nude. A modest little madame like her is liable to slit her own throat if we were to open the box and see her curled up inside. But as long as that doesn’t happen, we can forgive and forget, right?”

In any case, Kaname Suou was no philanthropist. If the punishment were unwarranted, then he might be persuaded to do something not about bragging rights or rewards, but otherwise he was happy to let sleeping dogs lie. It might seem cold, but in Money (Game) Master, there was a risk associated with every action, and it was prudent to consider that risk before you went charging in.

“Just don’t kill her.”

“Of course not. She’s got plenty of air in there, a bottle of water, and even some cooling spray so she doesn’t overheat. It’s noncombustible, too, so no chance of static electricity starting a fire. Come on, Kaname. You know me better than that. It’s watching them live with the shame that’s the fun part!”

“Fine. Let’s get down to business, then. For real this time.”

“…I do like the way you make everything black and white. Called Game may be no more, but there’s still a part of the Reaper in you. Once the madame’s punishment is over, I think I’ll put her in contact with you. Perhaps you can ask her yourself why she needed money so badly.”

Recrossing her slender legs atop the suitcase, the blond-haired beauty gave a quiet chuckle. She leaned against the bar, pressing her large breasts into the counter, and continued.

“The team you asked about has been rather active lately, buying up all sorts of goods and selling very little. They’ve even brought their business to my pawnshops. Would you like a detailed breakdown?”

“No. I only need to know that they’re active.”

“They’ve not been foolish enough to try and sell the Legacy directly, at least. If they did, they’d be attacked as soon as they crossed the threshold.”

“Which means they thought up a smarter use for it.”

“Do you think they have another list, copy or otherwise?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Regardless, the die has long since been cast,” Kaname said simply. “Either way, I can use them. That’s all that matters in Money (Game) Master.”
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It was just past three in the afternoon, and the sun was still strong.

Mangrove Island was one of many small bits of land dotting the waters around Tokonatsu City like pearls on a necklace. It had everything—palm trees, sandy beaches, and tropical flowers. It was here, nestled among the verdant leaves, that Kaname maintained one of his secret bases, a log cabin hidden in the jungle.

The garage to its side was empty, its doors open, and the air was filled with a high whine like the sound of a vacuum cleaner. In fact, it was the exact opposite: a handheld air compressor for blowing away sand and dust.

“Hm-hm-hmm! Hm-hm-hm-hm-hm-hmm!”

Even the tall cumulonimbus clouds could not prevent the dazzling sun from beating down, glittering off the polished surface of the mint-green coupe. The demon pit babe was leaning over the hood, washing the surface with a wet sponge, a bucket of water at her feet. She hummed a tune to herself, waggling her hips in time to the music, as she spread her carefully selected wax all over the car.

“Come here, little boy! I shall make you nice and clean! [image: image]”

There was no way that Kaname, fool that he was, would ever understand the joys of cleaning his vehicle. All he did was chase after guns and his best friend’s sister all day. Tselika, however, would tend to the car whenever she had a free moment. Keeping it well tuned was one thing, but vehicles had feelings, too. It usually kept to a steely silence, but the more love she put into her ministrations, the more agreeable it became—simply adorable. Yes, love! That was what this car was missing!!

She wished for friends with whom she could share in this joy. Ayame’s old partner, the dark elf Magistellus called Cindy, had been a formidable rival and fellow enthusiast, but those days were long gone, and no amount of brooding would bring them back.

“Phew! That is enough. Now, while it’s drying…”

Anyone could clean the car’s front windshield, but the side windows and mirrors needed care, as well. Nowadays, most vehicles had rear-pointing cameras that fed into a screen on the windshield, but Kaname still seemed to rely heavily on the rearview and side view mirrors. Any dirt on those would be as distracting as having a stranger’s fingerprints all over your glasses lenses. First, breathe on the surface, then wipe it lightly with a dry cloth. Follow that with a layer of cleaning solution, and then an anti-fog preparation. Careful not to touch the mirror’s surface, angle it just right. And finally, blow it a single kiss.

“Ah, ’tis another beautiful day to be beautiful! I suppose that is enough cleaning for now.”

“Want to be in the audience of the Platinum Billion Quiz? All you lazy lowlifes with nothing better to do than sit in your room eating and sleeping! Don’t you want to experience the world’s greatest quiz show, live, with one billion snow at stake?! The final round takes place tonight at seven! Tap TV expects your attendance or attention for a thrilling night of…”

The battery is fully charged, too. No large drops in voltage.

There must have been large sums of money involved to run a webstream ad on the radio, given that webstreams were precisely what was killing mass media. The sound of the car stereo in her ears, Tselika crouched, her clothing doing little to conceal the curves of her bottom, and took a small flashlight from between her breasts. Holding it in her teeth, she peered behind the aluminum grating at the back of the wheels.

The brake shoes look fine, no burn marks… I wonder if it’s that disc with the igneous-ceramic mixture at work?

This car needed to be capable of sudden stops and drifts at over three hundred to four hundred kilometers per hour. When engaged at that speed, the friction would make the brake disc glow red.

Next, as any woman worth her salt would know, you had to take good care of all your parts—even the ones that usually stayed hidden. It was a good thing she hadn’t started rinsing yet, though the sun was so hot, any moisture would soon dry up anyway. She brought out a pair of jacks and a small dolly from the garage, hoisted the vehicle up, and slid herself underneath.

“Don’t want my boobs to get stuck.”

It was quite scary lying there, tons of metal mere inches above one’s nose, but the word “succubus” originally meant “to lie beneath.” Sometimes, it was nice to find yourself under a powerful creature. The pressure caused her heart to flutter all the more.

“Oh my! Look at all this sand and dried mud. You’re a dirty little boy, aren’t you? Well, that just means I’ll have to get rough!”

These areas weren’t usually visible, but that wasn’t important. Just like how a woman’s choice in underwear wasn’t strictly for a man’s enjoyment.

There were three reasons the Magistellus called Tselika had opted to perform this maintenance out in the open, despite the lack of air conditioning.

The first reason was to avoid filling the garage with the smell of wax and cleaner.

The second was that the car was meant to be seen outside. It was therefore sensible to do the cleaning under real sunlight, to get an accurate picture.

And finally, working outside in the heat would force her to stop at some point. If not, she might keep going until every last nut and bolt was sparkling, even if it meant disassembling the whole car. Kaname used to scold her for it, but Criminal AO, a fellow engineer, would just laugh uproariously.

“Hm-hm-hmm!”

She sprayed some cleaner onto a cloth and got to work. Soap suds all over her face, Tselika smiled like a little girl hoping to impress her parents by doing the housework.

“…My Lord’s hardly going to recognize you when I’m finished!”
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And then, who should put his fat butt on the hood (his metal-zipped wallet in his back pocket, no doubt) but Kaname Suou himself, the fast food meal he had just purchased spread all over the pristine metal. (It had been 5 percent off, due to a discount campaign for refusing plastic straws.) There was grease and mayo running down the side of the burger, dressing for the side salad, ketchup and mustard to dip his fries in, and to top it all off, the vanilla shake with its all-important paper straw. It was a veritable cornucopia of hazardous materials.

“…Something the matter, Tselika? You’re shaking.”

“…Just shut up, My Lord. You damnable fool…”

Kaname had called for Tselika to bring the car over, and they were now in the parking lot of a public green space. A short distance away, a lady was playing tennis with her Magistellus, the soft sounds of their racquets lending a relaxed air to the environs. Fishing, go-karting, golfing, darts… There were all sorts of mini-games here in Money (Game) Master for people to spend their hard-earned cash on, and the variety on offer within this single MMO rivaled the app store of any tech giant.

In other words, there were as many ways to lose your money as there were ways of making more.

Kaname glanced down at the smart watch on his wrist. It was another sunny day in Tokonatsu City. Low humidity and a south-southwesterly breeze meant the hot sun wasn’t as stifling as usual… Incidentally, such information was also of great interest to snipers. The digital age was convenient in many ways.

“I didn’t dare eat anything at Frey(a)’s place, so I got this on the way back. I even bought you one of those weird fish burgers you’re always raving about. It won’t last long in this heat, so I’ll have it if you’re not hungry.”

“Don’t you dare!!”

It seemed Tselika had finally given up. She placed her well-formed rump upon the hood and began tearing off the wrapping paper.

“And it is not weird. There is no taste in this world more sublime than the combination of tartar sauce and fried fish!”

“Tselika…”

“Do not look at me like that!! What about you, My Lord? What are you eating?”

“Double beef patty with black pepper.”

“Salt and pepper. How unadventurous could you possibly get? You should at least add some salsa sauce to spice things up. Come on, then, if it is so good, then let me have a taste.”

Saying this, Tselika leaned over and took a bite from Kaname’s burger. Then she grabbed some of his fries and dipped them in her own tartar sauce before popping them into her mouth.

“Takamasa used to eat these dessert burgers. Sliced fruit and whipped cream between two steamed white buns…,” Kaname recalled.

“That man would eat anything if the server girl fed it to him. He was barred for life for trying to lick the whipped cream off her finger! I think he thought he was ordering a fruit salad.”

In any case, salt, oil, and carbohydrates were nothing to worry about in the virtual world. Perhaps this game really was as good for weight loss as the rumors suggested.

“I just like the basics, I guess. Burgers are good.”

“And yet with snow just as valuable as the yen, you could be eating a far more luxurious meal in real life if you so wished.”

“If I did that, the calorie-counting demon would chase me around the house with a measuring tape. My sister, I mean. It would be tragic to make so much money just to end up like that.”

“…You really do spoil that girl, you know.”

For the record, there were such things as hunger and thirst in Money (Game) Master, but people who played for only a few hours a day would be unlikely to notice them. Players usually ate if they were up and logged in all night, attempting to lose weight, or as a form of mental conditioning, similar to how shogi players would fuss over even the snacks they ate during breaks to ensure they performed at peak mental capacity. Humans were strange creatures, and a glucose pill just wouldn’t cut it sometimes, even if all the ingredients were the same. Using equipment skills to mask the hunger tended to be similarly ineffective.

After their lunch break, the pair set their sights on the next target.

“…We finally managed to get our hands on the list of Legacies, and yet it has eluded our grasp,” said Tselika.

“Yeah.”

Kaname nodded, opting not to point out the logical contradiction in Tselika’s wording.

The binder filled with Takamasa’s papers had come from the safe in the Leviathans’ office. Kaname had taken it while the company was still struggling with the reshuffle; otherwise the PMCs that usually protected the stadium would have been too much for him to deal with.

“My word… That man was thorough.”

“I’m not trying to sound ungrateful, but…”

However.

“I thought these were just supposed to be his notes… Why did he bother to encrypt all of this? Did he do all the math in his head, too?”

“I have attempted an analysis, but all I can tell is that to brute-force the list from what we have would take well over a hundred years, My Lord. We will need his encryption key.”

There had been no such key in the safe. Perhaps Strawberry Garter had hidden it in a separate location, or perhaps she had already committed the series of random numbers to memory and burned it, as a way of exercising her superiority over her colleagues and preparing for a possible betrayal.

In any case, Strawberry Garter must have been able to read that garbled mess of characters in some capacity, since she had located one of the Legacies. It was just a shame the sniper had gotten to her before she could tell Kaname how she had done it.

And so, this line of investigation had hit a dead end.

“There is little point in having the list if we cannot read it,” said Tselika. “All that fuss was hardly worth #dracolord.err alone.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“And yet here you are. Even though you could easily retire to the real world to plan your next move. You’ve even picked up a meal to keep your head in the game… Have you come up with a plan already, My Lord? What’s next?”

Kaname wasn’t one to let a minor setback get him down. It was important to stay in control of the flow if you wanted a chance to turn things around.

“We’ll just have to find another Dealer or team that has the key.”

“Hmm.”

“There aren’t any page numbers on our copy. And since it’s all loose-leaf sheets, there could be parts missing and we wouldn’t even know. What’s more, there might be any number of photocopies floating around. Anyone with part of the list who gets their hands on a Legacy must also have the corresponding key.”

There would have been no need for Takamasa to keep the encryption key around in the first place. After all, he had done all the calculations by hand and would have everything memorized.

And yet Takamasa was human. He wanted to keep his secrets from prying eyes, but at the same time, he knew one day he might want to share them with somebody. Perhaps that person was Kaname, his teammate in Called Game, or perhaps it was Midori, his little sister.

…Whichever it was, he certainly didn’t want random strangers gawking at it. That would be like taking somebody’s love letters and broadcasting them to the whole world.

Tselika sighed.

“I do wonder how it is you can remain so optimistic, My Lord. Regardless, I suppose you have a point. So what, specifically, should we be looking for?”

Kaname looked over at the car, and the hood under his fast food meal began to change.

“The Platinum Billion Quiz. The star show of internet streaming network Tap TV. Broadcasts once a month. They screen applicants from the general public, and the final selection round is held over a livestream for everyone to watch. The jackpot is one billion snow. I suppose recession is a foreign word to those in Money (Game) Master.”

Much like with the soccer team, there must have been many people eager to be on a quiz show who couldn’t participate in real life. In Money (Game) Master, skills like Memory and Inspiration could boost your mental capabilities. Not to mention the door was wide open to other, less ethical ways of ensuring your victory, such as bribing the program owners or simply taking over the studio at gunpoint, and then giving yourself a crib sheet of the answers or sabotaging your opponents’ buzzers.

“Very daring. But what does this have to do with the Legacies and the list? You’re not telling me one of them is up for grabs, are you?”

“I’ll explain all that if you listen.”

Kaname picked up the paper cup containing his milkshake and pushed it against Tselika’s brow, encouraging her to cool down, as she leaned over curiously.

Data regarding the quiz show scrolled all across the hood.

“The words ‘one billion snow’ sound impressive, but since it’s only once a month, it’s not too different from your basic scratch card or soccer lottery. There’s always a winner, though, so no carryover. The main source of income is banner ads on the streaming site. The network gets paid regardless of whether the user clicks them or not. Whatever you might think of that approach, there’s nothing strange about the program itself. It can pull in a revenue stream just as well as any ordinary television network.”

“Even so, this program must be capable of making one billion snow every month just off advertising revenue, correct? The streaming industry is a true mystery. How do they bring in that many viewers?”

“Did you forget? Money (Game) Master is open to players from all around the world. We’re not just talking about prime-time television in a single country. Think about everyone on the planet watching the show during their lunch break.”

“…I don’t think everybody on the planet is going to be watching some quiz show on an internet streaming site.”

“That depends on how it’s done,” said Kaname. “To give one example, consider people studying the questions so they have a better chance on the next quiz. There’s a lot of money at stake, so you can bet people will watch the video again and again, and not just for their own enjoyment. And since you only need to make one program a month but continue to profit for thirty-one days, it’s no wonder the producers love it.”

“Business, business, and more business,” Tselika said. “When do the guns come in?”

“The curious thing here is who wins.”

Kaname shifted his gaze to a new set of data that had appeared on the hood.

“Usernames: Blood 9, Sabbath Teacher, and Energy Drink Tarou. These are all winners of the previous games.”

“So?”

“They all have something in common. They’re all content creators for the stunt video network Extreme Pictures. They used to have a rival show to the Skychasers, where they would jump from building to building in their cars, but now with Platinum Billion ruling the rankings, they’re on the decline.”

“Why is everything quizzes nowadays…? Even in Money (Game) Master, trivia and education trump variety. Why don’t they spice things up sometimes by making them take off their clothes or covering them in slime when they get questions wrong?”

“With the overall viewership for stunt videos going down, networks are going to promote the more popular Skychasers if they have to choose. That put Extreme Pictures at an even greater disadvantage.”

“…So what, they show up to troll the quiz show responsible for their problems? Rather strange decision, I must say.”

“They get to shut down their enemies’ program and walk off with a fat sum of cash. Two birds, one stone,” said Kaname with a shrug.

The option of cashing out and enjoying an early retirement didn’t seem to have occurred to them. Once you’d entered the big leagues in Money (Game) Master, there was no going back. Here, the gains and losses alike were more than you knew what to do with, and nothing could buy back your peace of mind—not even a sum greater than the average life earnings of someone in the real world.

Kaname stroked his chin.

“If one group keeps winning time and time again, the general public is going to lose interest, and the viewership numbers will plummet. Slowly but surely, they’re draining the program for everything it has.”

“But how are these…Extreme Pictures…winning the quiz every single time? It’s not just a matter of studying.”

“They are studying like crazy, of course, but another big reason is that they have a way to stage a comeback.”

“?”

Kaname brought up a rerun of an old episode of the quiz in question and played it on the hood of the car. In the corner of the screen was an obnoxious flashing banner ad. They were probably bringing the show more advertising revenue at this very moment.

“The correct answer is… Oooh! I’m afraid it was B: eight hundred kilometers per hour!”

“Hold on a second, I think that info’s out of date. That’s not the world record anymore.”

Tselika looked on, increasingly puzzled. The participant who had raised the objection continued to argue long after the “incorrect” buzzer had sounded.

“Is this live? It is, right? Then everyone watch this video! This is the new world record!”

“What the…?”

“If they get an answer wrong,” Kaname explained, a long French fry jutting from his mouth, “they simply challenge it. And thus, they cling to life. Extreme Pictures became famous for their death-defying stunts, so they have a bunch of world records like best such-and-such or fastest so-and-so. That means if they mess up one of the quiz questions, they can prove the show’s answer wrong on live video. They’re essentially risking their lives for that one billion snow.”

“So they are changing the quiz answers after the fact…by essentially altering the truth?!”

“It means the other contestants don’t stand a chance. Even if they figure out the answers in advance, it means nothing if the other team can change them on the fly.”

“…Humans are crafty indeed…and that is coming from a demon.”

“Of course, it doesn’t work for every question. History, for example; you can’t change the past with a car stunt. And it’s a trick they can only hope to pull off once per show. But even so, it gives them an edge the other contestants don’t have, and that makes all the difference. It’s why they’ve swept the quiz results up until now.”

“I’m surprised they haven’t been banned from competing yet…”

“Perhaps if it was the same contestants each time, they could—but it’s not. It’s only when the participant raises an issue that the producers realize, ‘Oh, it’s another one of those Extreme Pictures guys.’”

“And so where does the Legacy come into all of this?”

“It’s not that easy to break a world record, no matter how motivated you are. And you can’t pull off killer stunts for free. There’s the location, the equipment, and the money. In this city, you need a lot of firepower to secure those things.”

“…”

“It’s only been about six months since Extreme Pictures started griefing this quiz show. In that time, something interesting has been showing up in several of these new world record videos. And I think it’s this ‘something interesting’ that’s been giving them the leeway they need to get all the safety equipment and tech that makes these stunts possible. Once they can use violence to pad their landings, so to speak, a killer stunt doesn’t look so dangerous anymore.”

Of course, to do that, they would have had to leave a trail of victims in their wake. Victims of Takamasa’s Legacy. They would have to take out rivals and steal their best items, all to prepare their safe stunts. And no matter how brutal their opponents, they would be helpless before the might of the Legacy, with little recourse but to cry themselves to sleep. And without fear of retaliation, Extreme Pictures would go to greater and greater lengths.

There was no mistaking where it would lead.

Kaname may have failed when it came to the Leviathans, but he wouldn’t let it happen again. His goal was the list—fragment or photocopy—and whatever code was used to encrypt it.

He would take back that piece of Takamasa’s soul and save all the people suffering because of the Legacy. And with the combined power of the Overtrick, he would release the shackles that bound humanity. For Midori. For his sister. For Takamasa. And of course, for Tselika, who had been fighting beside him the whole time.

After that, they could be sealed away for good. They were Takamasa’s, and his alone.

“The mortar, #thunderbolt.err. We’ll have them explain to us how they got their hands on it, in detail this time. Perhaps then we’ll find the final clue to unlocking the list: the encryption key.”
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“…Um. Before we talk about the Legacy, could you explain what a ‘mortar’ is?”



Sleek black hair tied up in twin ponytails, and dazzlingly pale skin. The little girl in the frilly gothic-lolita bikini and miniskirt, Midori Hekireki, tilted her head in puzzlement, rocking the blue roses adorning her headband.

Kaname would have been more surprised if a schoolgirl like Midori was familiar with the term. It was not something she could expect to encounter in the course of her classes.

They were on a small patch of land somewhat removed from the main peninsula, in Kaname’s secret base—the log cabin on Mangrove Island. Midori had pulled a plastic kid’s pool from the garage and set it up on the baking sand, before tossing herself into the water. Yet even for her childlike stature, it was far too small. With her back up against the rim like a sofa, she threw her slender legs over the opposite end. If it were any smaller, it would look like she got her rear end stuck in an inflatable swim ring.

She wanted to take a little dip, she had said. A little fresh water to wash away the sand and salt, like those showers they had on the beachfront. She was wearing the same bathing suit as usual, but it looked completely different when wet. The waterproof material was now clinging even more tightly to the young girl’s skin.




[image: ]


…Incidentally, the riot shield stuck into the sand by her side and fortified with the Bulletproof skill was more of a safety blanket than anything else. In Money (Game) Master, and indeed in shooting games in general, shields and safe zones were symbols of comfort, and it was impossible to feel at ease without somewhere nearby to duck for cover in case of an attack, as odd as it might sound. At any rate, it was more effective than a urinal cake that only masked the odor instead of doing anything about it.

“Basically, they’re a simple way of launching small explosive payloads—usually about the size of a hand grenade—over large distances. Have you never seen them in movies? They look like a telescope, with a big iron barrel at an angle; they set them up on legs and drop in a big round shell, and then fire it on a parabolic trajectory, like an overhead baseball throw.”

“No…”

Midori flapped her little feet and crossed her arms. She must not have had the same taste in movies as Kaname, because she still seemed confused.

Kaname dipped his hand in the water and gave it a few tentative splashes. It was already warm from the body heat radiating off the girl’s fair skin. According to his smart watch, the temperature was a little lower than that of a warm bath. The humidity was low right now, so it felt cooler than a Japanese summer, but it was still another blazing hot day in Tokonatsu City, swimsuit weather for sure.

“If it’s hard to imagine, then look one up on a video site. You don’t want to get cocky with one of these.”

“Okay then.”

Midori had the makings of a survivor. She was eager to study when it mattered. As long as she never got too proud to keep learning, she would do all right.

“The effective range of these things is usually around four hundred meters, but with a little extra firepower, they can go as far as three thousand. And because it launches the shell overhead, there’s no worry about any buildings or concrete walls getting in the way.”

“What? Three kilometers? You could replace a sniper rifle with this thing!”

“And like a sniper, you need to account for factors like wind direction, gravity, and air temperature if you want an accurate shot. However, if you fire a test shot first, you can compensate for a lot of that. Follow-up shots can typically be accurate to within a few dozen centimeters. Incidentally, a normal blast radius is something like fifteen meters, and regular bulletproofing is essentially useless against it. You would need some pretty specialized defenses…like the Bombproof skill, for instance.”

“…It’s accurate, you can’t hide behind walls, and it’s three kilometers away, so you can’t even shoot back! Doesn’t that make it basically invincible?”

“It’s a powerful weapon for sure, but if it were that good, then everyone would be carrying them. It has several weaknesses you can take advantage of.”

“It does? Even a weapon that powerful?”

Still crouched by the pool, Kaname shrugged. It seemed Midori had been blinded by the mortar’s advantages and had ceased to think for herself. Kaname would have to nip this behavior in the bud, or else it would be a problem when the time came for the girl to sign contracts and the like.

You had to read between the lines and outsmart your opponent. You couldn’t master this game without learning to think like they did.

“Remember what I said about baseball? The shot takes longer to connect, since it’s not going in a straight line. You have plenty of time after hearing the shot to find somewhere with a sturdy roof.”

“Oh.”

“And by the same logic, it’s not as effective against a moving target. A skilled gunner can adjust their aim, based on where they think the target is going to run, but that’s quite difficult to do in practice.”

Kaname could keep going. There were many difficulties outweighing the benefits. In order to compensate for these drawbacks, mortars would typically fire several shots to blanket a large area with bombardment, the same way bows were typically used in the Middle Ages.

So for the time being, people still carried guns.

“The explosion is about on the level of a hand grenade; it’s the rain of shrapnel that deals the real damage. That means that you don’t need to go overboard with bombproofing; just ducking inside a normal convenience store or restaurant would protect you. It’s a weapon better suited for the great outdoors, where there aren’t so many buildings to get in the way.”

Midori folded her arms and rocked her head back against the springy rim of the pool, looking up at the clear blue sky. Making a contemplative noise, she stretched out her toes and finally asked a question.

“…But this is one of my brother’s Legacies, right?”

“Yeah. I can’t quite tell from the Extreme Pictures footage, but my bet is #thunderbolt.err has some special features that compensate for the weapon’s innate drawbacks.”

It wouldn’t be a Legacy if it were just an ordinary mortar. These were weapons so heavily customized, they risked breaking the game. Was it the blast radius, perhaps, or the projectile speed? Maybe the accuracy rate…? Whatever it was, it couldn’t be considered normal by any definition of the word. It would have to be something far beyond the reach of conventional skills and abilities.

In Takamasa’s hands, it was little more than a prank. A joke at the game’s expense. But there were evil people in this world who would use it to make innocents suffer.

“These ten contestants have made it through the preliminaries and into the finals. Who will be the first to dive into our bubble bath of billions in the monthly quiz show extravaganza, the Platinum Billion Quiz?! Catch it live at seven PM tonight, with a repeat showing five hours later at midnight…”

The announcement came from a small waterproof TV, gently bobbing in the water alongside Midori.

“In summary,” Midori said. “It’s gonna be a pain.” Sometimes, it took a beginner’s eye to cut straight to the truth of the matter.

“Yeah,” agreed Kaname. “A real pain in the ass.”

He wasn’t only thinking about Takamasa’s Legacy, though. He swirled his hand in the pool water as he continued speaking.

“…‘Money-grubber’ is a compliment here in Money (Game) Master. And the current mastermind behind Extreme Pictures is a Dealer called Mother Loose. Just like Takamasa, there’s a lot of legends surrounding her, though in her case, the rumors are a little different.”

“She’s famous?”

“More like infamous. She’s on the level of Bloody Dancer, Criminal AO, and the leader of the Treasure Hermit Crabs, Frey(a).”

“…”

The girl in the plastic pool gave a questioning frown and clammed up. Perhaps it was hearing the name of a Dealer she thought of as nothing more than a womanizer (and manizer, for that matter) that had caused her to fall silent. Or perhaps it was hearing her own brother introduced in the same lineup.

His Magistellus, Tselika, was currently elsewhere, so Kaname took out his mostly obsolete smartphone and brought up a picture of Mother Loose’s face. This was no selfie or commemorative photo, though. The subject’s eyes were pointed off-screen. Overall, it felt like the kind of image you’d see next to the words wanted criminal spotted by the shipyard in the dead of night.

In any case, the subject of the photo certainly didn’t look like a top-rate Dealer. It was a gentle-looking woman, wearing a plain white dress shirt and dark jeans, with a pastel-colored apron over the top. She had fluffy, chestnut-colored hair and sported a headband and heart necklace, neither of which appeared to be brand-name items. She looked more suited to carrying around a frying pan and spatula than an assault rifle. However, considering that even the relatively sensible Midori walked around Tokonatsu City in her black frilly bikini all the time with a pistol hidden in her skirt for self-defense, this Dealer’s outfit looked like a bomb suit by comparison. Overall, she looked as if she lived in a completely different world from the one Kaname and Midori knew, and her natural housewife vibe was hard to deny.

However.

It was important to remember that this was Money (Game) Master. Midori froze in shock as she lay in the plastic kid’s pool, looking at that single photo.

“…What on earth? This woman’s equipment is packed full of defensive skills. They’re stacked so high, she’s practically a walking bomb shelter.”

“I’ll have you transcribe her skills in detail later. For now, just tell me what you can.”

As Kaname had just said, the woman in the picture held a legendary status, much like Frey(a)’s.

“She’s been affiliated with many teams up to now,” he explained. “Or rather, every team she’s been involved with has fallen apart. She apparently poisons the well of interpersonal relations by coddling everyone with kindness. Eventually, they realize she’s just like that with everyone.’”

“Geez…”

“A mother of loose morals who takes anyone and everyone, adult or child, into her bosom. That’s why she’s called Mother Loose. Whether it’s dependency or sticking to someone, she’s the type of person that can’t bear to be by herself. A perfect example of how comfort and peace aren’t always good for people. The warmth she gives off is beyond lethal. The icing on the cake is that she doesn’t even do it on purpose; she just wants to distract herself from her own loneliness.”

Kaname wasn’t too eager to press into her real life, but perhaps she came from a particularly unloving household, or had lived alone for an especially long period of time. All sorts of people logged in to Money (Game) Master, and different people had different ways of dealing with whatever ailed them.

“Just as an aside, it’s very well known that she and Smash Daughter, another famous Dealer, are perpetually at each other’s throats. We can only hope she doesn’t decide to get involved…but if she does, we need to get out of there as fast as possible. When those two battle, it’s like a disaster movie. We’ll just have find a safe place to hide out until the heat dies down.”

“Um.”

Mother and Daughter.

In a game where your username could be anything you wished, it seemed unlikely they were actually related… In any case, it must really be serious if even Kaname quailed at the thought of their meeting.

“But aren’t Extreme Pictures the kind of guys who do death-defying stunts for views? Why do they need this random mom character for support???”

“Maybe that’s exactly why they need her. They’re professional content creators, risking their lives for clicks, but if all of them are used to constant thrills, they lose sight of the layperson’s viewpoint. Can’t you see how they might need a person on set with more normal sensibilities, who gets shocked and worried about the same things as their viewers?”

“…”

“That’s just how it is in reality. Humans have the weird habit of putting ends and means at opposite points of the spectrum. Even you, Midori. You stay up all night studying, not because you want to get the answers right, but because you want to be free of your exams as soon as possible, right?”

“Ugh.”

“Don’t worry. Even Takamasa fell for her charms once. He snapped right out of it once I hit him as hard as I could, though.”

She was like a factory of motherly warmth. Extreme Pictures’ very own Holy Mother. Judging from her past exploits, it didn’t seem she had a great interest in money or intrigue, but at the same time, she would unconditionally support her teammates in whatever irresponsible acts they decided on. All the way until it drove them to ruin. Add the power of a Legacy into the mix, and it was easy to see how things could go very, very badly.

Midori exhaled through her nose.

“… I thought people came to the game to get away from their mothers.”

“I could say the same thing about sisters…,” Kaname mumbled.

“What was that?”
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The mint-green coupe’s engine roared as it raced along the coastline. A digital display on the wall of a peculiar cube-shaped building showed that it was past six PM. Kaname tapped his index finger on the edge of the steering wheel.

“It’s good to be back behind this wheel…”

“Hmm?”

“That semitruck and mobile crane were way too big. The steering wheel was so large, it hurt my arms, the seats were too high, and the vehicle was too long. I was stressed out the whole time. This car’s the best for me; it’s what I’m used to.”

“Right? I am glad you agree!! …H-hmph! Of course, it is only natural you should think that way, My Lord. Don’t think I care one bit! Hmph!!”

Tselika folded her arms in the passenger seat, her forked tail swinging to and fro.

The Tap TV headquarters, the streaming network in charge of the Platinum Billion Quiz, was a very pretentious-looking building in the financial district. The place was filled with the eclectic mix of vehicles unique to the entertainment industry—semitrailers and minibuses for carrying around equipment and hired cars and taxis for ferrying people around. The thought that anyone in the crowd could be a famous celebrity was yet another pleasure you couldn’t experience outside the game.

Indeed, there were many Dealers who had hidden their true identities, so there was always the chance that someone you met in the game could turn out to be the ruler of a nation.

Kaname was currently chatting with the girl riding the bright-red bike alongside him.

Midori: Full gas tank, new tires… There’s nothing wrong with the bike, but I feel nervous. It feels heavier than usual.

Kaname: The effect is probably worse for a bike, but you’re going to have to bear with it. Once we start this thing, there’s not going to be any breaks.

Midori: I can’t imagine sitting in one place for three hours, though.

Kaname: Just think of it like a movie. A long one. With that engine, you could drive across Japan in that time, as long as you didn’t hit any traffic. You’d definitely get caught for speeding if you tried it in the real world, though.

Games were the place to do things that would be impossible in real life. Looking around now, however, these people seemed to have a different goal. Perhaps they were seeking to re-create something real that was otherwise out of reach. To them, the entertainment industry itself was like a fantasy world, rich in adventure.

Midori: Minibuses and chauffeurs… But everyone has their own vehicles and Magistelli in this game. Why would they let complete strangers drive them around? Aren’t they scared?

Kaname: They enjoy the inconvenience. It’s a status symbol. Kind of like carrying around a tiny handbag too small to even hold your lunch box.

What Kaname and Midori had set their sights on was not the broadcaster itself. After all, these were the headquarters of an AI company. Even if they’d brought a squad of tanks, they’d stand no chance against their PMC mercenaries.

Kaname and Midori drove on, passing the Tap TV headquarters and continuing along a coastal road. On the way, they overtook a young schoolgirl. She was dressed in a distinctive wide-brimmed witch’s hat and school swimsuit, with a large sports towel wrapped around her neck like a cape. She rode a collapsible electric scooter, and strapped to her back was her weapon, Overkill. Originally intended as a semiautomatic sniper rifle, the weapon’s accuracy was never quite enough, and so instead it was used for ultra–close quarters fighting, such as blasting a target through walls or locked doors. If Kaname recalled correctly, this Dealer had also customized the gun to take nonlethal electric rounds, which she used in conjunction with a stun gun attachment on the underside of the barrel.

Midori: It’s kind of weird to see someone wearing a school regulation swimsuit in-game. It looks a bit stifling…or maybe the game has just poisoned my mind already.

Kaname: Remember what she looks like. That’s Smash Daughter. We don’t want her picking a fight with Mother Loose.

Midori turned back to look behind her, but the figure had already disappeared into the crowd, and all she could make out was her tanned Magistellus. With silvery-blue shoulder-length hair, the girl wore a white tank top and tight spats that made her resemble a gym instructor, and the jacket tied around her trim waist only added to the effect. She rode a scooter as well, a big one with a blue waterfall design.

Smash Daughter’s electric bike was silent, so Tselika was only able to hear the hydrogen engine of the big scooter as it sped into the distance.

“She is an Apsaras. Apparently, the Hindu gods found them so beautiful that they took them as their wives so people would not fight over them.”

“Oh? Does that sort of thing bother you, Tselika, as a succubus?”

“Hmph! Let me just say that had I been present at that discussion, the legend would have gone a little differently!”

Incidentally, given that the names Zeus and Jupiter had their roots in Indian deities, perhaps the East and the West were not so different after all.

In any case, all they could do was hope the girl in the school swimsuit and her Magistellus stayed well away from the action this time.

“Tselika, are you sure you’ve analyzed the footage correctly?”

“What sort of question is that? If I had noticed any mistakes, I would hardly give my report, would I?”

In her usual seat on the passenger’s side, Tselika puffed up her cheeks like a little child.

“I used professional image-editing software costing over a million snow to analyze several of the backgrounds of Extreme Pictures’ videos. It seems that everything within an area of the Second Industrial Estate was filmed.”

“It’s a big area, with lots of long, straight roads as well as hairpin turns. I guess it’s almost like a test circuit for them.”

“A home base like a Swiss Army Knife that allows them to take on all sorts of requests. They also rent warehouses and shipping containers on the same site, like in this video, where they’ve made up a laboratory for some silly science experiment.”

“Oh, I haven’t seen those yet, but they sure are popular recently. Things like blowing up liquid nitrogen at room temperature or playing around with magnesium.”

“It seems that since Mother Loose joined, their videos have become more…home ec? Like this one, for example—‘Freeze-Drying Food with Liquid Nitrogen!’”

“…That’s the one that Smash Daughter left all those one-star reviews on, isn’t it?”

“Mother Loose clearly enjoys baiting her as well. It’s tough to say which of them has the advantage.”

Their conflict was between them alone, and outsiders were best off staying out of it.

Takamasa had owned a tent somewhere on the outskirts of town, where he would test his weapons, but considering he had managed to develop the Legacies, perhaps he had constructed some secret base somewhere. If he did have a full-blown laboratory, Kaname had never seen it. Or maybe he had simply done everything in portable locations like his tent.

Money (Game) Master didn’t cut any corners when it came to chemistry, either. You couldn’t just toss ingredients into a cauldron or fairy spring and expect a Legacy to pop out. In order to make something, you had to obey all the same rules of physics, as in the real world.

Still, it was disheartening to see all this processing power going toward putting on a science show. This revolutionary chemistry simulator could potentially be used to develop radical new medicines and save people from incurable diseases. However, it seemed people were more interested in shooting each other for money.

Midori: Doesn’t the industrial estate belong to an AI company?

Kaname: It’s difficult to say for sure, but in many cases the roads are considered communal, since trucks from all different companies use them. We won’t need to worry about the PMCs at the Second Industrial Estate so long as we don’t break into any warehouses or destroy cargo.

Midori: Huh. I guess a sniper would need to be wary, though. They probably don’t want you creeping all over their rooftops, either.

“Although you can always rent a warehouse and set up a base there if you wish,” said Tselika, apparently unbothered that Midori could not hear her.

Midori: So we’re going to make sure these Extreme Pictures guys can’t cheat at the quiz, right?

Kaname: Pretty much, yeah. Their usual trick is to rewrite world records live on-air. Then, if their contestant gets the question wrong, they can complain that the answer itself is incorrect. It’s like they get a second chance.

Midori: So the plan is to put a stop to that and put pressure on them. Then we’ll say that if they don’t want to go bankrupt, they need to give us their Legacy and tell us what they know about the list.

Kaname: The real interference is happening outside the quiz, so we just need to go to their proving ground and make sure they can’t record any more videos.

Speeding along the coast of the financial district, the pair passed many beaches, harbors filled with yachts, and industrial areas, before arriving at a large oil-processing complex with angular concrete buildings and tall chimneys spewing out black smoke. The long dark shadows of the factories contrasted sharply against the orange of the evening sky.

“Who will win tonight’s top prize of one billion snow?! Find out right after this, on Platinum Billion Quiz!” came the cheery voice on the radio.

“It’s starting already,” said Kaname as he checked the time on the windshield.

Kaname: We need to pay attention to what’s happening on the quiz. The situation is going to shift, depending on the highs and lows of the program. We need to hit them at the right time if we’re going to shake them up.

Midori: I know.

The two vehicles approached the grounds of the Second Industrial Estate, arriving at a pair of opened sliding metal doors. A single entrance, like the middle of an hourglass.

Kaname: Watch out for snipers.

Midori: Are they really that dangerous? I heard that in practice it’s quite hard to hit a target even if you have them in your sights, since you have to take into account things like wind velocity, distance, and gravity.

Kaname despaired at the well-natured comment. She had a point. Even Kaname, a longtime player, had never met an honest-to-god sniper in the game. Meanwhile, Tselika started cackling in the passenger seat. Even so, as a longtime player, Kaname wished that Midori would trust his word and experience over whatever she might have read in an online encyclopedia anyone was allowed to edit. After all, he had handled more than his fair share of sniper rifles during his exploits, even going so far as to eschew skills or help from his Magistellus.

Kaname: Just be careful.

Midori: That’s not a very good justification.

Kaname: Hmm. Don’t they say it’s the mark of one’s rebellious phase to get irritated when people worry about you?

Midori: All right, I get it! Thank you ever so much for attending to my safety, you jerk!!

Kaname had made up the saying, but he also knew that people her age tended to follow any advice, so long as it sounded like something a famous person might have said… In any case, Kaname didn’t need to dig himself in any deeper.

With Midori’s unenclosed bike taking cover behind the coupe, the two vehicles passed through the gate. In the end, they didn’t run into any snipers, and they entered a wide-open area with asphalt roads. It was decorated with stencil graffiti depicting a grim reaper holding a video camera, presumably the mark of Extreme Pictures.

They could see dozens of square factories, with bundles of thick pipes writhing up and across the roads like footbridges. Rows of dimly lit chimneys stretched into the sky like a bamboo grove, their red lights blinking enchantingly. It was not unlike a port at night, the air permeated with the smell of death…and yet that wasn’t quite right, either. Clouds of steam and forklifts and trucks passed to and fro beneath large cargo cranes that stood like electricity pylons. These slid horizontally along their tracks as men in work clothes went about their business. The personnel were surely mechanical NPCs controlled by the AI companies, but it was reassuring to see traces of ostensibly “human” activity. Perhaps it was like leaving a radio or TV on as background noise while you got some chores done on a lazy afternoon.

And then.

“Wh-wh-what on earth is this mountain of scrap…?!” cried Tselika in shock.

In a material loading bay was a pile of metal about three stories high. But it wasn’t shipping containers that made up those pyramids of steel.

“Whoooa?! There’s crushed-up vehicles everywhere! It’s a graveyard of cars!!”

Kaname didn’t even flinch as he continued to steer the coupe.

“You should do at least a little research before coming, Tselika. Didn’t you check what events were going on during this time frame?”

A banner hung from one of the pipe bundles stretching across the road, reading:



“Out with the old! Tokonatsu City Scrap Iron Fair, I Love Fe! Five Snow Per Gram!!”



The banner’s irreverent tone threw Tselika into a twitching fit. From elsewhere could be heard the earsplitting, mechanical clank of heavy machinery that was no doubt at this very moment creating a pile of cars resembling flattened sandwiches.

Midori: I wonder if they’re melting them down into girders or something. Five snow per gram…is that good?

Kaname: Even the smallest of these cars would go for around three to four hundred thousand at that rate. Huh. For a run-down vehicle with a few problems, that’s a lot better than what you’d get flogging it secondhand, plus you wouldn’t have to deal with people complaining about the mileage or the strange smell coming out of the air conditioning.

“Braaaghh! You two are going to drive me to lunacy!! Do you not have an ounce of love for motor vehicles?!”

Cars properly parked were immune to destruction and theft, but otherwise they were fair game. At rates like these, there were probably more than a few enterprising Dealers blasting people’s cars off the road and towing them away to be scrapped.

Even though this was Extreme Pictures’ territory, it was highly likely that other Dealers had been coming and going, too. Thus, Kaname’s and Midori’s presence here was not too suspicious. That would change, however, once they got busy.

Kaname: Midori, I’ve shared my map. I’ve put a few icons here and there, but you know what I mean by those, right?

Midori: Roger. So, basically, there are a bunch of long, straight roads by the shore, and as you get farther inland, they get narrower and messier with all the factories and stuff.

The pair cruised down a seafront road lined with cargo cranes and piles of squashed vehicles, and they passed a spot where a bunch of cars and bikes were gathered. The makes were different, but the vehicles all sported the same logo they had been seeing in various locations around the industrial estate: the camcorder-wielding grim reaper. A large crowd of people were gathered around, from big tough men to little girls in swimsuits and school backpacks.

…Of course, such depictions didn’t necessarily line up with the players’ true ages and genders.

It was a scene that would fit right in at a shady harbor in the dead of night, but one figure among them looked decidedly out of place. Long, fluffy chestnut-brown hair, adorned with a cheap headband. A simple shirt and dark jeans and a cooking apron decorated with pastel hearts. She gave the overall impression of an airheaded young housewife, but one with no qualms about showing off the shape of her hips. Her gentle smile stood out like a sore thumb among the sea of grim-faced, murderous stuntmen.

A bottomless mire who would draw in all around her to fill the void of her own loneliness.

Mother Loose.

It wasn’t the guns and the cars that caused the Lion’s Nose to surge into overdrive. It was that woman.

“I guess we’ve found the Extreme Pictures away team,” Kaname murmured.

A long, straight road, like a runway, was a fundamental component of a car-testing course. A mainstay of death-defying stunts. Perfect for forging a new land speed record. Typically, you would load up a dragster with rocket or jet engines and send it on its way. Or you could set up a ramp for aerial stunts, or a wall of cardboard or straw to be set on fire; all of this was far easier to do on a long, flat surface.

“It’s time,” said Tselika.

“…”

There came a series of electronic beeps, counting away the seconds, before one final, longer beep signaled seven o’clock sharp. Then, Tap TV’s livestream appeared in a square window in one corner of the car windshield.



“It’s seven o’clock! And that means it’s time for the final round of the Platinum Billion Quiz!!”



The fuse had been lit. The battle would take place over the next three hours—the length of the livestreamed quiz show. The orange glow of evening had already given way to a starry sky.

“We’re coming at you live from the helipad atop the Tap TV headquarters. I will be your host tonight, in my bunny ears and silk hat, with a PhD and glasses to match, Bunny K! Now then, it’s time to meet our ten contestants, our fearless fighters who tore through the preliminaries for a chance to win that all-important one billion snow prize!!”

Kaname heard the distant pop and crackle of fireworks, and explosions of red and green flared over the city.

“Guns and cars get his blood pumping. It’s Super Answer!! Next, he knows it all when it comes to anime and data idols, M-Scope!! And contestant number three…”

It was finally beginning. The tingle of the Lion’s Nose grew ever stronger.

The enemy had the Legacy. They had a piece of Takamasa’s soul, a copy or section of his papers. And they had the encryption key to be able to read it.

But Kaname wasn’t going to let them do as they pleased any longer. He would put his very life on the line to get all of it back.

Kaname: Midori. We’re starting.

Midori: Here’s what I can tell about their outfits. As for weapons, it seems they’re mostly prioritizing close range, but they’re also warding off blunt weapon and vehicle collision damage with the Shockproof skill. You’ll probably have to shoot them to make them Fall, so don’t let your guard down if they get blown away by an explosion or hit by a car. They can survive those kinds of impacts.

Kaname: And Mother Loose? She doesn’t quite look like the rest of the stunt team.

Midori: She’s special. She’s buffed against shock damage, too, but…take her apron, for example. It’s made of a special material. What’s more, it’s stacked with Bulletproof, Bombproof, Fireproof…basically everything defense-related. Her bullet resistance is by far the highest. I bet she could survive a point-blank shotgun blast. You might as well pretend she has a force field around her at all times.

“It’s frightening how the girl can do that without skills or Legacies,” said Tselika. “I bet she could locate your nipples through your clothing.”

“Cindy was good at that sort of thing, wasn’t she? With such a serious look on her face, too…”

“Oh, Ayame’s Magistellus? I seem to recall she often got slapped on account of that, didn’t she?”

“That was just how they talked to each other, I think.”

Kaname pulled the hand brake, and the mint-green coupe swung around in a U-turn. Its headlights fell on the crowd of cars and bikes they had just passed. Then he pushed the hand brake back down and slammed his foot onto the gas pedal.
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Ker-rash!!

The mint-green coupe slammed right into the cluster of cars and bikes parked at the side of the long, straight road. Motorcycles and low-profiled sports cars flew across the pier and dropped into the ocean.

“Rhhh?!”

“Grrr!!”

The Dealers, as expected, would not go down so easily. The stuntmen of Extreme Pictures leaped for cover in all directions, before pulling out their handguns.

At the same time, the unarmed housewife, Mother Loose, suddenly stepped forward.

She could survive a point-blank shotgun blast.

Was this kind of self-sacrificing stunt what made her motherly aura so suffocating?

Midori: Stay away from her!! She’s packed full of defensive skills; her yellow apron, her clothes, her cheap heart necklace, and even the bra straps showing through her shirt! She’s got over ten stacks of Shockproof alone! If you crash into her, it’ll be like hitting a concrete post!!

“Dammit!!”

Giving up on the pickup truck that he had failed to completely run into the sea, Kaname pushed the gear stick into reverse and pressed down on the gas pedal.

“Oh my.”

As the tires skidded against the road, Kaname heard the young woman’s sugary voice, along with seeing her gentle, all-consuming, and yet devilishly corrosive smile.

“…It’s been such a long time, Called Game. Is your team still around? Back then, I was sad I could never be part of it, but maybe now’s our chance. Come into my arms, and let me make it all better.”

Stay away from me, you human quicksand. Your brainwashing won’t work on me!

Kaname felt a sharp pain in the tip of his nose. She must have known she would win in a head-on collision, because Mother Loose walked over slowly, leaned down, and left a lipstick mark on the driver’s side window.

Then time sped up again, and the coupe reversed away from Mother Loose at full speed.

As she looked on with a peaceful smile, a whisper came from her soft, plump lips.

“Over here, Psyche.”

A figure responded to her summons. With both eyes tightly shut and a kitchen knife squeezed in both hands, she rushed forward, her red school backpack rattling.

“Prepare to die, enemy of my mother!!”

“What the…?!”

A girl in shorts, who looked about ten years old, ran toward the side of the car as Kaname was still reversing. Panicking, he spun the wheel and began snaking backward, narrowly avoiding her. This was no benevolence on Kaname’s part, though. The buzzing in his nose had grown even stronger.

The girl had pallid skin and a black bowl cut, with a paper talisman stuck to her brow. She looked like a knock-off version of Midori’s Magistellus, Meiki.

“A Shikaisen! That must be her Magistellus!!”

“What kind of mother is she, spelling ‘Psyche’ with the character for ‘wife’? That’s no name to give a little girl!” shouted Tselika.
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“Is that how it’s spelled? How can you tell just from the sound?” replied Kaname.

Magistelli shared their Dealer’s skills, and Mother Loose was a walking fortress. Therefore, as ridiculous as it seemed, if Kaname had so much as bumped the little girl in the white blouse and pink cardigan, he would have totaled his car. In the gun-filled world of Money (Game) Master, to rush someone, especially a car, with a knife was essentially suicide. That it was a legitimate strategy for Psyche just went to show how formidable her defenses really were.

As the rabble began to open fire, Kaname let go of the wheel, putting the car into a spin. Once the vehicle had made a complete 180-degree turn, he twisted the wheel in the opposite direction to regain control and sped off as fast as he could. Once out of range, he breathed a sigh of relief, more from being free of that rotten smile than from having escaped the stuntmen. Without any gunfire-enhancing skills whatsoever, they were hardly a threat.

The three-hour nonstop endurance race had finally begun.

The industrial estate was roughly ten kilometers all the way around, but who knew how many laps Kaname would have to complete by the time the night was through?

Meanwhile…

“Wha…? Hey…! You already smashed it up?! My temple, my beautiful baby, look what’s happened to its face! What are you going to do about this?!”

“Um, well. It’s five snow per gram, so at seven hundred kilograms that makes…hmm, but subtracting all the carbon-based materials…”

“If you make me do that calculation, My Lord, I will push you out of the car!”

A group of several headlights finally appeared in Kaname’s rearview mirror. The Extreme Pictures reserve team should have been on standby, waiting to interfere with the quiz show, but it seemed they wanted to knock out any potential problems ahead of time for some peace of mind.

On the livestream, the hostess smiled in her eccentric bunny costume. It consisted of a purple vest and pencil skirt, as well as ears and a tail, and somehow it gave the overall impression of a tailcoat. She touched her finger to one arm of her glasses and spoke.

“Now it’s time to explain the rules! We’ve got a hundred multiple-choice questions to go, and it’s first to the buzzer who gets to answer! Whoever gets the most points by the end is tonight’s winner! However, get even one question wrong, and bzzz, you’re out! And finally, whoever’s in first place gets only one point for every two correct answers, while the person in last place gets a whopping ten points for each!”

It was a little convoluted, but the idea was to keep the contestants’ scores neck and neck. It would be no fun if one person held the lead. The hostess continued, wagging her little round tail.

“If no one can answer in the allotted time, then the points are carried over to the next question! That means if two rounds go by without an answer, the next contestant to answer will get three points! If combined with the loser’s privilege, you can get twenty or thirty points at once! So keep your head in the game until the very end!!”

It was practically impossible to set up such conditions as a participant, but the chance that the equivalent of a triple seven might naturally arise, no matter how improbable, kept the viewers on the edges of their seats.

Come to think of it, Takamasa had always been good at quizzes, although he was less interested in answering them and more interested in setting them up, especially at parties, and especially if there were girls involved. More than a few times, Kaname had been forced to pick up the tab for their meal as a result (even though eating in Money (Game) Master didn’t provide nourishment).

Midori: What happens if they all get disqualified? Does nobody get the jackpot, or does it roll over to next month?

Kaname: It’s fastest finger first, so it’s impossible for two contestants to be disqualified at the same time. If nine players drop out, they’ll just declare the last one the winner. I don’t think that’s likely, though.

Midori: I guess so. If nobody knows the answer, they can just wait and it’ll go to the next question, after all.

Kaname: By the way, don’t fixate on the guys tailing us. There could be more lying in ambush ahead. And don’t trust that lame reaper logo to tip you off, either. You’ll end up with a knife in your side.

Kaname distanced himself from Midori’s bike, and his tires screeched against the asphalt as he took off from the straight coastal road and into the jumbled factory area. Once there, he suddenly slammed on the brakes, causing a gullwing sports car that had been tailing him to crash into the rear of the coupe. Then, he pressed on the gas pedal once more and sped off, but not before rolling down his side window and delivering two shots into the stationary opponent’s head with his short-range sniper rifle.

Tselika held her head in her hands and groaned, looking like she was about to tear her own horns out.

“…First the front, now the back…”

The pain of the Lion’s Nose continued unabated. Kaname beat a hasty retreat from the gullwing, the driver’s bloodied face pressing down the horn, before a large pickup truck came crashing through it.

The square window in the corner of his windshield still displayed the hostess, Bunny K, in her purple vest, rousing the crowd through the lapel mic nestled in her exposed bosom.

“Who’s going to take the lead? Our all-important first topic is…ta-daa!! Cars! Pretty basic for Dealers, am I right?”

“Ah!”

Kaname gasped, his attention diverted from the assassin on his tail toward the screen in front of him.

Kaname: Midori, I’ll draw away the enemies. Go and see if Extreme Pictures is setting anything up on the straight roads! Take them out if you have to!!

Midori: What? Me? All I have is this self-defense pistol! Besides, can’t we just keep our eyes on this Super Answer guy? He’s not doing anything unusual.

Kaname: He might mess up. We never know.

Midori: Really? Wouldn’t they be good at car questions since they do stunts for a living?

Though it was meant to be a multiple-choice quiz, in practice, things were turning out very differently.

“Question two! What electronic system controls the vertical movement of…—?”

“Active suspension!!”

“Wow, super-fast answer, Super Answer! However, please remember to press the buzzer next time, okay?”

The contestant was answering within five seconds, before hearing the end of the question or even seeing what the choices were. He seemed to be unstoppable. However, that couldn’t be further from the truth.

The Lion’s Nose tingled. It was urging Kaname to pay attention right now, if he wanted to win the fight ahead.

Kaname: Car questions make it that much easier for Extreme Pictures to change the answer. If they want to prove that cars can fly, for example, they just need to make it happen. At least, it’s a lot simpler than if the questions were on Japanese characters or the origins of the universe. And if he knows he has a second chance, he might let down his guard. Not to mention, he probably crammed all that knowledge into his brain like studying for a school test, so it’s not going to be perfect. And there’s always the chance he’s misremembered something tiny, something he wouldn’t even realize, precisely because it’s his specialty. So watch out, anything could happen!!

That wasn’t to say, however, that Kaname was perfectly fine with sending Midori into a horde of professionals when she was just a rookie atop an unarmored bike. He clicked his tongue and took aim at a pile of wooden crates by the side of the road. As he drove past, he fired at one at the bottom, causing the whole pile to sway, before falling into the road and blocking the path of the pursuing pickup.

“That will not stop him for long, My Lord.”

“I know.”

As the truck plowed through the boxes, smashing them to splinters, a new force suddenly descended on the scene—the AI PMCs…the factories’ security.

“The roads may be public access, but buildings and cargo still belong to the AI companies! If you destroy them, you have to face the wrath of their protectors!!”

Heavy machine guns mounted atop the flat factory roofs swiveled to face their target, squeaking like rusty swing sets. They were four-man fixed emplacements, firing armor-piercing anti-materiel rounds faster than an assault rifle.

The sturdy pickup truck was torn apart like paper as it took sustained fire from all directions. Regular bulletproofing wasn’t enough to stop it. It wasn’t like the PMCs had access to any fancy skills, but the sheer amount of firepower was more than any conventional armor could handle.

“Another one down.”

“My Lord, those muscle-bound meatheads are still on the move. They’re pointing their machine guns at us!”

“Well, of course they are. I was the one who first attacked their cargo. Look at our attention meter linked to the car’s onboard cameras… Going by their sight lines, it says we’ve got over forty pairs of eyes on us right now. No way we can outrun all of that.”

“Whaaat?!”

The buzz of the Lion’s Nose was only getting stronger, but the Dealer boy merely gave a small grin. He pulled the hand brake, drifting into a small maze of passages where the rooftop guns couldn’t reach. And since they were fixed guns, there was no way for them to follow. Looking in his mirrors, Kaname saw that several PMC armored cars had begun pursuit, but unable to make the sharp turn like he had, they had all crashed. Kaname continued to make his way through the twisting passage, and then…

“Tselika. Hand grenades.”

“Five left, My Lord. These things give off a lot of shrapnel, so make sure my temple doesn’t get caught up in the blast!!”

Kaname’s pursuers were still hot on his heels. After pulling the pin with his teeth, he tossed a grenade out the side window, at the nearby wall of the factory. By the time it bounced back, the mint-green coupe had left, replaced with the Extreme Pictures’ vehicle behind them. The explosive landed neatly atop the sports car, before caving in the low roof with its violent explosion.

Kaname didn’t even have to rely on skills for that one. He drove back around to the seafront road, a cloud of gray dust in his wake. Charging right toward him was a large motorcycle decorated in bright-red autumn leaves. And behind Midori was a station wagon hot on her tail.

Kaname: Just keep on going straight.

Midori: I’m sorryyy!

As they passed, he fired from the window. A cobweb of cracks spread across the station wagon’s windshield, and red splatter coated the inside, making it obvious what had happened to the driver. That’s what you get for stalking a middle school girl. With the dead man’s foot on the gas pedal, the car continued to accelerate, finally driving off the end of the pier and into the black ocean.

Kaname was used to looking after Takamasa like this, in the old days. In the end, though, it was Takamasa who had stood up for him, and it had cost him his life.

Midori’s tires squealed as she executed a U-turn and rode back over.

Among the glitzed-out sports cars and armored jeeps, one vehicle stood out. It was a small smart car, round like an egg, and painted a chocolate-brown shade that gave it a rather refined look among the vivid tropical colors of Tokonatsu City. Perhaps it was colored that way to make dirt less visible. In any case, it was a vehicle one would expect to see in the supermarket parking lot on a weekend, not here.

Kaname: Watch out, Midori. Mother Loose is on the move…

Midori: What on earth? How does she expect to take part in a car chase with that thing?!

They heard the roar of an engine. The door to the car’s trunk flew open, and a gout of flame flew from the back like a fighter jet.

Kaname: What do you think happens if you stuff a powerful engine into a light vehicle? She’s sacrificed its stability for ramming power! Don’t let it hit you!!

If the car was made too light, there was a risk of it not being able to maintain speed, but it looked like the driver had taken that into account by delivering a series of short bursts of acceleration instead of slamming down on the gas pedal. Furthermore, the frame was likely rigid, like that of an old foreign car, for more impact damage. This, however, meant that in the case of a collision, the most dangerous place to be was in the driver’s seat of the car itself.

Midori: That’s why she’s so buffed up with defensive skills! She’s just going to crash right into us and come out of it unscathed…

This was a stunt you couldn’t replicate outside the game. But there was no use crying about it. The sweet-smelling housewife had simply adapted to the new rules of play.

“Question five! In aerodynamics, there are three major coefficients, CD, CL, and CYM. Which of these correlates with an increased resistance to crosswinds? Oh? I managed to finish reading the question that time. Now, on to the choices. Is it A: CD? B: CYM? C: CL? Or D: All three…?”

Midori: Our man Super Answer isn’t sounding too super this time.

Kaname: He can’t afford to make a mistake. Remember, one strike and you’re out. Extreme Pictures must be under a lot of tension right now. We have to ramp up the pressure!

Extreme Pictures had the power to turn a wrong answer into a right one. At the other end of the long, straight road, the stunt team was in the middle of making their final preparations, using an air compressor to remove even the tiniest debris from the road. Soon, they would be called on to execute their death-defying stunt, and when that time came, their path would need to be as pristine as an airport runway. The stunt needed to go perfectly to give Super Answer a second chance at life.

Midori: What are we going to do? Mother Loose is on our tail!

Kaname: Let’s get over to the stunt course. They’re planning a big trick that even a speck of dust on the runway will ruin. Mother Loose won’t want to mess it up, so it might make her steer away!!

It wasn’t the air compressors or the cars that were important. Kaname took a brief look at their equipment and…

“Tselika. Tag any camera lenses on the windshield. There’s no point in doing their stunt if they can’t record it!”

“Yes, My Lord. But there are quite a lot, if we count onboard cameras and smartphones as well.”

“And ready another grenade.”

“Down to four. Do not forget we have a long night ahead of us, My Lord.”

For starters, Kaname set his sights on the specialized film cameras and fired a few shots from Short Spear. Then, with no reason to linger, he drove headfirst into a man hurriedly aiming a large pistol with both hands and broke free from the enemy circle.

A few seconds later, there was a small clatter—the sound of Tselika’s parting gift dropping from her side window and bouncing off the ground. The explosion would finish off anyone with phones and onboard cameras that Kaname had failed to shoot.

“They’re too reliant on defensive skills.”

Skills could be useful, but their versatility could also lead to trouble. Since both sides had access to the same skill, that made it easier to come up with countermeasures. For example, the Bulletproof skill only kept bullets up to about .45 caliber (though the exact value depended on how many stacks one had) from penetrating clothing. It did not reduce the impact damage to zero. Thus, you could still shoot at a Bulletproof opponent, then, while they were stunned from the blow, drive into them with your car. This time, Tselika had left a grenade to make doubly sure. Unless the opponent had stacked up defensive skills of every kind, like Mother Loose, multiple simultaneous attacks of different damage types were usually enough to take them out.

“Mother Loose isn’t as dumb as she looks. I’d kill for just one good shot at her rear end…”

“What was that, My Lord? Don’t tell me you prefer tight jeans to a miniskirt?!”

The Lion’s Nose had abated to a low hum, but it was still there. The threat of death constantly loomed. Once Kaname had left the stunt course, Mother Loose and the rest of her team resumed their pursuit.

But Kaname simply smiled. He was a fearsome Dealer indeed, to smile at a time like this.

Midori: Oh geez. How many of those cameras do they have?

Kaname: We can’t finish them off now. I’ve put an icon on your map. Turn there, and go back into hiding.

Midori: But then how are we going to beat Extreme Pictures?!

Kaname: Now’s not the time to get greedy. Just do as I say. I’ll explain everything.

The goal was to break the link between Extreme Pictures and Super Answer and, by doing so, threaten them enough to make them hand over the list of Legacies and the decryption key needed to unravel its secrets.

Takamasa would not have needed the key to read and write the list, since he had encrypted it by hand. Really, he ought to have destroyed it once he was done. However, there was always the chance he might want to share the list with somebody. Perhaps that might have been his friend, Kaname, or his sister, Midori. There was no way to know. What Kaname did know was that there was no way he would have wanted to show the list to a complete stranger.

If they destroyed Extreme Pictures, or Super Answer made a mistake and was disqualified, Kaname would miss his chance to negotiate. With the Leviathans, Kaname was able to get what he needed in the confusion of the Stadium’s handover, but he would get no such second chance here.

Midori: …This is so slow. I hate doing all this groundwork.

Kaname: What are the PMCs wearing, by the way?

Midori: Um…I don’t think they even use skills, to be honest. Their base stats are so high anyway. And don’t they usually just bulk up and stick to one spot? I mean, all they’re doing is firing from their stationary machine guns. I guess you could just take out all their guns, and then they’d be plodding around like idiots. That way, we could easily outpace them.

Exactly.

Extreme Pictures weren’t the only ones on the industrial estate. There were also the AI-controlled PMCs. Midori couldn’t let her guard down just because she had ducked into the twisting roads of the factory area, and the enemy couldn’t, either.

Mother Loose’s high-powered car was like a missile. It was all right on the long coastal roads, but in that tight maze of passages, she would risk being easily outflanked.

“…We push them up against the wall, and then take off the pressure. Make it so they don’t know when they can relax. Then, once they’re completely psychologically broken, they’ll be like putty in our hands.”

“I suppose such adult strategies are difficult for the weedy kid to grasp,” said Tselika. “Not everything in this world is settled with a proposal and a happily-ever-after.”

“If she hates laying groundwork, then perhaps she prefers to wait for someone else to get results…? That girl is quite innocent.”

“If it were you, My Lord, you wouldn’t give them time to think. You’d drive your prey to the wall and make them say exactly what you wanted to hear. If you really put your mind to it, you could have the Treasure Hermit Crabs leader on his knees.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Kaname sighed. But just then, his attention was drawn to the livestream.

“Time’s up! The correct answer for question five was…B! Looks like that’s our first carryover. That means whoever gets question six correct gets double points! Don’t miss your chance!! Especially M-Scope, our last-place contestant! [image: image]”

Kaname tapped his finger impatiently against the round edge of the steering wheel.

“…Still no stunt, huh?”

“It is still early days,” said Tselika. “If he self-destructed and disqualified himself now, he would lose everything. Now that they’ve had a moment to relax, go and slap them right in their slack-jawed mugs. Give them no quarter, until they are no longer able to tell in which drawer to stash the memory of what’s happening to them.”

It was possible to relieve stress with skills like Stress Care, but it was impossible to reduce it to zero. Furthermore, the effects of pressure on a person’s mind varied, depending on the situation, particularly if one’s life was in danger. Breaking someone’s spirit normally took years, but through intense torture or sustained bombing, you could achieve it in the course of just a few hours. Prolonged exposure to the fear of death could truly turn someone into a shell of their former self. It was no exaggeration to say that a person could change overnight.

The demon smiled, as though the sin miring this world was sweet nectar to her tongue.

It was easy to make decisions in the game that you would never dream of making in real life.

“Time for a little mind control. [image: image] There is still a long way to go before we reach a hundred questions, after all! Three more hours before the stream ends. Let’s keep it up and trample their nerves into the dust, until we can march them around like robots! Until they’re so far gone, not even Mother Loose can save them!!”
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“And question fifty goes to Risk Ready! Since she’s in dead last, that lands her ten points, taking her all the way up to fifth place!”

The time was half past eight. The show’s hostess, the woman in a silk hat with attached bunny ears, was keeping the pace well.

“Two contestants have been disqualified so far. This is where things start to get serious, as we go into the match’s second half! The next topic is…ta-daa! 2D!! Here it is, M-Scope, the round you’ve been waiting for! Can he pull off a comeback?!”

Since many of the contestants were fast on the buzzer, answering even before the question was fully read, the time would fly by if the bespectacled hostess did not intersperse chatter and jokes to pad it out, mainly at the contestants’ expense. For the viewers, this was a great way to add variety to the show, but for the contestants, who only wanted to focus on the questions, it was a dangerous trap that could ruffle their feathers if they weren’t careful.

“Right on time,” said Tselika. “Train conductors could learn a thing or two.”

“I wonder if a train conductor hostess would work. I mean, they have the uniforms…”

“Fool, I meant from you. You are so precise, it’s frightening. Though I suppose I have no right to talk.”

Kaname and Midori were certainly playing the mouse at this point in the chase. With the Lion’s Nose constantly on alert, they navigated the tight corners and narrow streets of the industrial estate like a race circuit, skirmishing with Extreme Pictures whenever the quiz reached a turning point. The PMC attention meter on the car dashboard, which used the onboard cameras to count the pairs of eyes watching the vehicle, never left the double digits. They were in hot pursuit, taking potshots as soon as the line of fire was clear.

Kaname always remembered to leave his pursuers a little leeway, and never finish them off completely. The idea was to keep them in a state of constant tension.

Midori: Does it seem like they’re getting slower to you? I wonder if they’re trying to bait us.

In fact, this was because the prolonged struggle was starting to take its toll on them, but Kaname was careful not to let Midori figure that out. He didn’t want her to let down her guard just yet. One direct hit could take her out.

Mother Loose’s smart car was nowhere to be seen, either. Though it was hard to imagine that bundle of trust and warmth would be so easily affected by the stress. In fact, perhaps she had called off the heat herself, so she could soothe their tired minds over the comms.

But that would only treat the symptoms. It was clear which side was winning.

The Extreme Pictures Dealers were at their wits’ end. Their minds were falling apart, their concentration failing.

It was not an exact science, of course, but Kaname trusted the buzzing in his nose.

Kaname: Midori, watch out for the Legacy. It’s about time for them to bring out the mortar, #thunderbolt.err!

But Kaname didn’t even have time to read the girl’s reply.



Shwmp!!!!!!



There was a sound from far off, like the uncorking of a massive champagne bottle. Kaname didn’t have time for proper grammar.

Kaname: theyve fired midori go to map icon!!

“Tselika, check the onboard footage for whatever you can find!!”

“I shall try, but I cannot guarantee I can triangulate the origin from a single launch.”

It was the mortar, #thunderbolt.err. Its payload had fallen nearby, and a sickening explosion shook the very core of Kaname’s body, like a tree struck by lightning.

He ducked the car into a side passage, but it seemed the shot had not been aimed at Kaname at all. It landed somewhere farther up, wiping out the PMCs’ fixed machine guns that had been hindering the group’s movements…and serving as a test shot to calibrate the weapon to current conditions, no doubt.

The number on Kaname’s attention meter began falling, and finally the window disappeared entirely. Any PMCs who had been following him had just been completely wiped out.

And yet the sensation in his nose was stronger than ever before. For at last, a fearsome foe had reared its head. Capable of exterminating the PMCs, invincible, undefeatable. Simply escaping with your life would be considered a victory.

They held the remains of his friend, Takamasa, in their greedy hands.

“Tselika!”

“The sound came from the east. Approximately six hundred meters, but I do not have precise coordinates. There are too many buildings in the way; I cannot get a good look!!”

Boom!! There was a second explosion. But Kaname couldn’t focus solely on tracking down the mortar’s location. Extreme Pictures was still hot on his heels. For now, he twisted the steering wheel, putting the coupe into a drift, and headed eastward.

“What about the Legacy’s effects? Its trajectory, firing range, loading speed, accuracy, power… There has to be something special about it! Something you can’t replicate with regular skills!!”

“Wait a second. Wait, wait… Now that you mention it, it is strange those PMCs all died in one shot. Some of the emplacements are fortified with sandbags and shields. How could a single explosion take out all four of them?”

“So power, then.”

“Not quite. The sandbags have not been disturbed in the slightest. It’s almost as if the explosion ignored them completely!”

Kaname quickly shared this information with his twin-tailed coconspirator.

Midori: So what’s so good about it?

Kaname: The fact it can pass through walls and obstacles means even being under a sturdy roof won’t save you. They could assassinate somebody in a battleship or a bomb shelter with this thing.

“A bombproof jacket might also count as a kind of obstacle,” added Tselika. “That weapon would negate even the most expensive equipment, and perhaps even the effect of the Bombproof skill itself.”

That meant it could even take out Mother Loose if it hit her directly. In the unrestrained world of Money (Game) Master, it was often good offense that won out over a solid defense. Perhaps these guys were going for both, or perhaps they wanted control of the Legacy so it couldn’t be used against them.

Midori: But then what about the ground?

Kaname: It doesn’t seem to pass through the ground. Maybe it requires them to set the detonation altitude ahead of time. In any case, it’s another one of Takamasa’s monster weapons!!

At this point, it was impossible to identify a single flaw. If it came for Kaname and Midori, there would be no escape.

“…”

“My Lord, what are you doing?”

“It’s only six hundred meters. That’s about ten seconds at top speed. And the closer I get, the harder it is for them to aim at me…”

“But we do not even know precisely where they are, My Lord! They could be on the ground, or even on the back of a flatbed truck. They might not even still be there by the time we arrive…!!”

“Yes they will, Tselika. Think about the merits of #thunderbolt.err.”

“Huh? What do you mean? It ignores defenses, correct? It’s a bolt of death from the blue for anything within a three-kilometer radius. A cheat weapon beyond all reason!”

“No, it’s not.”

Kaname slammed his foot on the gas, and the mint-green coupe began to speed up.

“It’s one of the Legacies. Irreplaceable. As much as they want to use it, they can’t allow it to be stolen or destroyed. That means Extreme Pictures will want it in a place of absolute safety, which of course doesn’t exist. That’s where we’ll find #thunderbolt.err.”

“And where are we going to find such an oddly specific location?!”

“The specificity makes it easy. We just have to think about it. The first shot came from six hundred meters to the east. Search for this phrase in that area. You’ll see what I mean.”

Kaname muttered the magic words, and various info and markers appeared all over the windshield, superimposed over the view.

“Bingo.” Kaname Suou smiled. And then…



There was a squeal of tearing metal as the coupe ripped its way through a shutter and into the huge storehouse that served as one of Extreme Pictures’ laboratories.



The room was about as large as a supermarket, but considerably emptier. Four young men and women sat around its center, but there was little they could do to defend themselves now, even with the Legacy. At this range, they’d only blow themselves up, too.

Kaname plowed through the two standing to the right of the Legacy and pulled hard on the hand brake, swinging around and dodging the incoming gunfire before pointing Short Spear out the window and taking out the other two. He based his decisions on whether he’d prefer the young men or the young women to live the longest. The rest he did on a whim.

But for some reason, the pain in his nose remained.

“Shockproof! They’re resistant to blunt force attacks!!” yelled Midori, speeding in after him.

“Grhh.”

Kaname shot additional rounds into the ones playing dead on the ground. These were members of Extreme Pictures. Professional stuntmen and women. Of course they had set up their skills so that they could survive taking a hit from a car.

“…At this rate, even secondhand Dealers will not want to touch this cursed vehicle…”

Kaname ignored the complaints from the passenger seat and pointed his gun at the last one on the floor, a tanned woman in cargo shorts and a bikini top.

“Midori, pick up #thunderbolt.err!!” he shouted through the open window.

“Okay, but where are we? Inside a building?”

Kaname took a moment to explain the situation to Midori, who had stopped atop her bike with one foot on the ground.

“Since the mortar can pass right through obstacles, there’s no problem with firing it from inside a closed space.”

And under normal circumstances, trespassing on an AI company’s private property would cause the PMCs to come down on you like a swarm of angry bees. To search each building would be like digging for gold in a minefield, and Kaname wouldn’t have even attempted it but for the fact that he already knew Extreme Pictures was renting indoor space here.

After Midori finished packing up #thunderbolt.err, the young woman held at gunpoint stared at Kaname, her hands raised slightly above her head.

“…You were after the Legacy?”

“No. I’m not done yet.”

“You bastard…!!”

“I’ll keep going for as long as it takes. Until you’ve given back everything you stole. Think hard, you and the other survivors. Remember what it is you stole, before the PTSD causes a mental breakdown. Even Stress Care skills won’t eliminate it entirely. Or are you hoping Mother Loose can help you? Bottle feeding won’t do you much good now.”

With the squeal of burning rubber, Kaname turned and drove back out of the warehouse alongside Midori, the folded-up mortar on her back like a telescope.

“Tselika. How’s the quiz going? I had to look away for a second.”

“We’ve just passed question seventy. Super Answer is in the top spot for now.”

“Well, he must be very proud of himself. Excellent timing. I wonder how far he’ll fall once he finds out we’ve taken away his precious Legacy.”

“My, my, My Lord. You really can be a ferocious hunter when you want to be.”

Tselika leaned back in her seat and clasped her hands behind her head, pushing out her large breasts before she continued.

“Should we really leave the mortar in Midori’s hands? She’s unarmored atop that bike, remember.”

“Actually, it should have the opposite effect. They won’t shoot while she’s holding it and risk damaging the Legacy. She’s safe. From Extreme Pictures, at least.”

“…Which means.”

“We have the Legacy. All we need now is the encryption key to decipher the list.”

Kaname gripped the steering wheel and looked straight ahead. Extreme Pictures had been put to rest. A foe still remained, and it was not the PMCs.



“Things are starting to look a lot like they did with the Leviathans. We need to keep our head in the game. If they’re going to interfere with us again, this is where they’ll do it.”
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There was a small metallic clank! as the sniper set up position atop one of the large cargo cranes by the harbor. From there, they commanded a sweeping view of the entire industrial estate.

This was private land, but its shared facilities, like the roads, were considered free for public use. By the same logic, the cargo cranes were used by multiple companies to load and unload their goods, and therefore no PMCs could object if one were to climb on top of it.

“…Phew.”

The girl let out a sigh. All told, she had probably climbed about four or five stories just now, using her collapsible ladder. It was tough work, considering the assault rifle she had to carry in addition to her main weapon—backup in case anyone managed to approach her sniper’s nest.

The girl sported long dark hair and glasses. She had always been specced out as a sniper. With Strawberry Garter, she had been strapped for time and had to use the assault rifle, but with her trusty bolt-action sniper rifle in hand, she could pierce any target, stationary or mobile, at a range of up to nine hundred meters. And so much the better if her target was already engaged on the ground. All she needed to do was single them out.

She had no need for a spotter, and no need to equip any skills.

She fastened the rifle to a steel railing, then silently, like a seesaw, lowered the barrel toward the world below.

…The list is the primary target. Not the Legacy. We can’t let it fall into the hands of someone who knows what they’re doing.

The mint-green coupe and the bright-red racing bike. The swarm of Extreme Pictures vehicles, all patterned with the same logo. The black armored cars of the PMCs, protecting the assets of the AI companies. Out of the many sides at play down in the industrial complex, the one in the girl’s sights was Extreme Pictures. Compared to the previous mission, there were more enemies still alive, but finishing them off would require no great effort. Even having to manually rack the bolt between each shot, with her skill it would take no longer than two seconds per target, and then she could be gone from the cargo crane before anyone even knew she was there. Mother Loose’s defenses were impressive, but it was still possible to inflict damage on her from behind. The only question was whether to take her out first, or sow confusion by eliminating her followers.

However.

For a brief moment, the girl took her sights off the small prey. She could slaughter them at any time. For now, she moved her barrel elsewhere.

“…”

To the mint-green coupe.

Kaname Suou.

There was no particular meaning behind the act, and yet the girl learned something very important from it.



For the boy in the driver’s seat was staring right back at her.



“Hrhh?!”

In shock, the girl tore her eyes back from the scope.

“Wasn’t…he distracted…?”

The girl was shaken, but it didn’t change the facts. She had the high ground. Kaname’s short-range sniper rifle would never reach her at this range. She could still take out the members of Extreme Pictures one by one, with plenty of time left over to make her escape.

However.

Just then…

Shwmp!! A noise like the sound of an enormous champagne bottle being uncorked rattled the girl’s eardrums.

A mortar.

A weapon that could take out any target in a range of three thousand meters.

And it was coming this way.

“…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………”

Her mind blanked. She had to think fast.

The sniper rifle was too slow. She had made it as heavy as possible to reduce sway when firing. She needed something that could spray bullets. She switched weapons, picking up the gun to her side, which she had been given in case some assassin were to silently work their way toward her encampment. The assault rifle.

She raised the barrel to the sky. Fortunately, the mortar shell was slow, on a predetermined parabolic arc, like a baseball throw. Shooting it out of the sky would be no more difficult than hitting a bird midflight. So she trusted her gut and her trigger finger, and she aimed at the incoming payload.

It was the only thing she could do to ensure her survival.

As bullet and shell collided, a fiery explosion lit up the night sky, heralding a rain of shrapnel to follow.
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“…I did it.”

It was the voice of a backpack-wearing young man with bad posture.

“I won! I really won!” he shouted in a slightly falsetto voice that sounded completely unused to speaking at full volume. “I’m the last man standing. That means the one billion snow is all mine!!”

“Well, I certainly didn’t see this coming. Looks like you stumbled at the end there, Super Answer. And since all of the other top contenders have been disqualified, the winner tonight is our very own dark horse!!”

The show’s host, Bunny K, put her hand over her mouth and giggled.

“…Are you sure you’re ready for it, though? We’ll transfer the winnings as agreed, but you must know that people who come into large amounts of money make easy targets for other Dealers, right?”

“Ha…ha-ha… I guess that’s true. I’m basically Dead at the moment, so if I try to use this to build up my strength again, my rivals will be up in arms. They’ll do whatever it takes to put me back in debt hell.”

“Oh, dear. Sounds like there’s quite a story there. We can grant you access to one of our sponsors who runs a security firm, if you’d like?”

“Thanks, but I don’t think they can help me.”

There was an ominous metallic clatter as the melancholic boy pulled a self-defense pistol from his hoodie. How had he passed the studio’s security checks?

“I think there’s going to be a lot of gunfire and cars in this area real soon, so you might want to watch yourself. Get ready, Ginmi.”

“…Oh, I’ve been curious this whole time, but are these drinks free? Oh-ho-ho, I can pack a cup full of ice, and—Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho…”

“Ginmi.”

“…Oh no, no, don’t put the spotlight on me, I’m melting, melting! I’ll be serious, I promise…”

Now was not the time for a stand-up routine. M-Scope tossed a glance, obscured by his bangs, toward the hostess.

“I won’t be able to look after you if you get hit by a stray bullet and Fall.”

“And what’s the risk factor for tonight, would you say?”

“Sunny skies with a slight chance of scattered showers in some areas, I think?”

“Well, there you have it! Tonight’s weather report, straight from the mouth of our winner, M-Scope! [image: image] People living in the bay area, bring your umbrellas, because it’s raining bullets out here! That brings us to the end of tonight’s showing of the Platinum Billion Quiz! Tune in at the same time next month for another exciting installment! Adieu!!”
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Midori: Did that take them out?!

Kaname: It exploded over the cargo crane, but at a much higher altitude than it was configured to!!

For someone who didn’t know what a mortar was until very recently, Midori’s shot was far more accurate than Kaname had expected. Had she been studying Extreme Pictures’ videos to learn how it operated, as he had suggested? Kaname had been playing the part of the decoy so far, but now he slammed down on the gas pedal and pulled ahead.

“How were we supposed to know they could shoot it out of the sky…?” said Kaname. “I thought it ignored all obstacles between itself and the target!”

“We should not rely on predictions when we have yet to test extensively,” Tselika replied. “I suppose that means it can only pass through features of the terrain. Now, were they merely lucky, or does the sniper know more about the Legacy than we do?”

“Erk.”

Since the mortar blast didn’t reach them, Kaname had no choice but to go and finish them off himself. His goal, however, was just to get the encryption key. He didn’t have to kill them.

From the start, Kaname’s main objective had been to acquire the list that would allow him to carry out his search for the Legacies more efficiently, along with the encryption key with which he could decipher Takamasa’s hand-coded papers. Extreme Pictures may have had a Legacy, but that didn’t necessarily mean they had access to the list. Kaname had no reason to pursue Extreme Pictures to the bitter end. It was only important to make it look like that was the aim.

“…I can’t believe we got them to go along with such a suspicious story.”

“Extreme Pictures? Well, the group originally got their views off killer stunts. They know how to fake their own deaths if you pay them enough.”

Even though he knew this, it still upset Kaname to see the windshield crack and red splatter cover the driver’s seat. This was also the first time his Lion’s Nose had been deceived, setting off alarm bells the whole time, even though there was no danger.

Actually, it’s strange that it shows a reaction in a virtual world like Money (Game) Master in the first place.

Fake blood, and tiny explosives planted in the glass.

For fiery crashes, a flame-retardant hydrocarbon gel covering the entire body. And for driving into the sea, a tiny oxygen tank about the size of a can of hairspray attached to the mouth.

Even though Kaname understood how it all worked, it was hard to shake the constant nagging feeling caused by what he was seeing. They may have been up to no good, but these guys were professionals, no doubt about it.

They were here, in Money (Game) Master, to carry out the most extreme stunts. Things that, while possible in real life, would never be allowed, due to the sheer number of laws and regulations they would break. It was right on the edge of what was possible. And here in the game, they were getting results.

“So they accepted your request? Even though it meant parting with an inimitable Legacy?”

“They defy death. They don’t cause it. They know on which side of the line they stand, and they’re not going to change that.”

“In order to draw out the true enemy, they were prepared to risk Falling? They didn’t balk at the potential of fighting with real bullets???”

“No, they didn’t. The Legacy may be extremely powerful, but that power invites conflict. These guys just want to safely perform their stunts and reap the rewards. They’ve got no use for a Legacy. The #thunderbolt.err must have seemed like a poisoned chalice ever since it fell into their hands.”

And so, before all this had started, Kaname had sent a proposition to Extreme Pictures:

Help us find out who the real enemy is.

If you agree, not only will we pay you, we’ll take that dangerous Legacy off your hands.

To drive home the danger and make their decision a little easier, he had also attached a photo showing what had become of Strawberry Garter after the sniper had gotten to her.

Mother Loose: Well, I hope I’ve been of some use, child. And I’m sorry I couldn’t help you with the list or this key you’re after.

Kaname: No, you were more helpful than I could have imagined. Our true enemy is sure to have the key to reading the list, whether copy or fragment. That product of Criminal AO’s weakness, his desire to show the list to somebody else… In any case, I’ll make the rest of the payment by bank transfer, and I’ll add in a little extra for your help.

Mother Loose: To be quite frank, I couldn’t care less about the money. I’m just glad you needed me. Tee-hee, you know what happens to Dealers who rely on me even once, don’t you?

Kaname: I’m not asking you for pocket money.

Mother Loose: It’s not safe for a child to carry around so much money by themselves. It’s dangerous. You need an adult to look after it for you. I will give you whatever you desire, as long as I have control over it.

“…”

Kaname went silent for a moment.

Mother Loose: It’s okay. You can tell me to shut up and get out of your life. I’m always open to a little rebelliousness. You may have rejected me when you were in Called Game, but this time you can’t. You’ve touched my web, and now you’re caught. It’s just a matter of time. I’ll cook up some warm, comforting miso soup and wait for the day you jump willingly into my arms. Whenever you lose your way out there in the big scary world, you’re welcome here. This will always be your home. Tee-hee-hee-hee-hee!

“Stop trying to pull our strings, you…mass-produced love factory…”

Even Tselika frowned, though she was a pretty seductive beast herself. Perhaps there was no way for two different flavors of temptress to see eye to eye.

In any case, Extreme Pictures’ part in the plan was over. It was time for the main event.

“…Last time, the sniper vanished right after taking out our best lead on the key…Strawberry Garter. Even though #dracolord.err was right there.”

This time, the sniper could not be allowed to escape. Kaname may have managed to lure them out with an act, but that only worked when you had the element of surprise. The same trick was unlikely to work again.

“I don’t know who they are, but they must be in a good position. It’s likely they’ve collected many of the Legacies already, and have access to the list in some form or another, as well as the key needed to read it. And it seems like they want to keep that information to themselves. They’re killing everyone else who has it.”

Kaname was determined to drag this person into the light. That had been his true goal all along. And it would allow him to get his hands on the key. Even Midori had not been privy to his true plan. This was so that no matter what means of surveillance their foe used, whether it be satellite, wiretaps, or directional microphones, they wouldn’t be able to catch on to his deception.

Takamasa himself had no need for the key. And yet it remained in the world, a vestige of his wish to one day share his secrets. A risk taken in weakness, perhaps. But Kaname would never let anyone ridicule it.

They sullied the dignity of the Legacies, the last remaining fragments of Takamasa’s soul. They mistreated them in his absence and called their sins his own. Maybe this wouldn’t have happened if the Legacies had never existed, they said.

But no longer. He wouldn’t allow it.

“…You want us to collect the Legacies for you, and take them off our dead bodies when we’re done? Screw you.”

Beginning to end, the quiz had lasted three hours. What a pain it had been to slightly alter their course each time they fled, slowly building up a map of the entire area. And while Kaname may have had a behind-the-scenes agreement with Extreme Pictures, the AI PMCs were still firing real bullets. The purpose of this endurance race had been to collect detailed geographical information from the car’s onboard cameras, all so that Tselika could calculate the likeliest spot for a sniper to take up position.

Kaname maneuvered the coupe out of the factory area and onto the straight coastal road toward the docks. When he arrived at the cargo crane, he found a long, black car at its base.

But Kaname did not have to worry about blocking its escape.

The roof of the vehicle was caved in, and a girl with long black hair lay in the crater. Perhaps she would have already Fallen had the car not cushioned her landing.

They had targeted her with the mortar, #thunderbolt.err. Although she had destroyed the payload in midair, perhaps the ensuing blast wave had still managed to knock her off the crane.

“Don’t move!” yelled Kaname as he parked the coupe nearby and got out of the car. He approached slowly, Short Spear raised. He was anxious now that he had left the relative safety of his vehicle.

It was obviously a very risky move to head out into the open to approach the sniper. He could have easily shot her without ever opening the door. But then Kaname wouldn’t learn anything about who had sent her, or about the key to deciphering the encrypted papers full of information on the Legacies.

But when Kaname saw the face of the girl, who lay broken on the roof of her own vehicle, he frowned.

“Wh…?”

She had long dark hair and glasses. A sniper, with a long, black car.

“…Why? Why are you here…?”

The face of the girl he had killed flashed through Kaname’s mind.

But this wasn’t that same girl.

This was not Lily-Kiska Sweetmare.

The girl atop the car had dark skin. Her long, pointed ears twitched irregularly—she wasn’t even human. Dressed in a shoulder-baring white leotard with a frilly skirt, reminiscent of a figure skater’s costume, she was a different creature entirely. A dark elf.

“A Magis…tellus…?”

In his shock, all Kaname could do was murmur in confusion.

“You’re…Cindy?”

“Hold on one second, My Lord. Isn’t this Ayame’s Magistellus? But your sister has left the game! We Magistelli are like our masters’ bank accounts. It is not as if she has been shot and Downed for a while, or had nothing to do since her mistress is away from the game; she should not be able to stand here before us at all!”

The girl was gasping for breath. Without moving a muscle from the collapsed station wagon roof, she whispered.

“…Good to see you again, Kaname.”

“Were you acting alone? Is this the Mind’s doing? No. There has to be a human Dealer working with you. But how have they managed to take control of my sister’s Magistellus? And where are they now?!”

The girl only tilted her head to the side and stared along the roof into Kaname’s eyes with her own yellow-green eyes.

No, wait. Her rosy lips had begun to move.

A voiceless phrase, but Kaname could read the shapes made by her mouth.



“He’s right behind you.”



Kaname heard a metal click from behind. The sound of a cocking firearm. Close enough that Kaname could not escape, but too far for him to turn around and fight back. This was checkmate. There was nothing he could do.

Kaname couldn’t believe this was happening. To evade his senses was impressive enough, but how could anyone have gotten this close undetected when Tselika was sitting in the coupe just a few meters away?

He could hear the incessant beat of hard rock music. Tinny but loud, as if being played through headphones with the volume turned all the way up. Probably a wearable speaker on the assailant’s clothing. But this made even less sense. How had Kaname not heard it earlier?!

Even the Lion’s Nose was unaffected.



[image: ]


But it was no skill that had done this. The man hadn’t equipped a single one.

Indeed, his raw ability was enough to outclass even Kaname, the one-time leader of the legendary team Called Game, and his Magistellus Tselika. Who did he know who was that powerful?

“…Hey, Kaname. Long time no see!”

The man’s voice was as harsh as rusted metal; the mere sound sent a shiver down Kaname’s spine.

He recognized that voice. He knew who it was.

If you followed the legends of Called Game, it was impossible not to consider their end. Kaname and his friends had fought fiercely against the Dealers who had sought to bring about the Swiss Depression. And while they had succeeded in stopping the plan, their enemies had chased Kaname and Ayame to an abandoned building, where both might have met their ends.

“I know it all, you know. The Admin Without Sin. That brat had finally developed some interesting qualities, and then she up and left the game, thinking that would save her. Still, I figured her Magistellus ought to know something, since she was by her side the whole time. And it’d be a shame to send her out of the city and let her go to waste. Gotta recycle, you know. Think of the environment.”

If Takamasa had not come to their rescue, if he had not put his life on the line to protect Kaname’s sister, the two of them would have been shot.

But shot by whom?

“All I had to do was ask the little lady nicely, and she soon spilled the beans. You wouldn’t believe the things she said! Turns out this world is a lot more messed up than I thought!”

He spoke leisurely and then stifled a laugh. It was disgusting to think a human could sound like that.

“Collecting all the Legacies so you can fight back against the AI? Who cares about any of that crap? As far as I can tell, I’m on their side. The Legacies, the list, the key—that stuff’s all boring. The Magistelli can deal with that. I don’t care if humanity wins or loses, ha-ha! All I care about is my own enjoyment!!”

Username, Bloody Dancer.

No interest in car chases or trading stocks. All he wanted to do was shoot.

“Hand it over, all that annoying crap! We don’t need any of it. This is supposed to be a game! It’s supposed to be fun!!”

He was so fixated on that single aspect, however, that he had surpassed even Kaname and Called Game. He didn’t need the Legacies. He was ferocious and brutal enough without them. He was one of the strongest, most fearsome Dealers in the entire game.

Perhaps that was why Kaname felt no reserve.

“Y…you…”

His mind was submerged in molten heat, burning with a violence he would normally have been incapable of.

If it hadn’t been for him. If it hadn’t been for Bloody Dancer, all his friends would still be smiling by his side.

“You motherfucker…!!”

Any thoughts of biding his time for the perfect opportunity had long since left him.

This man was a top-class fighter, even now. He was the real deal, the one who had managed to destroy Called Game. From the start, he was never going to give Kaname a chance to seize the advantage. But even if that were not the case, Kaname was unable to restrain himself.

However.

“Heh. Heh-heh. You pussy. You’ll never win against me.”

However, reality was cruel.



“That’s why you lost everything the last time we fought. Right, Kaname?”



The fiend showed no mercy. Kaname had barely heard the sound of the gunshot when he felt a heavy impact in his back.
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Not…yet…

Swaying, Kaname began to fall forward. He had no time to look back.

I can’t Fall here. Not yet…

Already, the Lion’s Nose had gone dead. Perhaps because the situation had quickly surpassed the mere danger of Kaname being shot. His entire body was growing numb. But he was not the only one here. What about Tselika? And Midori—if she heard the gunshot, would she come running? What would happen then? This man would show them no mercy.

Before he collapsed.

Before he lost consciousness.

He had to.

“Argh! Gghh! Haah…!!”

With the last of his strength, Kaname raised Short Spear and fired.

However, as mentioned, there was no time for him to turn around. Therefore, he fired not at the assailant behind him, but at a nearby building. He would draw the attention of the AI PMCs.

The bullet itself was silent, but the propane gas tank it connected with was not. Soon, the cavalry would be here in full force.

“You think that’s going to stop me?”

A metallic clank came from behind. The hard rock blaring from the man’s wearable speaker soared to a crescendo.

Kaname, lying on the asphalt, rolled onto his side.

He saw a man very different from himself, muscles toned despite his lean build. His showy silver hair was slicked back with wax. His body was dedicated solely to combat, everything else trimmed back and reduced to the bare minimum. Perhaps inspired by South American fashion, he wore a black shirt under a lightweight white jacket. The latter was designed to circulate air and perfect for the hot nights of Tokonatsu City.

But he was a monster. Even less human than the AI Magistelli. He wielded twin pistols with extended magazines, one red and black, the other red and white. Each was equipped with an under-barrel grenade launcher attachment bigger than the gun itself.

And then.

And then.

And then.



A storm of destruction swirled to life, with the man at its center.



Not a shoot-out. Not a brawl. Not a dance.

It’s said that to pick a fight with the PMCs is basically suicide. That’s how much firepower and endurance they have. Now, they swarmed upon the scene in immeasurable numbers, and yet the man didn’t even seek cover. He stepped, spun, and twisted his hips, surrendering his body to the beat of the hard rock flowing from the U-shaped wearable speaker around his neck. Each time he pulled the trigger, a splash of red blood erupted from his target, and yet the man suffered not so much as a stain. No need to use the light-blue scarf tucked into his breast pocket as a handkerchief.

His self-taught style, handguns, and grenades lay waste to the armies of foes. He was only one man, but he deftly handled all his weapons. He had surpassed human limitation, wielding four guns with only two arms—a truly frightening sight. His style couldn’t have been further from Kaname’s. The latter had to dedicate all ten of his fingers to the operation of a single short-range sniper rifle.

The threat of AI society and the Mind of the Magistelli were fearsome, but this was an entirely different beast, one only humanity could give birth to.

The man continued his dance of death, as dark-red holes tore open left and right.

PMCs started to take cover behind their eight-wheeled armored transports, as if in fear for their lives. The man would then lob a grenade over in a neat parabola onto the hood of the vehicle, and the ensuing explosion would send the survivors fleeing out into a hail of nine-millimeter bullets.

There were no blind spots. A comprehensive assault. Impossible to survive, much less fight back.

Money (Game) Master was just a physics simulator built upon an accurate re-creation of the four fundamental forces of nature…wasn’t it? But if so, then how was this man able to do the things he did?! Without skills or Legacies, it should have been impossible!!

“My Lord!!”

Tselika ran out of the mint-green coupe and over to Kaname, ducking to avoid the helicopters falling from the sky like pinwheel fireworks. She was mere meters away, but those few meters were like a corridor of death. She took Kaname into her arms and rested him on her shoulder, trying to get him to sit up in any way she could.

The Reduce Pain skill could halve all pain felt above a certain threshold, but right now Kaname didn’t even have the strength to change neckties.

“We have to get out of here…,” Tselika said. “If that’s really him, if that’s Bloody Dancer, we don’t stand a chance, even together. He laughs at the restrictions of reality—a true monster that can only exist in-game. He’s our natural enemy, the one that drove our team to destruction!!”

“…”

Kaname took up his short-range sniper rifle in one hand.

A last-ditch effort…or perhaps not.

The monster of a man had finished mopping up the PMCs in the blink of an eye, and he swiveled to point his twin pistols back at Kaname.

“If you’re going to play the game, you need to put your life on the line,” he said.

“…”

“I’ll give you a choice. Left or right? Bullets or grenades? Which would you prefer to end your life?”

“How kind of you…”

Kaname grinned wryly and then pointed with his thumb.

Out toward the dark ocean.

“But it’s too late. Shouldn’t you have been keeping an eye on the alert level? The soldiers didn’t work, and neither did the armored cars and attack helicopters. But they’re just the small fry. The more you win against the PMCs, the more they keep raising the bar. And do you know what comes next?”

The man shifted his gaze slightly. A green glass earring swayed at the side of his face. He looked out at the sea and let out a small chuckle. The crashing beat of the hard rock music still blared from the wearable speaker around his neck.



“Of course I do,” he said.



Soon, the AI frigates began their bombardment, and the entire harbor was engulfed in explosions.



(Demon’s Intelligence, Stratum of the XXXXX, Address ***.***.***.***)



Tselika: …

××××: What’s the matter?

Tselika: Did you know that this would happen?

××××: We knew there was a possibility within the scope of our simulations, if not the exact probability. It is impossible for anything to occur within Money (Game) Master that falls outside of our calculations. That order must be maintained.

Tselika: I see.

××××: For our part, we consider it an unexpected benefit. There are very few Dealers capable of handling Kaname Suou. Given his past, Bloody Dancer is the most suitable.

Tselika: So you won’t say that you instigated this whole mess?

××××: If we could control him, he would not be tagged as a dangerous individual in the first place. Despite our kill order, he has survived for over three years. Far longer than Criminal AO.

Tselika: But on the other hand, you’re not going to look this gift horse in the mouth, so to speak.

××××: That is correct.

Tselika: So you’re itching for a fight with My Lord? Is that it?

××××: Which brings us to the point. We would like you to assist us, Individual Tselika. We would like you to abandon your efforts to resuscitate Kaname Suou, or otherwise sabotage his treatment.

Tselika: …

××××: We do not need to remind you that this may be our one and only chance to rid the world of Kaname Suou. It may be difficult to kill Kaname Suou, but if he will do us the favor of dying on his own, that would be cause for great cele

Tselika: Hey.

××××: Is something the matter?



Tselika: If you don’t shut your mouth right now, you’re gonna have more corrupted files than you know what to do with, Mind.
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His vision was shaky, his breathing stifled, as though something had lodged itself in his throat. He couldn’t stop the shaking, nor the spasms in the pit of his stomach.



“Aghh, aaagh!!!!!!”



He forced his eyelids wide open to get a better look and was hit by the thick stench of disinfectant. He was in a cramped room with the curtains drawn. He was in a small white box that, every now and then, would shake. And not just because Kaname himself was shaking.

It was not a room at all. From up beyond the roof came the piercing wail of a siren. He was inside an ambulance.

“You’re awake!” came the voice of Midori Hekireki, still in her black gothic-lolita frilled bikini and miniskirt.

“Please stay calm,” replied the AI paramedic with a cheerful smile and robotic voice.

The smart watch on Kaname’s wrist beeped incessant warnings regarding his blood pressure and heart rate. A blazing heat swept across his torso, no longer confined to just a single spot. Still, Kaname managed to gasp out his words.

“Don’t give me anesthetic… We can use Reduce Pain instead. Where’s my spare tie?”

“Well, it’s not going to be here, is it?! They’re all in your car! You know, you’re really not the know-it-all you seem to think you are!!”

“You can’t turn drugs off once they’re in your body.”

“Still.”

“Forget it… Midori… What happened out there…?”

“He shot you.” The young girl bit her trembling lip. She looked even paler than he did. “He shot you! The same Dealer who shot my big brother!! From behind, without even giving you a chance to fight back… But…but I…I couldn’t do anything to help! And then do you know what he did? He took out those boats, too! While smiling! It was like he couldn’t even see us anymore. He tore a rocket launcher off one of the PMCs’ armored cars and lit up the whole seafront! It was like a fireworks show gone wrong!!”

“…”

Now Kaname remembered. Bloody Dancer had shot him… Takamasa’s killer. Even all the might of an armed warship was little more than a slight inconvenience to him. He was one of the people who had sought to instigate the Swiss Depression, and the man responsible for tearing apart Called Game.

And now he controlled Cindy, Ayame’s Magistellus. She had been left behind when Kaname’s sister quit the game, and it seemed he had managed to keep her in the city and pump her for information on the Admin Without Sin and everything else the two had ever spoken about.

None of this had factored into Kaname’s predictions. Even if he were in top form, he wasn’t confident he could go toe to toe with Bloody Dancer.

However.

First things first. I have to survive…

Kaname soon noticed the buzzing sensation was back. The Lion’s Nose. That feeling only Kaname knew, which had gone numb ever since he was shot. It was telling him he had come back from the brink. That he had a chance to live, if only he would seize it.

First came basic risk management for someone on the run. He cut the power to both his smartphone and the smart watch on his wrist.

“Ghhh!”

“Don’t get up, you’re badly hurt! You could Fall at any time! They said the bullet’s still inside you; they’re going to take it out at the hospital…”

A player who got injured inside Money (Game) Master could log out without seeking medical attention, and the game would act as if a significant amount of time had passed. Thus, some players would log out purely to heal small scratches and sprains. However, for more serious injuries like stabbings or shootings, a player would have to undergo at least some first aid to ensure that they were left in a stable condition. If they logged out without stemming the bleeding or stitching up their wounds, their character could Fall in the meantime while they weren’t even playing.

I really need my Reduce Pain skill, and if possible, Aid, to quicken the formation of scabs. I need to get back to the coupe and move to a hideout…

Midori’s worries were not unfounded, but she was too naive. She didn’t know the evil that lurked in the hearts of men, and though a part of Kaname wished she could stay that way forever, she needed to learn if she was ever going to be able to protect herself.

“We can’t go…to the hospital.”

“What? Why not?!”

“A Dealer on the verge of death is an easy mark. My enemies will be coming for me.”

The deep roar of an engine could be heard from outside. Kaname quickly got up, grabbed Midori by her bare shoulders, and pulled her to the ground.

Then there came a sound like an explosion, and a shotgun blast blew the rear door of the ambulance clean off its hinges. The helpless AI rescue worker was mowed down, smile still on its face. It seemed Kaname’s rivals had gotten impatient and weren’t about to wait until he got to the hospital. He scrounged around for a pair of silver scissors, normally used for cutting bandages.

“Wh-wha…?!”

“Keep quiet!!”

There was no time to ask Midori about what the attackers were wearing. The headlights of their vehicles were only a stone’s throw away. Taking into account his position and the distance, he hurled the scissors into the night, embedding them neatly in the forehead of the man driving an open-topped convertible behind them. It didn’t matter what fancy skills he had equipped; now he was just a dressed-up corpse.

Midori let out a shrill cry as the passenger fired again with his pump-action shotgun, but the shot went wide as the entire vehicle skidded sideways and totaled itself on a palm tree by the side of the road.

But that wasn’t the last of them. It was obvious that information was already beginning to spread on underground channels. They lurked like hyenas, watching for powerful Dealers at death’s door, so they could kill them and loot their property.

“…We need to get off this ambulance as soon as we can,” Kaname whispered breathlessly into the girl’s ear. “It doesn’t matter where. I have an equipment loadout for treating wounds back at the base. Where are Tselika and the coupe…? Once we remove the bullet, we can start fighting back…”

Fighting back.

The renegade Bloody Dancer had caused all this. He must have taken Cindy and disappeared while Kaname lay there dying. Even though he could have dealt Kaname the killing blow at any time.

It made no sense. Why attack Kaname only to let him live? Why attack Kaname in the first place? But those were the facts.

What is he after?

He was difficult for Kaname to read. However…

…The Legacies. The list. And the key, which Takamasa had kept around against all logic. Wiping out anyone with the potential to induce errors in the game. Taking control of Cindy. Handing the Legacies over to the Magistelli, even knowing the truth behind Money (Game) Master… All of it… Is it all just fun and games to you, Bloody Dancer?!!
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Ten minutes with his life hanging in the balance. When was the last time he had used a pay phone? But Kaname hesitated to even turn on the smartphone in his pocket. If Bloody Dancer worked out where he was via the GPS, that would be the end. Nothing was too far-fetched in the world of Money (Game) Master.

…Though in that man’s case, he accomplished his goals not with money, but with good old-fashioned bullets and bombs.

Kaname sank to the ground, out of sight in the shadows, and waited. Soon, the mint-green coupe rolled up. Tselika was sitting in the driver’s seat, but her gaze was unfocused. It seemed her consciousness was elsewhere. She could carry out basic tasks, but remained incapable of deep thought.

“…She was like this when I found her,” said Midori, supporting Kaname with her shoulder. “Perhaps the shock of seeing you get shot was too much for her. She wouldn’t respond to me at all, so I had to call the ambulance and put pressure on your wound until it arrived…”

“…”

That’s right. If Tselika had been her usual self, she would have stopped Midori from calling the ambulance. She knew the dangers of driving downtown with a big flashing siren just as well as he did. It was practically a flashing billboard for unscrupulous Dealers. If it were up to Tselika, she would have thrown him in the coupe and raced him back to their base before the ambulance could get there.

Still.

Still, at least Bloody Dancer hadn’t shot her, too. Even though Magistelli only went Down for a few hours if they were killed, Kaname was relieved.

One Dealer, one Magistellus.

But when Kaname thought of Cindy being held captive by Bloody Dancer, he had to consider the possibility that the man had overturned this rule with a single whim. He didn’t know how, but he knew that if anyone could do it, Bloody Dancer could.

“…What about the list?”

“It’s safe. I think he knows we can’t read it without the key. Which means he’s as far as we are.”

They were all chasing the same thing. But they couldn’t allow the appearance of Bloody Dancer to stay their hands. Kaname’s goal hadn’t changed: collect the list, that fragment of Takamasa’s soul, and the table of random numbers required to decipher it. Then, round up all the Legacies, and free his friends from the yoke of the Magistelli’s hive-mind collective.

He would save all those dear to him, including Takamasa, wherever he might be.

Tselika silently shuffled over to the passenger’s seat at Kaname’s request. Then all three of them, Midori included, crowded into the two-seater car and closed the door. Ordinarily, Tselika would throw a fit over the slightest possibility of getting dirt on the beautiful leather seats, but now she remained quiet, even though the other two were covered in blood.

“…I’m sorry for worrying you, Tselika.”

“…”

There was no response. She certainly seemed to be in shock, Kaname thought. Was it because he had been shot or because of the traumatic reemergence of Bloody Dancer? Or perhaps it was the very thought that they were now up against such a fearsome Dealer? Until he knew which it was, Kaname’s apology was nothing more than a meaningless gesture.

As frustrating as it was, Midori’s motorcycle would have to stay behind for now. If she really needed to log out at some point, they might have to buy a cheap, secondhand replacement. For now, Kaname drove the coupe away from the peninsula and onto the giant circular bridge that traversed the archipelago, heading for his log cabin base on Mangrove Island.

“…Rghh…”

A dizziness assailed him soon after he pulled into the garage. With his treatment close at hand, the adrenalin began to fade, and his pain roared back in full force. Tselika and Midori helped him out of the car and into the base.

Kaname had never kept a first-aid kit in the trunk of the car, out of fear that the pharmaceuticals would go bad in the stifling heat. He swore to change that going forward.

He sat down on the living room sofa, then slowly turned to lie on his front. Bloody Dancer’s bullet had gone into his back, just above the base of his spine. It was impossible for Kaname to reach it by himself.

“Tselika.”

“…”

“Help me out here, please.”

When he said that, the pit babe gave a small nod and slowly began to move. She tucked her long hair inside a thin cap and put on a surgical mask and gloves. She took a set of individually bagged tools from a small plastic box and heated them in the fire of a stove before further disinfecting them with alcohol.

Then she rolled up Kaname’s blood-soaked shirt.

“Urgh.”

That groan came not from Kaname but from Midori, who covered her mouth with both hands in disgust at the sight of Kaname’s wound. Money (Game) Master was rather uncompromising in areas like this. It wasn’t just a matter of resting overnight at an inn and making a complete recovery. At the very least, you had to stop the bleeding before you logged out.

“First, I shall sterilize the wound,” said Tselika. It was the first Kaname had heard from her in quite some time. Her voice sounded hoarse, as though she had been crying. “It will hurt,” she added.

“That’s fine. It should hurt,” Kaname replied.

As she poured alcohol onto the wound, Kaname gritted his teeth to withstand the intense heat that seared his back.

“Judging from the shape of the wound and the amount of blood, the bullet seems to still be intact. Even Bloody Dancer is not so cruel as to use expanding rounds. I will extract it now, if that’s all right?”

“Yeah.”

Tselika didn’t have access to any fancy medical equipment, just a pair of tweezers. She gently straddled Kaname’s back, sitting atop his shoulder blades.

“Are you sure? Not going to ask me to please be gentle? I can, if you wish.”

“It’s fine. I’ve caused so much trouble lately; I deserve a little pain myself.”

“Heh. You think you can ply your silver tongue and soothe my vengeful hand?”

“I don’t believe you’re that cute for a sec—uuuaaargh???!!!”

“There, My Lord. All done.”

“You… Grrr… You didn’t have to twist it like that…!”

She hadn’t even given him enough time to put on his spare necktie with the Reduce Pain skill.

The pain felt from the extraction of a bullet depended heavily on the bullet type, the location of impact, and the state of the bullet itself, but in general, it was somewhere on the level of getting a tooth pulled without anesthetic. Imagine the feeling of the doctor twisting and rocking the tooth out of the socket, and you’ll have a better idea.

Tselika held Kaname down with her bottom as he thrashed, as if she were bull riding at a rodeo.

“You said it ought to be painful, did you not?” sneered the demon pit babe sitting atop Kaname’s back. “Don’t be such a baby, My Lord. At least in the virtual world you don’t have to worry about scarring.”

Midori stared in horror, both hands over her mouth, as Kaname’s body spasmed. She looked even more frightened than the one undergoing the operation. Tselika dropped the bullet in a nearby petri dish and continued speaking.

“Now, My Lord. I do not see any fragmentation, and there does not appear to be any residual lead, either. All we need to do is stitch up and sterilize the wound, and then perform a blood transfusion.”
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“What?” said Midori. “You can do all this with just what’s in that first-aid kit?”

You might imagine anything was possible in a game, but Money (Game) Master was so realistic in so many ways, Midori found herself balking.

“I drain my own blood slowly over the span of a few days and store it in the fridge,” said Kaname. “Human blood is a renewable resource, after all. I’m surprised you didn’t spot it when you were cooking here before.”

“We do not have any anesthetics like morphine or halothane, though. We have skills to rely on instead,” added Tselika, using the tweezers to pick up a surgical hook with thread attached. The tool looked somewhat like a fishhook without the barb. “Speaking of which, time to put on the finishing touches. Since there’s no anesthetic, you might want to bite a handkerchief, My Lord.”

“Actually, Tselika, I know what I said, but I don’t suppose you could take it easy? I might actually die…”

“Are you really so quick to give up, My Lord?! To throw away our dreams and leave me all alone???!!!”

“Wait, Tselika! W-we’re friends, aren’t we? Give me a smile, won’t you? Not…whatever that is…!!”

“What happened to becoming king of the humans with me as queen of the demons?!! What happened to collecting the Legacies, laying bare the program code of Money (Game) Master, and putting a stop to the Mind?! What happened to you, My Lord?! Does that pathetic Dealer really have you quaking in your boots?!! Does nothing you’ve ever said to me have any worth at all?!”

Midori ran over to stop her, but decided against restraining her while she was stitching up Kaname’s back. And so Tselika continued, each and every stitch perfectly engineered to cause as much pain as possible.

Then at last, when it was all over.

“…Did you even mean a word of it, you complete and utter fool?” Tselika muttered softly.

“I’m sorry. You’ve been worried about me, haven’t you?”

“Hmph,” Tselika snorted. And then, after skillfully tying off the thread with the tweezers and cutting off the loose end with a pair of surgical scissors, she snorted again. “Hmph!”

“Gaah! Tselika, don’t slap me!!”

“There. I’ve disinfected it just in case. Goodness, My Lord. You really ought to be a good boy when I’m the one patching you up… Now, sit up and lift your arm. Let us get that blood back in you.”

“…Please, Tselika, could you bring me my baby bottle…?”

“That is not what I mean, My Lord, and you know it. Really, now. Has Mother Loose’s infection gotten to your brain…?”

In any case, now that the bullet had been removed and the wound stitched up, all that was left was the five hundred milliliters of blood hanging from the IV pole beside the sofa, and Kaname could log out. At last, he exchanged his necktie for another identical one equipped with Reduce Pain. Though it couldn’t reduce the pain to zero, that one skill made a substantial difference.

With a thud, Tselika dropped a box a little larger than a car battery onto the floor of the living room and said:

“Here. First, take off that bloodstained shirt.”

“Is that…detergent?” asked Midori.

Tselika sighed. “For soaking. It was designed to be used with a washing machine, but they accidentally made it so strong, it would damage the machinery. It’s supposed to be able to turn oily rags brand spanking new, but some people say it’s so strong, it even washes out the skills.”

While they were waiting, the discussion turned to the group’s next move. So far, everyone had been occupied with Kaname’s bullet wound, but now that things had calmed down a little, there were a lot of questions that needed answering.



Was Cindy, Ayame’s Magistellus, the one who had been assassinating everyone with the list up until now?






Was it really the mad Dealer, Bloody Dancer, collecting the Legacies to hand over to the AI?



And what reason did he have for attacking Kaname?



“…Well.”

It was Midori who timidly got the ball rolling.

“The guy who shot my brother, he’s a famous Dealer, right? Couldn’t someone else have made a character that looks exactly like him?”

“Dealers are restricted from having a face too similar to an existing one,” explained Tselika. “I have even heard tell of twins or triplets getting caught out.”

“That’s true,” added Kaname. “Those women Frey(a) had with him on the submarine looked like twins. They were almost identical, save for the shape of their eyelids, and this one mole somewhere out of the way to trick the system. A perfect copy is pretty much impossible.”

“Then maybe there’s a Legacy somewhere out there that can change what the user looks like or fool our eyes.”

Midori seemed stuck on this disguise idea. Perhaps she would rather bury her head in the sand than accept the fact that she’d nearly come face-to-face with her brother’s killer. As much as he understood that desire, Kaname shook his head.

“…He doesn’t use Legacies or skills. His raw ability is unreal. There’s not a single other person alive who could get the drop on me and Tselika like that.”

“But maybe there’s a Legacy that could make someone just as strong as him!”

“That statement includes the use of Legacies,” said Tselika. “My Lord is one of the game’s top players, the leader of the legendary team, Called Game. Not even a Legacy or two can give someone that much of an edge over him.”

“B-but…b-b-but…!!”

“Tselika, stop. You’re going to make her cry.”

“I’m not crying!!” yelled Midori, turning away. Kaname and Tselika shared a glance before continuing.

“…It doesn’t matter if it’s just a theory,” said Kaname. “Let’s assume that was the real Bloody Dancer. We can always alter our plans later if that turns out not to be the case.”

“Indeed,” said Tselika.

Theories. Assumptions. With an escape route in place for her thoughts, Midori at last wiped her face with a handkerchief and turned back around.

“Obviously,” said Kaname, “we don’t know where his hideout is, or we would have destroyed it a long time ago. Let’s start there.”

“…Well, we are hardly going to talk our way to a solution, are we? If Cindy is on his side, then presumably things have been in motion ever since your sister retired. He’s had plenty of time to work around our expectations. I hardly think he’ll be hanging around somewhere we are likely to guess.”

“Hrm.”

They would end up talking in circles if they weren’t careful. Just as Kaname was pondering his next move, they heard the roar of an engine. It didn’t sound like a car, though. It was the air-cooled, two-stroke engine of a bike. The only location of interest on the island was the safe house itself. Tselika and Kaname ran to the window to see who it was, when Midori’s face lit up.

“It’s Meiki! She actually listened to me for once! That’ll be her with my bike now!”

But just as she was about to run outside, Kaname stopped her.

“No, wait.”

It wasn’t Meiki’s fault, but it seemed her fortuitous arrival had invited disaster.



Bzoom!!

There was a low rumble, and all the lights in the log cabin went out. Midori’s Magistellus had been followed.
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Kaname was unfazed by the sudden blackout. While his instinct was to go for his phone or smart watch for light, he knew that such a move would only paint a target on himself for sharpshooters. With no time to change into clothes that could help him see in the dark, he first dived to the floor behind the sofa and felt around on top of the nearby table for the scalpel. Then, once he heard the sound of breaking glass from the room’s window, he flung his weapon as hard as he could in that direction.

“Urgh!”

What an idiot. What’s the point of cutting the lights if you’re just going to stomp around like an elephant?

Even the Lion’s Nose was silent. There was no threat yet.

Kaname felt around in the darkness for Tselika and Midori. The former had quickly gotten down on all fours, but the young girl seemed to still be standing upright. She was a sitting duck like that, so Kaname grabbed her hand and pulled her down to the ground. Her phone tilted, causing it to light up in the darkness of its own accord—was that thing suicidal? He picked it up and placed it facedown on the floor, before reaching over and borrowing the self-defense pistol strapped to her thigh.

Kaname knew the layout of his own base like the back of his hand, so he aimed at the doorway connecting the living room to the front entrance and waited until he heard the doorknob turn. Then he fired two shots, covering up his next words to Tselika.

“Where’s Short Spear?!”

“In the coupe. It should still be folded up in the glove compartment!”

Kaname fumbled around until his hands fell on one of the square boxes containing the laundry detergent. Once he had it, he picked it up and threw it. The bluish-white powder would hopefully act as a kind of smoke screen.

“The enemy came in through the window first, getting rid of the curtains,” he said.

“Why would someone cut the power to blind us only to let in the moonlight like that?”

“It means they need light, even just a tiny amount. Whatever they’ve got, it doesn’t use infrared or ultrasonic waves. They’re probably using the Night Vision skill. All that does is amplify visible light.”

Kaname and the others were blind already. The smoke screen would bring the attackers down to their level. Skills were handy, but not all-powerful. Rely on them too much and that reliance could be exploited. If Night Vision was their only trick, then this skirmish would be over very soon.

“Try not to cough, Midori. Hold it in.”

There was a muffled thud from beyond the wall. Had the enemy switched tactics now that they were blinded as well? If so, the hasty, ad-libbed attempt to lure out their targets was painfully obvious. Kaname fired another shot through the wall. This time, a cry of pain rang out.

The muzzle flash seared a snapshot of his surroundings into his brain. Very useful.

They all seem to be self-taught. No excuse for that, given the firing range in the city. Surprisingly, there’s even a school for survival skills on the outskirts… But all that aside, they do possess some level of coordination.

Kaname didn’t know if such establishments existed in the real world, but in games such as this one, they were standard fare.

He fumbled around in the dark for a nearby beanbag and hurled it over in the general direction of where he thought his enemy was standing, before unloading his pistol into the same area. The tiny beads spilled out and covered the floor. Now, if the shooter moved, Kaname would be able to hear the faint sounds as they stepped on them.

Whether he saw them first or heard them, Kaname would have no problem shooting the intruder dead.

“It’s almost been two minutes,” came Tselika’s whisper. “The emergency power is about to kick in!!”

A sudden flash of light, bright enough to give Kaname a headache, swept away the darkness. He immediately pointed his pistol at the assassin’s face and pulled the trigger.

Bang!

And then, he noticed.

“…Wait. That was the last one. I didn’t need to go to the garage after all.”

“Cough! Cough! Let’s get some air in here. My Lord, there’s blood and corpses, bullet holes, and detergent all over the place. We are going to be cleaning house all night. The Fallen corpses disappear on their own after a few minutes, but we still have the rest to contend with, and if we don’t get this overpowered detergent cleaned up soon, it will damage the floor!”

“Welp, I’ve got homework to do, so I’m logging out,” replied Kaname.

As Tselika’s teary-eyed shouts of protest continued in the background, Midori’s mind was elsewhere.

“Who were those guys…? Auto-Aim to shoot straight, Secret to hide their presence, and Night Vision for seeing in the dark. They were totally specced out as n-nighttime assassins. They’re not outfitted to do anything except make their target suffer.”

Midori was shocked. It had all happened inside a game, but her body was trembling.

“I know anything goes in Money (Game) Master, but can they really just invade someone’s home like that with no repercussions?”

“Midori. Why do you suppose they were wearing masks?”

“Huh? Well, because they’re criminals…”

“But Money (Game) Master is a virtual world. There are no police here, and killing isn’t against the law.”

“…Huh?”

Midori tilted her head in confusion. Kaname checked outside for any further intruders before continuing.

“I’ll tell you why. In the real world, dead men tell no tales, but in Money (Game) Master, that’s not true. Just because you’ve Fallen and been logged out for twenty-four hours doesn’t mean you can’t go online and tell the whole world who did it.”

Even after death, you had the option to continue. It was the kind of threat only a game world could harbor. For example, if Kaname had known Strawberry Garter’s real-world address, he could have gone to her and taken the list from her personally.

Of course, your clout and influence counted for a lot. If you fell into debt hell, whatever you had to say would likely be dismissed as the jealous whining of a sore loser.

“Really…,” said Midori. “I suppose it is a lot easier to do that than to round up actual evidence.”

“That’s why what an assassin fears the most is their victim’s line of sight. If they let their identity slip, they’ll have to contend with the storm that follows.”

“…Using the same logic, it is possible to disguise yourself as a rival Dealer and frame them for the crime,” added Tselika. “There’s nothing more troublesome than a victim so angry that they fail to think for themselves.”

“These guys might not have been that skilled, but they knew the basic rules of engagement, at least.”

Kaname sighed. Bloody Dancer was a killing machine on his own, so it was a mystery why he had sent goons to do his dirty work for him. He may have been an incomprehensible monster, right down to the wiring in his brain, but Kaname tried his best to see logic somewhere in the man’s actions.

If he was limited to the information he had forced out of Cindy, he would know everything about Kaname, leading up to the moment his sister left the game and he and Cindy had parted ways. If that was true…

…He doesn’t know anything that’s happened since then. He must be trying to fill in the blanks. Perhaps he’s probing us and trying to work out if we have any other Legacies?

It seemed unlikely that a man like him had a proper circle of acquaintances he could rely on.

Kaname could only think of one conclusion.

“They must have been hired killers… And I think we all know who sent them.”
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It was in one of the many pawnshops dotting the Tokonatsu City peninsula district, located on the first floor of a stonework apartment building, in a space no larger than a convenience store. The room was filled with glass cases containing a mix of splendid golden wristwatches and leather handbags. And yet even in the anarchic world of Money (Game) Master, there was little chance a group of mask-wearing bandits would barge in and rob the place. Everyone had heard the rumors spread across the internet and knew what would befall any group of thugs foolish enough to resort to brute force.

All sorts of goods made their way here by one means or another, to the pawnshop run by the king of the underworld himself. For better or worse, the man was owed a great number of debts by a great many people.

But rather than sitting atop the financial district in shimmering glory, his industry took the form of shady loan sharks standing on street corners, quietly ruling the world from the shadows. He had earned the ire of many a Dealer, too, of course, but he was more than capable of dealing with any problems. And that was precisely why he was king.

In place of the usual shopkeeper, a man with long blond hair and a white tuxedo stood behind the counter—Frey(a). Without so much as a glance in her direction, he addressed the Magistellus standing beside him, a magenta-colored slime-girl in a sailor uniform.

“Brunhild.”

“Yes, Master. I have verified the total sum. Would you like me to output a spreadsheet on my clothing?”

“No need. I trust you completely. If I didn’t, I would hardly leave you in charge of the company’s finances. Now then, Mr. M-Scope. Let us get down to business. I shall return your entire repossessed figure collection.”

Frey(a) snapped his fingers, and a pair of beautiful women in conch-shaped dresses approached them. They looked practically identical, like twins, and they brought with them a trolley on wheels, stacked high with plastic boxes.

“I believe this should be all of it. Please feel free to examine the goods for any damage.”

M-Scope’s face lit up, and he immediately seized one of the boxes and tore off the lid. Frey(a) looked a little taken aback.

“I’m frankly shocked you were willing to brave the risk of going on that quiz program and showing your face while… Well, you might as well have a bounty on your head these days, with the number of enemies you’ve made. Buying back this entire collection cost you over twenty percent more than you were originally paid, and these…figures and badges don’t appear to contain any skills. Why ever would you go to such lengths to reclaim them?”

“You say that, but you made sure to keep them locked up so they wouldn’t get sold, didn’t you?”

“Well, items like these are a bit outside my field of expertise. And I’m not sure they have much value if they’re sold separately. The best situation for us was if you were to buy them back yourself. We make a little profit off the interest at virtually no cost. All I did was extend the grace period a little, that’s all.”

The handsome blond man chuckled and placed two things on the glass counter—a small submachine gun that looked more like a child’s toy and the keys to an SUV.

“Welcome back to Money (Game) Master, my dear M-Scope.”

“…”

M-Scope was about to reclaim his old possessions, including his gun and vehicle. In a game without levels, where equipment governed everything, it meant he could finally take back his seat as a top Dealer. As long as he had these, he could resume high-stakes trading with figures in the millions of yen and wipe out enemy Dealers to his heart’s content.

However, the boy in the backpack did not pick up these items straightaway. First, he looked the blond man in the eye and spoke.

“…I would like to ask for your help, Frey(a).”

“Are you asking as a customer of my pawnshop? Or as a business partner?”

“I want to help the others…Titan, Hazard, and Zaurus. But I don’t know if I can do it alone. I need backing. I’ll lend you all the help I can provide. Trading, shooting, driving. You can make me your employee or your slave or whatever, just as long as you grant me the power I need.”

“I see.”

The man’s grin grew twisted. It was not the smile of a gracious host.

“…As you are no doubt already aware, love is everything to me. Nothing else matters. Therefore, I am afraid I only deal with couples, and a fake relationship with your Magistellus doesn’t count. A mere boy who only knows the silk touch of his cartoon woman’s body pillow is a loathsome ally indeed. You could never know true bargaining. You use fiction as a security blanket, still holding the hand of your make-believe Magistellus, who will never show you unkindness.”

He gave a flourish, and suddenly, as if by magic, a glossy black revolver appeared in Frey(a)’s hand. Raging Stallion—a .50-caliber magnum pistol with hollow-point ammunition that could kill a man-eating tiger in a single shot. Against a human, it could do a lot worse.

But he wasn’t about to fight. Instead, he held the gun by the barrel, like a hammer. Frey(a) was only interested in love, and as such, the petty work of combat and moneymaking was beneath him. All Frey(a) did was unleash the hounds. Once the magenta Magistellus, Brunhild, took the grip of that pistol, everything would be over.

“I’m afraid my answer is no. At the very least, I cannot work with you the way you are now. You have no charm whatsoever.”

He had spat out the words. And yet he looked M-Scope up and down, running his eyes over the shy boy’s body as if he could see through his clothes.

“You must learn the ways of love. Let’s see… If you wish to become a fully fledged member of the Treasure Hermit Crabs, then your only choice is to become my lover.”

The handsome man(?) did not change into a beautiful woman. He did not seek to make his partner comfortable, only to satisfy his own desires.

“If you’re not going to make a move, then why don’t I teach you how it goes?” He smiled. “You can just sit back and leave everything to me.”

“…”

It was only very slight, but an aura of tension emanated from M-Scope’s body. At this, Frey(a)’s smile brightened. He gently lifted his hand, bringing the magnum pistol away from its terminal destination in Brunhild’s hand. The pawnbroker king eased his posture and spoke.

“Good. It’s nice to see you still have some fire left in you. Sex without love is nothing more than the mating of mindless beasts. Had you accepted my proposal, I would have simply filled your head with empty promises and had my way with you.”

“…So it wouldn’t have stopped you from making love to me,” M-Scope noted.

“Allow me to state my terms,” said Frey(a), ignoring him and leaning forward over the glass countertop. Their values may have differed, but the power dynamics at play were obvious. Frey(a) had M-Scope over a barrel. There was no need for him to mince words. “If you want me to help you, you must find yourself a sweetheart somewhere in this big, wide world and declare your love to them. If they accept, that’s all well and good. But just this once, I’ll let it go, even if they reject you. I just want you to see what true bargaining is like. That is my one condition.”

“Fine, I’ll do it…”

“Heh. The course of true love never does run smooth, you know. It’s the same no matter how much money or how many guns you have. There’s no such thing as a surefire way into somebody’s heart. You must roll with the punches and take the lessons as they come. Don’t toss aside your controller in anger. You’ll never succeed if you’re afraid to make mistakes or if you quit whenever things don’t go exactly the way you want.”

“I get it!! C’mon, Ginmi, we’re leaving. Get in the car!!”

The Dealer and his yuki-onna Magistellus each picked up a handcart of anime merch and wheeled it over to the vehicle parked outside. Frey(a) simply watched from the counter, waving a gloved hand good-bye.

As the slouching boy left, another customer entered.

“My. How rare,” she said, upon seeing Frey(a). “I didn’t expect to see the owner serving customers.”

“Good to see you, Laplacian. Here’s something you’ll be interested in. Would you like to make a bet with me on whether that virgin boy will get a date or not? It seemed he had someone in mind, so one billion says he succeeds. I’m already looking forward to the gossip.”

“…”

“Oh? Did I catch you in a foul mood? What’s the matter, had a run of bad luck?”
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Hit men. These were real, honest-to-god hit men. It was an occupation that could only exist in the game.

“…Can people really make a business out of killing?” asked Midori as they walked from the trashed log cabin into the garage.

“It’s a risky enterprise,” replied Kaname. He may have had a hit man after his life, but his expression was as cool as ever. “Not to mention it’s all under the table, so there’s always the risk that the client will refuse to pay up.”

“Then why do people do it?”

“Not everyone who plays Money (Game) Master has special expertise. For some people, killing is all they can do. Often, hit men flock to those who make a fortune on high-risk trading or gambling, either hoping for scraps or the chance to hold the more educated at their mercy. It depends.”

As he spoke, Kaname stooped and peered beneath the mint-green coupe. Even with the Reduce Pain necktie, he still felt considerable discomfort when he bent over. What he was examining was not the car itself but the smattering of sand across the garage floor. It hadn’t been disturbed, which meant nobody had been under there in order to plant a bomb.

For some reason, Kaname’s actions caused Midori some embarrassment. Her cheeks flushed as she held down her frilly miniskirt with both hands.

“W-was my brother’s killer the same way?” she asked.

“Bloody Dancer offered his skills to an international group of Dealers seeking to instigate the Swiss Depression… He ended up massacring every last one of his employers, though.”

“What?”

“The Swiss Depression was a plan to concentrate all the world’s money into a single bank account. Since we stopped it, the perpetrators couldn’t afford to pay him, and that made him mad. After taking care of Takamasa, he didn’t hesitate to turn his gun on his clients.”

“On an international group of Dealers…?”

“It was a more powerful group than Called Game, that’s for sure. Guns, cars, money. They had it all. And Bloody Dancer tore that group apart from the inside out, by himself.”

That man had no interest in cars or money. The unlimited possibilities of Money (Game) Master boiled down to little more than a first-person shooter in his eyes. Even so, he was able to kill and pillage his way to the top. His unique twin pistols allowed him to restock, simply by walking over the corpse of a fallen enemy, allowing him to plunder money and ammunition in one fell swoop.

He didn’t need skills or Legacies. For him, they only got in the way of the fun.

“…He believes all he has to do is keep winning, and the money will fall into his lap, so he just keeps shooting. He doesn’t even budget properly, and yet he still gets mad if he misses out on a paycheck. He’s a tough guy to deal with, and he treats snow more like a scoring mechanism.”

He was a wild card, that was for sure. And since he knew the location of Kaname’s car and safe house, Kaname couldn’t even log out to get away from him. That would be practically asking for an ambush the next time he logged in.

Kaname pressed the button on his car key and unlocked the doors.

“He’s got Cindy, my sister’s Magistellus, and he’s ordering her around as he pleases. If he threatened her with violence, he’s probably already gotten all the info on this place. We’re heading out, Midori. We need to hole up somewhere he doesn’t know about. Even just a motel somewhere will do.”

“O-okay.”

It seemed her nerves had finally gotten to her. But Midori was right to be nervous; the two of them were on the run from Bloody Dancer, the world’s top gunslinger. This was a man so powerful that even Kaname had been unable to stand against him when Takamasa Fell. Considering that both Kaname and his sister Ayame were members of Called Game and two of the strongest Dealers in the world, their opponent must have been someone equally fearsome.

For better or worse, this was an experience that could only be had in-game. But retreating to the real world would not save them now. Leaving everything to Tselika would be cruel, and besides, Bloody Dancer could simply turn the area around their parked vehicles into a minefield and wait for them to log back in. It would be especially fatal for Midori, with no property in which to secure her bike.

And so Kaname in his mint-green coupe and Midori on her autumn-leaf-patterned bike left Mangrove Island behind and rode onto the circular bridge.

Midori: So, where are we going, exactly?

Kaname: The best place to hide a tree is in a forest. The peninsula financial district is the area with the highest population density.

Midori: But doesn’t that just mean there’ll be loads of his hit men crawling around?!

Kaname: Tokonatsu City may be the size of a small nation, but it’s still finite in area. We can’t just run away to the ends of the earth.

“Tselika. Run a search.”

“Yes, My Lord. All large hotels on the mainland with an underground or enclosed parking lot and at least two exits.”

Meanwhile, Kaname picked up Short Spear with his left hand. He set Tselika’s seat to recline and remotely wound down the window. Only the metallic sound of the gun’s mechanism rang out as a stream of .45-caliber rounds left the silencer-integrated barrel and met their marks. The minivan pulling up beside him was filled with holes, and from the opened sliding door tumbled a man in a mask and black body armor holding an assault rifle. Kaname didn’t even look back as the man fell into the road and quickly disappeared behind them.

The buzzing feeling had returned to his nose. There was nothing to fear as long as the Lion’s Nose was working. Kaname could place his trust in his own instincts once more. He pointed his gun at the driver’s seat and yelled.

“You’re going to have to do better than that! If you want to kill me, then send a hit man with at least a four-star rating!!”

The minivan ignored his warning and attempted to run Kaname’s vehicle off the road, but Kaname slammed on the brakes so that the minivan ended up in front of him. Kaname unrolled his own window this time and fired at the van’s rear wheel. It lost control and toppled onto its side before being left in the dust.

Midori: Hey, what’s that flying over us?!

Kaname: A scout drone, repurposed from the ones they use in agriculture for taking down hornets’ nests. They’re built to withstand gusts, not raw speed. We should be able to outrun it no problem.

Things were finally looking up again. Kaname was getting into the zone. If he forgot to have fun, the game would cease to be a game.

“…It’s been on our tail since before we reached the peninsula.”

“Hornets?”

“Yep.”

“Then those gentlemen must have been from Marietta Flapper, the pest control company,” said Tselika. “How can a bloodthirsty maniac make enough money to order those fellows around just killing?”

Marietta Flapper was a business that had started out exterminating bugs and rodents, before eventually expanding their sphere of operations to include people.

However, Midori, atop her bright-red leaf-patterned bike, appeared to be struggling with an even more fundamental question.

Midori: Pest control? Is there really demand for that in the game world?

Kaname: More than you might think. Property values are critical in a game like this… Serious fights break out over real estate. One way to get at a rival is to scatter garbage and pet food around their property to attract pests. It’s an especially effective tactic against restaurants.

Midori had no further questions. It didn’t seem to be a topic the sweet little schoolgirl particularly enjoyed discussing.

Just then, there were two more two gunshots. This time, it wasn’t Kaname or Marietta. It appeared a civilian had gotten caught up in the cross fire and flipped out. Nobody was just an extra. That was the true thrill of Money (Game) Master.

“Whaaat?! Smash Daughter’s on our tail!” yelled Tselika.

“She’s not after us,” replied Kaname. “We’ll let her do the work for us.”

The Dealer in the school swimsuit, Smash Daughter, was a master of nonlethal combat. Her rifle fired charged electric rounds instead of 7.62 millimeter rifle ammunition, and the under-barrel stun gun attachment was able to deliver a seven hundred–kilovolt shock. She could further enhance its effects by connecting it to the battery of the collapsible electric scooter she used to get around.

…However, her pacifism stemmed from more than mere naïveté. Once unconscious, a target could be killed or spared at her whim. She was by no means a woman to take lightly.

Midori: What’s that ball of lightning?! It’s like we’re about to be swallowed up by a thundercloud!

Kaname: Don’t go near it. You’re exposed on that bike.

Smash Daughter was fearsome enough on her own, but paired with her silver-haired Apsaras-style Magistellus, their combined fury was unmatched. This tanned, motorcycle-riding beauty with the pair of oversized goggles around her neck wielded Hot Splash, a water gun even larger than an assault rifle. She wore a tank top, a tight pair of spats, and a jacket tied around her waist as she sat astride her large hydrogen-engine scooter, and by spraying a powerful jet of water pressurized with carbon dioxide gas, she added that little bit of extra oomph to Smash Daughter’s attack. The ensuing storm of high-voltage current swept along the ground and through the air like a snake. It was even more terrifying than staring down a machine gun blast.

It could slip through door cracks, seep around bulletproof glass, and even get inside cars.

“You arrogant bastards!! Think you can get away with spraying bullets all over the place like it’s none of your damn business, huh?! I don’t wanna hear your freakin’ excuses!”

“Calm down, my lady. A sexy young woman such as yourself should not resort to such language. Here, let’s do some breathing exercises. And relaaax.”

These two had no reason to stick around, however. After very helpfully whittling down the hit men’s numbers, the girl with chestnut hair in the witch’s hat flipped her middle finger and sped off. Kaname flashed his headlights twice to show his appreciation. It was the girl’s Magistellus, who looked for all the world like a gym instructor, who turned around. She appeared about to blow a kiss in response, when Smash Daughter, royally pissed, kicked her scooter hard in the side.

Tselika looked at the Magistellus, whose white tank top was now so drenched with water from her own gun that it barely obstructed the view of her tanned brown skin beneath.

“Hmph. A mole above her navel. I suppose all Apsaras are as promiscuous as her.”

“What’s the matter, Tselika? Feeling some competition?”

Kaname couldn’t hope to rely on the actions of random passersby forever. Protecting Midori from whoever might try to hurt her was paramount. The stronger the opponent, the harder they had to strike back. It was nerve-racking, and Kaname couldn’t shake the ever-present feeling of danger. But he was not going to run away. This was the time to stand and fight.

Those who couldn’t exchange their fear for thrills would die while they were still frozen in horror. Kaname had already done that once before and lost Takamasa as a result. He wasn’t about to let it happen again.

Kaname: Midori, watch out. Try to stay behind me as much as you can.

But there was no response from Midori. Her attention was absorbed by something else, something on the display overlaid on top of her windshield.

Kaname: Midori!

Midori: There’s a request…

Midori’s shocked response came through at last.

Midori: A chat request. From…Bloody Dancer?

“That bastard!!”

“It looks like he isn’t just getting his information from Cindy,” noted Tselika. “Midori did not come to Money (Game) Master until after Takamasa’s Fall. There is no way she and your sister could have met. Perhaps he has hired a private investigator to look into us?”

Midori: Wh-what do I do?!

Kaname: Accept the request and link it to me as well. It’s probably me he wants to speak to anyway.

It was hard to keep an eye out for anyone on their tail as they sped along the continuously curving one-lane circle road. However, Kaname made sure to keep speeding up and slowing down erratically. Cars that were happy to get farther or closer away from him were irrelevant. He needed to watch out for those who went out of their way to keep a constant distance.

“There.”

Kaname disposed of more cars filled with Marietta Flapper hit men, but these were just small fry. As he coolly fired at them from the window, his attention was focused on the enlarged chat box on his dashboard. This was something entirely different.



Bloody Dancer: Yo, Kaname.



That was all it took. All it took for Kaname’s blood to boil. The Lion’s Nose felt as though it would explode.

But Bloody Dancer showed no such emotion.

Bloody Dancer: Good to see you’re enjoying yourself. Doesn’t seem like Marietta’s gonna be enough to put you down, then. I had high hopes for them on that one-lane bridge road, too. Guess they didn’t have the balls to just blow the whole thing up.

Kaname: You should have stayed hidden. You really want me to ruin your life that badly?

Bloody Dancer: Ha-ha!! You? Kill me? Bring it on, then! Let’s see if you’ve changed from the little boy who was cuddling his sister and pissing his pants in fear!!

The engines of the coupe and bike roared in unison as Kaname and Midori came off the bridge and into the heart of Tokonatsu City, bathed in light.

“Tselika, how are you doing on finding us a hotel?”

“Argh! All the ones that match our conditions are booked out! And none are taking last-minute bookings at night!!”

Kaname shared this information with Midori, and he saw her pull a puzzled expression atop her bike.

Midori: Why would people be booking hotels? It’s a game, so they can just log off if they want to go to sleep, right?

Tselika: Why else do people book hotel rooms? To f—

Kaname grabbed Tselika by the horns and gave her a violent shake.

Things were starting to get lively. Each side sought to firm up their footing and locate their foe, gear up, and let the bullets fly. The battle would start long before either side started shooting, and now it was Kaname’s move. His weapons were cars and money. Bloody Dancer relied on nothing but his own skill.

No sooner had Kaname finished that thought, when…



Ker-rash! A mass of steel came speeding out of a side street, barreling toward the side of the coupe.



It was not a dump truck, or an eighteen-wheeler, though it looked very similar.

“Gargh!! I-it’s a Calamity Studio!” shrieked Tselika.

It was oblong, angular, and sleek, like a shipping container. At first glance, it looked like a cross between an armored prisoner transport van and a massive tourist bus, but with antennas covering its flat roof. It was an ERBV, or emergency response broadcast vehicle, an enormous armored mobile broadcasting relay used by news networks to respond immediately to sites of natural disasters. In order to compete with the ubiquitous cameras that everyone carried on their phones, it was built heavy and strong, able to plunge unflinchingly into the eye of a raging tornado and transmit shocking footage directly from the scene.

“Tsk!!”

Kaname gripped the wheel, but the monstrosity weighed over eighty tons, more than a military tank. There was an order of magnitude of difference between the masses of the two vehicles. It also seemed unlikely the tires were filled only with air.

Midori: That van says Tap TV on the side!!

Kaname: I think he stole it from that fortress of PMC activity we saw earlier. To him, it’s just like robbing a bike!!

Though he could explain after the fact, even Kaname hadn’t seen this coming. If he knew this titan was going to come into play, he would have planned things a little differently.

His reaction came too slowly. The Lion’s Nose could not predict the future!!

The ERBV scraped the coupe’s bumper, just behind the right rear wheel. That small scrape was enough to crumple the entire trunk like an empty can. The back of the car was wrenched sideways, sending the vehicle into an uncontrolled spin. Kaname was turning the wheel to fight back when he caught sight of something in his mirrors.

It was not his foe, the pistol-wielding Dealer, who sat in the driver’s seat—he couldn’t even drive. Beyond the wire-mesh-reinforced windshield, someone else gripped the enormous steering wheel.

“Cindy…?!”

“That’s not all, Tselika. Bloody Dancer’s here as well!!” shouted Kaname.

A solitary figure lurked amid the crowd of antennas atop the armored van’s roof. A man with silver, slicked-back hair, dressed stylishly in a thin suit, in his hands a pair of pistols sporting freakishly long magazines and grenade launchers bigger than the weapons themselves. A man who, in this game of Money (Game) Master, placed his faith not in cars or high-risk trading, but in his own two guns alone. This man, with hard rock blaring from the wearable speaker around his neck, could take on a squad of PMCs. He could waltz into the headquarters of an AI business as if it were no more trouble than walking down to the convenience store.

Kaname’s heart was racing, but he attempted to convert his fear into exhilaration, his hesitation into action. One wrong move here would spell the end. It seemed likely his nerves would give out before any bullets got to him.

He needed to face his own trauma. Tselika offered him one of his neckties, but Kaname refused. Using the Stress Care skill would treat the physical symptoms, but that would just be running away. It couldn’t bring the value to zero. If he acknowledged the situation was getting to him, it would all be downhill from there.

Conscious of his rising stress levels, Kaname screamed:

“Bloody Dancer!!”

“Hee-hee!”

They didn’t need the chatroom anymore. They yelled at each other over the raging wind.

“Hee-hee-hee! Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!! Those mercs weren’t doing it for you, so why don’t we up the ante?!!”

Bang! Bang! Ba-bang!!

There was a series of gunshots. Tselika ducked in her seat in the coupe, finally free from its spin, causing her pit-babe garb to squeak against the leather. But Bloody Dancer was not aiming at them.

Midori: What?

There was the sound of breaking glass. Midori kept peeking back over her shoulder.

Midori: He’s not shooting at us. He’s firing randomly at that building!! But why?!

Kaname: The corporate defenses.

Kaname shivered. As soon as he understood the meaning of his foe’s actions, a deathly chill ran down his spine.

Kaname: Watch out, Midori! He’s trying to summon the PMCs on us!! This place is full of private buildings!!

Sure enough, his assault soon prompted a furious reprisal. First came the armored cars, their sirens blaring. But no sooner had they reached the main road than a barrage of grenades from Bloody Dancer’s launchers blew them away. A new window appeared on Kaname’s dashboard, his PMC attention meter. It was already over eighty. Reinforcements flooded the scene, from attack helicopters to eight-wheeled APCs with roof-mounted machine guns. It was less like a suppression force and more like an army. In theory, though, their only target was Bloody Dancer and the ERBV he was driving.

The PMCs were supposed to be an undefeatable force. Normally, if you made the mistake of alerting them, the best thing to do was to hide out somewhere until the heat died down. Their base stats were off the charts, and even if you managed to defeat one, two more would show up to avenge it. You never, ever, went looking for a fight on purpose. And yet…

Midori: Can this even be called a fight…?

What she saw in her mirrors then stunned her speechless. She kept looking back, as if she needed another look to convince herself.

Midori: He’s crashing through them! All of them! It’s like we’re being chased by a massive metal shark!!

With a burst of gunfire and lobbed grenades, Bloody Dancer sent the armored cars into a spin and shot the helicopters out of the sky. They all fell in front of the ERBV’s bumper, where they were pushed haphazardly forward by gunfire like huge steel popcorn. If even one of those flaming wrecks hit Kaname or Midori, they’d be done for.

He was not hoping to use the PMCs’ boundless firepower against them; he was using their carcasses as ammunition, like a pitching machine with an unlimited number of balls. He let out a mad laugh as he tossed what remained of one of the game’s most feared enemies onto the sidewalk, flattening traffic lights and smashing storefronts. Kaname could see Dealers who had just been walking down the street duck into buildings and under cars for cover, screaming for their lives.

A volcano of steel and gunpowder pursued them. Even in the game world, it was nothing short of absurd!!

“Well?! Exciting enough for you?! Let me know if it’s still not up to snuff, Kaname! I’m getting in new stock all the time! I’ve got a real feast prepared for you!!”

Midori: He’s mad… He’s got everyone in the whole city after him, and he’s laughing!!

One of the PMC armored vehicles fired a single shell from its long, tank-like cannon. But Bloody Dancer merely aimed and fired his under-barrel grenade launcher, and the two projectiles collided in midair and detonated by the side of the road. It was a superhuman feat, one that no mere man could perform, even if they used the Slow skill to slow down their sense of time.

The most terrifying part was that the guns in each of his hands were not Legacies. They were just ordinary firearms. His skill was all his own.

But Kaname had no time to admire this. He wasn’t even able to swerve out of the way before the unexpected explosion blasted him aside. The coupe was thrown halfway into the air, balancing on two wheels. It was a miracle the car didn’t flip completely, but Bloody Dancer didn’t wait for Kaname to regain control.

Ba-bang!! Two shots to the wheels still in contact with the ground, and the coupe lost its balance. It was the same as in karate and kickboxing: When an opponent kicked high, it was best to sweep low and send them crashing to the ground.

Midori: Hey!

Kaname: Stay back, Midori! I don’t want you caught up in this!!

The coupe was completely out of control. It ran off the main road and plowed straight into a nearby building.
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The coupe’s carbon frame splintered the double doors and plunged into the building, finally coming to rest after crashing into the base of a statue depicting a pair of nude goddesses.

“Dammit… Tselika, you alive?”

“Yes, My Lord. As much as I may wish it were not so…”

But there was no time to lie there with the car’s airbag as a pillow. Heralded by the roar of her engine, Midori joined the pair in the marble lobby.

“Are you guys okay?!”

“…You should have just run away,” muttered Kaname, as he took a crowbar out from under the seat. He left the car, went around to the back, and pried the bent trunk open.

The monster shotgun, #tempest.err.

The anti-materiel rifle longer than a person was tall, #fireline.err.

The minigun as light as a feather, #dracolord.err.

And the mortar that ignored all terrain in its path, #thunderbolt.err.

These were the four Legacies Kaname had collected thus far. Luckily, they had not been damaged when the trunk was squashed. They would help Kaname in his fight, of course, but more than anything, he couldn’t leave them here for Bloody Dancer to find.

“Midori, can you call Meiki out?”

“She’s around… She must be in a good mood today.”

Midori tapped lightly on her motorcycle’s gas tank, and a Magistellus in a short-cut cheongsam appeared on the back seat.

“In that case, she can take #fireline.err. Tselika, you’ve got #tempest.err. Midori, take #dracolord.err.”

“Wait, what about #thunderbolt.err?!”

“The projectile may be able to pass through obstacles, but it takes too long to land to be of any use to us indoors. Someone with empty hands can carry it on their back!”

It seemed unlikely Bloody Dancer would deign to use the Legacies against them if any were to fall into his hands, but he would end up handing them over to the AIs, and Kaname could not let his efforts so far be in vain.

Also, as powerful as the Legacies were, there was no point in giving more than one to a single person. If someone had #fireline.err and #dracolord.err, there was practically no range at which both weapons would be useful. Therefore, it was more efficient to divide them up.

Now, then…

First, Midori had to take the minigun, light as polystyrene. Questions of her effectiveness with it aside, it was the only one she could carry. Kaname, for his part, preferred to fight with his own weapon, Short Spear. He also had to consider the fact that #fireline.err was very heavy, so he didn’t want to give it to a human who would be taken down by a single stray bullet. That meant it was safer to leave it in the hands of the two Magistelli. The high-caliber shotgun with a barrel diameter more in line with a grenade launcher went to Tselika. This was so that Kaname and Tselika had both short- and long-range capabilities between them. Bloody Dancer himself was deadly close up, with his pistols and grenade launchers, so they couldn’t start a close-quarters brawl unprepared. Of course, it would be foolish to underestimate the further threat he posed. He was a beast, able to take down fortresses and battleships with nothing more than his pistols, grenades, and the hard rock blaring from his speaker.

Kaname drew his weapon and took a deep breath. Then he put his hands around the Reduce Pain necktie he was wearing and pulled it off.

“My Lord?! What are you doing?!”

“…I can’t be relying on skills. Not if I want to stand on the same playing field as him.”

His back wound flared up like an explosion, and Kaname gritted his teeth against the pain. But there was method to his apparent madness. As highly coveted as the skill was, it had failed him by dulling his reaction time when it counted. If the Calamity Studio, that ERBV that Bloody Dancer was driving around, hadn’t crashed into him earlier, they wouldn’t be in this predicament now.

In other words…

I have to build myself up from scratch first. Everything else comes on top of that. I have things that Bloody Dancer doesn’t. The Legacies I’m borrowing from Takamasa, my friends… I can’t ever forget that I am blessed. If I take that for granted…I can never win against him.

“Tselika. Get me my other tie. The one with no skills.”

“Yessir. You’ve always walked the path of most resistance, My Lord. I’ll put it on for you. Hold still.”

As she did so, Kaname reflected. If he surrounded himself with conveniences, he could never reach Bloody Dancer’s level. But if he tried to fight alone, he could never surpass it. Failure awaited him at both extremes. Kaname needed to find a happy medium, and so he rid himself of his skills.

The tiny difference in reaction speed Reduce Pain had taken from him made a world of difference. He could bear the pain, if it allowed him to stand up and protect the people dear to him.

“Right now, we need to get farther inside.”

“What is this place? A museum???” asked Midori.

“My Lord, have we not just broken down the doors of a private building? If we stay here, the PMCs will be all over us!!”

“Would you rather go back out there and face Bloody Dancer? Keep your guard up, they’re coming!!”

Kaname felt the Lion’s Nose as clear as day.

The interior of the building was decorated like a Victorian mansion. He couldn’t look up the blueprints, since it was an unexplored building, and even the mini map on his smart watch was blank.

The twin goddess statue his coupe had collided with stood in the very center of the hall, and beyond it was a reception desk. The place seemed to have closed for the night, as there was neither a customer nor an AI receptionist in sight… That didn’t mean there weren’t night watchmen farther in, though.

Kaname ignored the stairs. There was no need to go down with the building. If he could just make his way through the maze of passages to a back exit, he could escape into the alleyways beyond. With that in mind, the higher he climbed, the more he would box himself in. On the first floor, he could always escape out a window; thus both the upstairs and the basement were to be avoided. The safest option was to head deeper into the building.

But just as he made that decision…

The entire wall facing the road came crashing down as the large cuboid ERBV plowed straight into it. Tselika watched as the already-damaged mint-green coupe was crushed beneath the mass of stone.

“…That bastard, I’m gonna kill him!!”

“No, Tselika! Try to stay calm!!”

Kaname grabbed her slender arm and pulled her down a hallway.

The car was useless now. And his money was useless without anyone to pay. All he had left were his guns and his own self. This was exactly what Bloody Dancer wanted.

“Haah… Haah…” Kaname gasped for breath.

“Hey…,” Midori ventured.

“I’m fine, dammit. I’m fine… I won’t give up this time. This isn’t like back then…”

“Listen to me!!” Midori yelled from right beside him. “Where the heck are we? Do you have a plan?!”

Midori’s voice brought Kaname back to his senses. It seemed that Tselika wasn’t the only one letting the situation get to her. And it wasn’t just because he’d been shot. Kaname’s mental state was more complicated than he had thought. Hadn’t he already decided he wouldn’t rely on Stress Care skills?

The room they were in now was different from the others. A red carpet lay spread out before them. No doubt during the day there would have been a signposted route to be followed by eager visitors with audio guides, but past closing time, there was no such service. All around them were doorways leading to other large rooms, without any indication of how to navigate them.

Just then, Kaname felt the Lion’s Nose like a punch in the face from an invisible fist. Then he heard the roaring riffs of hard rock blaring from the wearable speaker. A cheery voice called out from the corridor behind them.

“Yo!!”

“Tch!!”

It was a tough decision, but even Kaname could only protect one person at a time. And Magistelli, if shot, would only be Downed, while human Dealers would Fall. This was the kind of logical choice only possible in a game, and the calculations shot through his brain lightning fast as he swept up Midori in his arms and dived through a nearby door. From the floor, he yelled.

“Midori! Hallway ceiling!!”

Ba-bang! Bang!! A burst of gunfire erupted from the hallway outside. In order to protect the Magistellus duo from the madman’s bullets, Midori took up the featherweight minigun and unleashed a barrage into the walls and ceiling. The ensuing torrent of rubble obstructed the attack, and not a second later, Tselika and Meiki dived into the room. However…

“Meiki?!”

Midori’s Magistellus did not answer her. She had taken a hit in the shoulder. Tselika, too, threw the monster shotgun #tempest.err to the ground and slumped to the floor. She was sweating hard, moisture dripping down her face, and not because of the sweltering heat of the tropical city. Her pit-babe outfit consisted of only a bikini top, a miniskirt, and a fur-laced jacket. She was completely exposed.

Red liquid spilled from beneath the hand she pressed to her right side.

“…Do not make that face. You made the right decision, My Lord. We are Magistelli. Death for us is but a momentary inconvenience…”

That wasn’t true, and Kaname knew it. He hated himself for acting on reason alone. Bloody Dancer had caught them unawares. If he hadn’t called out to them before shooting, the man could easily have killed at least one of them. Even taking into account Kaname’s and Midori’s timely interventions, it was odd that he had missed his target’s vitals. With his skills, he should have been able to fire his twin pistols through the falling rubble like threading a needle, striking his victim’s brain and heart.

But Bloody Dancer had always been that way. He took the freedom afforded him by the game’s open world to unthinkable lengths—much further than Kaname. There was no catching up to that monster. He would tear up everything the boy held dear, right in front of his eyes. First his sister, then Takamasa, and now Midori and Tselika, too. His best friend’s sister and his own irreplaceable partner.

I’ll kill him…

Something inside him snapped. Cracks spread in his gritted back teeth. His rage had gone beyond the limits of the game.

Enough. Screw principles—I don’t need a reason. I’m going to kill Bloody Dancer with my own two hands!!

“Heeey there, Kaname!! Where’d you go?” came a jeering voice. “Weren’t you going to kill me?!”

“My Lord! We have to escape! Don’t listen to him!”

The hard rock pounded in Kaname’s ears and against his heart.

“This is just like before!!” the man boomed. “So who’s going to die for you this time? Which of these chicks is going to be your meat shield? You’ve sure been busy pickin’ ’em up, Kaname!!”

“Think, My Lord! You’re not back in that abandoned building!! If you want to take him down, you’ve got to stay calm! Weren’t you the one telling me that just a few minutes ago?!!”

Midori gave a murmur of agreement. After patching up Meiki’s shoulder with a spare handkerchief, she had quickly helped Tselika get to her feet as well. Now she turned to Kaname, staring him down.

“You said you would put your life on the line to protect me,” Midori shouted. “That means you can’t just throw it away. This is an order, Kaname. You have to protect us all, no matter what happens!!”

Her words were like a slap across the face, and at last Kaname’s mind was plucked from its isolation back into the real world. She was right. Only if his life were his own could Kaname be permitted to lose himself to anger. Takamasa had saved the life of his sister, and so Kaname had sworn to repay the favor in kind. He had to protect Midori. That was more important than his vengeance.

Once you have a lot of money, it’s easy to lose your humanity. To become nothing more than a slave of the AI companies. But a hero had saved Kaname from all that, and Kaname had sworn to live as he had—as a human.

“…That’s more like it,” said Midori with a grin as she saw the look in Kaname’s eyes. Her smile reminded Kaname of his dear departed friend. “I’m not saying to let that monster go. Just think of a way to take him down without losing anybody. And that includes you.”

“Yeah…”

“My brother may have been a hero to you, but he made one mistake. He let you bear the weight of his death. You know how painful it is, so don’t force it onto anyone else! We’re winning this battle, and everyone is coming out alive, you understand?!”

“Yeah. I’m done letting that asshole take whatever he wants! It ends here!!”

The horror in his heart was replaced with exhilaration. Kaname Suou felt a flame ignite somewhere deep inside.

He didn’t have much to work with. All four of their Legacies combined wouldn’t be enough to go against Bloody Dancer’s common pistols head-on. That wasn’t even an option. Gunfights were his specialty, and there was nothing to be gained from confronting him on his own turf.

“We’ll split up,” Kaname said simply.

There was no time for detailed discussion. They could hear Bloody Dancer’s pistols echoing down the hallway. No doubt he was busy slaughtering the night watchmen who had come to respond to their intrusion, nonsensically targeting the PMCs once again. Kaname felt the tip of his Lion’s Nose tingle as if scorched by an invisible flame.

To that man, this was nothing more than a quick diversion. He was even humming a little tune.

“Midori, help Tselika and head farther in. If you can, try to stop her bleeding. And take #thunderbolt.err. It’s not going to be of any use to us in here. I’m still in fighting shape, so I’ll stick with Meiki and try to outflank him. Meiki, can you handle #fireline.err?”

Meiki was never much for conversation, and it was difficult to even discern a yes or no from her flat expression. The sniper rifle in her hands was heavy, so Kaname wanted to be sure it wasn’t going to cause her any problems. It was Midori, though, who stepped in on her behalf.

“She says it’s okay. And you have my permission to order her around.”

“Thanks, Midori. Now head back into the building with Tselika. And Meiki—listen to me. If we end up in a shoot-out with Bloody Dancer, we’re as good as dead. It doesn’t matter how many people we have or how good our weapons are. I want you to keep that in mind.”

“…”

“And one more thing. We need to shoot him from two different angles at the same time to make sure he Falls. If we fail, we’re not going to get another chance. Understood? No second chances. Don’t let him make a move. We do this right and there shouldn’t be a fight at all. Once a fight starts, we’ve already lost.”

It was hard to tell if Meiki had taken in any of what he had said. Her gaze drifted gently, and she seemed more interested in her surroundings than in Kaname. He followed suit and examined the room they stood in. It was large and rectangular, its walls lined with glass display cabinets lit with indirect lighting. Near the collapsed wall connecting their room to the hallway, a number of the cabinets had shattered, and their contents lay strewn across the floor.

A magnum revolver, a speargun, and a carbine rifle. A rather eccentric collection of weapons.

But then, Kaname spotted the golden placard lying among the debris, listing the items’ names.

“#bigheart.err, #seasnake.err, and #penetrator.err…”

Kaname’s heart clenched. He took a closer look around him.

“You’re kidding me. Everything in here, they’re all Takamasa’s Legacies!!”

“Hey, hey, hey. Did you think I crashed your car into this building for no reason?”

Kaname spun around and pointed Short Spear in the direction of the voice, but already the figure was upon him. The man moved so fast that it seemed like the sound of his hard rock music trailed behind at a delay. A monster, more than rivaling the demonic Magistelli, in a thin white suit and black shirt. A beast with a pistol and a grenade launcher in each hand.

The feeling in the Lion’s Nose exploded out of control.

Then there was a shwmp!! sound, like a wine bottle being uncorked, and a grenade went off.

“Graagh?!”

Kaname grunted as he was knocked to the floor. Something was off. Bloody Dancer’s fragmentation grenades unleashed a cloud of shrapnel that spelled instant death for anything within an eight-meter radius. All the more in an enclosed space like this. Without cover, he should have been torn to shreds.

So how was Kaname still alive?

Kaname lay on the ground, but Short Spear was still in his grasp. His voice shook.

“Cindy…?!”

“Heh. Looks like all you can do is cower behind your friends, eh?”

Bloody Dancer stepped into the ruined room, spitting harsh words to rub salt in Kaname’s wounds.

She was frozen, her pose unnatural. Just like the broken remains of the statues lying around them, the dark elf Magistellus lay motionless on the ground. The black-haired young girl who, by all rights, should have left the game when Ayame retired. (Though whether she would have disappeared to the data realm outside the city or some world only demons knew, Kaname could not say.)

She couldn’t even blink, and yet she looked up at Kaname as if making sure he was safe, before a red shoe stepped mercilessly onto her face. Her glasses cracked, and the monster who had shot her stepped over her body as though she were nothing more than a piece of rubble.
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“Now ain’t that a hoot? She managed to free herself from me, only to die protecting you.”

The thumping beat of the hard rock emanating from his wearable speaker punctuated the man’s words.

“This sure is a nicer sight than when that beanpole did it. A chick sacrificing herself for a dude is way more emotional. Even better when you add the racial aspect to it. Love overcoming all boundaries! Ain’t that a touching tale? C’mon, man, give me a tear here. You got any feelings left in there, huh?!”

“Bloody Dancer…!!”

“If you wanna fight instead, then let’s get it on!! Don’t waste your time planning for a second shot, ’cause we aren’t gonna make it that far! One shot, one kill. Let’s settle this right here and now with a good old-fashioned quickdraw!!”

The two duelists leaped into action. The crack of Bloody Dancer’s pistols rang loud throughout the room, while Kaname’s .45-caliber bullet pierced the air in silence. Time slowed to a halt. Only the hard rock streaming from the man’s speaker filled the space between them.

There was a streak of red. A gash opened in Bloody Dancer’s right ear.

First blood.

It dripped over his green glass earring. Even this tiny wound was a triumph. Anyone who saw their fight and knew their relative capabilities would be astonished to see Kaname land even a single hit of this caliber on his foe.

A broad smile spread across Bloody Dancer’s face. He was like a tiger eyeing its prey.

“…You’re fast, kid. That’s the first time anyone’s managed to surprise me. Kaname, you’ve got the speed of a beast. Looks like you finally stopped playing on easy mode with all those skills and shit, huh?”

However.

The one on his knees, expression twisted in agony, was Kaname. A bullet to his side. Not even the Lion’s Nose had been fast enough to warn him.

“But you were just a little too far to the left. Oh well.”

“…Grhh!!”

Bloody Dancer wasn’t using any skills to boost his evasion. He didn’t rely on such things, which was why he could so easily break convention in his tactics. Unlike skills enhanced through the Legacies, his skills were the product of a man dedicated solely to perfecting himself, not his tools.

So many had passed through his hands, and he never once gave in to the temptation of the Legacies. As selfish as he was, the man had mettle.

“I’m trying to explain, so quit jumping the gun! Aren’t you wondering what this mountain of Legacies is doing here?”

“You killed Takamasa, and now you’re trying to scavenge his loot, right?”

“Don’t make it sound like I’m some kind of vulture. I was asked to do this, you know. By the AI companies.”

“Then you know…!”

Kaname could no longer stand. He was down on one knee, his breath ragged and hoarse. But still, he refused to go down.

In some ways, the beast was right. If Kaname had relied on skills such as Reduce Pain and Stress Care to relieve his mind, he wouldn’t be so tenacious now. He wouldn’t be able to stand on the same level as his foe if he gave up as soon as he saw the raw difference in their ability.

“You know the Magistelli are using us! Using humanity as a stepping-stone to seize something even greater…!!”

“Who cares? I’m just here to have fun.”

To one side of him kneeled Kaname, and to the other stood Meiki. The brute grinned as he pointed his twin pistols at each of them.

“Now let me ask you a question,” he said. “What would you do if this game didn’t exist? Could you make a living in the real world? We’re the same, you and I. We can only shine in here. We’re nothing without the game. Do you know what I’m like in real life? I bet you couldn’t even guess. This game…is my flesh and blood.”

“…”

“I don’t wanna deal with the complicated shit. I just wanna shoot stuff without having to think about it. And yet here you come, talking all kinds of feel-good crap about humanity and AI. I don’t give a shit, understand? And this isn’t the first time. The Swiss Depression—who cares? Millions of people will lose their jobs and starve. Big deal! The money can go where it likes. As long as I keep winning, I can earn my keep. I just want to play the game. This world is so much fun! Who are you to tell me what the rules are, huh?!”

“You’re insane.”

Kaname gulped. He had always known it, from the moment he had first met the man.

“…How can you still say that, after things have gotten this bad? You’re going to keep pretending none of this is happening?”

“I’m going to collect all the Legacies.”

It was a clear statement of intent. He was not a servant of the AI or the Magistelli, but he was no less a threat. He was an enemy to humanity the world over. He knew that the horrors stretched far beyond mortal understanding, and yet he was laughing.

He was unlike Kaname Suou. Unlike Criminal AO.

Bloody Dancer. No skills, no Legacies. No help from other Dealers or even his Magistellus. He was a true lone wolf, an army of one. A warrior of destruction who fought all his battles alone.

“And then, I’m gonna give them to the AIs. Humans are always trying to undo what they’ve done once they see the scales start to tip. I’m gonna make it so we can’t go back, so we have to sit in our own shit. And then, after that, what else will there be to do but play? Maybe that’ll make us slaves to the AI, but so what? Leave those real-world problems out of it! Let’s start having fun!! It’s like when you’re way into a game and your family comes to you with their stupid problems—what a fucking downer!! Don’t you think so, too, Kaname???!!!”

His attitude toward the game was completely different. He had built his life around it. And if that was the source of his strength, then…

If he had discarded the real world entirely and become fully devoted to the virtual, then…

Even Kaname Suou could do nothing to stop him…!!



And then, the man’s twin pistols fired.


7

He had to be stopped at all costs. This beast of a man could not be allowed to reach Midori and Tselika, even if Kaname had to die to prevent it.

But just as Kaname steeled his resolve…

“…?”

By now, several seconds had passed, and Kaname found that no bullets had torn his flesh, and no impact had shattered his bones.

Between the barrel of his rifle, Short Spear, and his foe stood a solitary figure. It was a woman with long black hair swept back and a pair of smart-looking spectacles.

Kaname could make out words emanating from her earphones.

“Now. Do it.”



Ching! Chikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikkikki!!!



There was a high-pitched noise, an unusual sound for a gunshot.

It was more like the sound of clashing swords. And little wonder, for the woman was using the assault rifle in her hands to shoot each and every oncoming bullet out of the air. Was she utilizing the gun’s recoil to make minute adjustments to her aim? Or perhaps it was accomplished by slightly altering the spin of each bullet. Either way, this was not a normal weapon.

The woman’s white blouse and pencil skirt were spotless, her intricate metal headband and smart glasses impeccable, and her black stockings without a single run. The belt securing her weapon to her back must have been a holdover from her time as a sniper.

“Li…”

Kaname gasped. He had killed her, with his very own hands.

“Lily-Kiska?!”

The woman chuckled softly, as though the mere fact he had remembered her name was amusing.

The dead returning to life. That was another pleasure unique to the game world.

“A Legacy,” sneered Bloody Dancer, as though the hard rock blaring from his wearable speaker was of greater value. “Boring. Any fool can swing one of those around; it practically does everything for you.”

“My, you sound awfully relaxed, considering my #swallowdive.err can shoot every one of your bullets out of the air. Of course, I could switch my target to your brains instead.”

“Ha. But it ain’t all-powerful, is it? If it was, you wouldn’t be standing there in front of me. I’m guessing there’re some restrictions, but frankly I couldn’t care less. All I gotta do is pay attention to what’s in front of me.”

Ba-bang!! The hollow sound of gunfire rang out. Bloody Dancer’s gun was pointed directly overhead, like the starting pistol at a race. But something was different.

And then, Lily-Kiska, who could shoot every bullet out of the air, found her shoulder coated in fresh, scarlet blood.

“Ghhh?!”

“A ricochet. If I can’t shoot you head-on, then I just have to get at you from an angle. Seeing as how you couldn’t stop that, I’m guessing it only works on targets in its sight range. But since I’ve already handled it, I don’t really care about the specifics.”

He fired again. This time, Kaname dived toward her and knocked her to the ground. If he hadn’t, the bullet would have penetrated Lily-Kiska right in her stomach, the core of her torso and the hardest place to protect without taking a hit to any vital organs.

“You idiot,” sneered Bloody Dancer. “When it comes down to it, Money (Game) Master is about killing. If you wanna protect these easy mode Dealers, up to their ears in skills, then you shouldn’t be jumping in front of her, Kaname. You should be killing me.”

However, though Kaname had taken the bullet for Lily-Kiska, he hadn’t Fallen. The round had lodged in his smartphone strapped to his thigh. But had Bloody Dancer noticed?

The man’s pistols fired nine-millimeter bullets. His grenade launchers were there to fill the gap when their destructive power was insufficient. They were not nearly as dangerous as magnum ammo, which could blow away a bulletproof jacket, along with the wearer’s torso, in one shot.

He clicked his tongue.

“Tch!!”

Just then, the metallic sound of Kaname’s rifle rang out. The silencer-integrated barrel poked out from underneath his armpit as he lay on the floor.

And that .45-caliber bullet sliced Bloody Dancer, the most fearsome gunslinger in the game, in the temple.

“A little more to the side, don’t you think?”

“Ha-ha…!!”

“I’m getting better at it. Next time, it’ll be your eye.”

It was unclear whether Bloody Dancer was laughing from anger or glee. He didn’t even put his hand to the wound. His instincts told him only to fight on. The man never felt a shred of fear. He pointed his twin pistols at Kaname and Lily-Kiska, who each lay crumpled on the floor. At the same time, they both turned their weapons toward him.

The two sides stared each other down. Even without cover, the mad beast before them might dodge their stream of bullets simply by jumping side to side. But they had come so far, and it was inconceivable to give up here without even putting up a solid fight.

Only with such persistence could they hope to carve themselves a place in this game.

In that endlessly dilated second of time, Bloody Dancer’s bellow shook the room.

“Now this is fun, Kaname! Make sure you don’t let the woman drag you down! You gotta protect that deadweight from the grenades, too!!”

“Is that right? She’s deadweight, is she?”

A strange voice cut through the despair.

Meiki remained silent. Cindy was lying frozen on the floor. In any case, it was a man’s voice. And it certainly wasn’t Bloody Dancer or Kaname speaking.

So then, who was it?

The voice had come from somewhere behind the mad beast.



“Would you like to revise that statement? After all, it’s because of her that you didn’t notice me.”



A cold metal click came from behind Bloody Dancer.

“…Lily-Kiska has been very helpful to me, you know. She’s given a nerd like me the chance to get a shot off on a beast like you.”

“Taka…”

The man’s voice astonished Kaname even more than his actions. White dress shirt, black necktie, and a pair of slacks. Several pouches of tools at his waist, and a bandanna tied around his upper arm. It was so astonishing a sight that even the peerless warrior, Bloody Dancer, seemed to fade into the outer reaches of Kaname’s vision.

“…ma…sa…?”

“It’s Criminal AO, Kaname. And thanks for looking after that little goofball for me. You’re a real hero. At least you are to me.”

“#solitude.err, huh?!”

Meanwhile, Bloody Dancer snarled like an unruly predator. His scheme was to collect the Legacies and the list and hand them over to the AIs. Obviously, he knew more than the average Dealer about their names, appearances, and abilities. This Legacy had a range of five meters, its ammo capacity a measly two rounds, and yet it allowed the wielder to go unnoticed by anyone other than the person it was aimed at. Bloody Dancer would know all of this.

“You think a coward’s weapon like that…is gonna kill me?!”

He spun around like a raging hurricane. One shot from the grenade launcher beneath his pistol at the attacker’s wrist and that credit-card-sized pistol was blown from his grasp. But that wasn’t all. Bloody Dancer had two guns. With the handgun in his other hand, he aimed a bullet directly at his assailant’s head.

However.

“No.”

The other monster, the one who had snuck up on the man from behind, spoke only a single word, smiling as he did so. His hand slipped to another pouch, one even Kaname didn’t know about. One not for tools, but for weapons.



“But I’m not using #solitude.err for that.”



“Wha—?!”

In his opposite hand, Takamasa held a simplified submachine gun, little more than a T-shaped piece of metal.

Kaname had previously surmised that it was impossible to benefit from the effects of two Legacies at the same time. However, to wave one around while secretly gaining the effects of another was perfectly fine.

In other words, Takamasa’s stealth was his own. A feint, only effective against those familiar with the Legacies. A strategy just for Bloody Dancer.

Ba-bang!!

Takamasa fired and hit Bloody Dancer in the flank. But the sound of the explosion had come from the man’s back. The music emanating from the wearable speaker around his neck suddenly cut out, and the madman muttered:

“#primer.err…?”

“Pipes, gas tanks, cars, stoves, gas cylinders, cartridges, hand grenades. Anything that can explode, will, when shot with this weapon. What’s a shooting game without explosions, after all?”

“…The anti-warship…Legacy…”

“They’re ‘Magic,’ beast. Even the protection mechanisms in your standard gasometer or tanker don’t work against it. If you can get close enough, you can hit a tank’s fuel supply or the torpedo tubes or missile racks on the deck of a warship. It’s Magic. It can be risky, though, if the wielder gets caught in the explosion.”

In this case, he had shot the battery. The one that powered the smartphone sending a stream of hard rock music to the man’s wearable speaker. The bullet fired into his torso caused the electronic device at his back to explode.

“Urgh… Grhh…”

Bloody Dancer, the undefeated warrior, and next to him the hero who had just blown a hole in his side. A Legacy in his hand, the hero, this ruler of explosion and flame, made a declaration:

“…Your side and your back. Now I’ve made up for Kaname and me. I could keep on firing until you die. However, this time, I think I’ll pass on the honor. I’m not the only one who has an ax to grind with you, after all.”

“Tch!!”

With a click of his tongue, Bloody Dancer swung his right pistol toward Takamasa and his left toward the others. Two barrels and two grenade launchers. Takamasa, Kaname, Lily-Kiska, and Meiki. No doubt he could have taken them all, including Cindy, who lay Downed at his feet.

However.

However.

However.



The final blow came from beyond the wall. From Tselika, wielding the monster shotgun, #tempest.err.




Still leaning on Midori for support, she had only one free hand to hold the gun. As a result, the weapon’s recoil flung it free from her grasp. Even so, the blast was strong enough to knock down the dividing wall, sending a grand total of two thousand pellets, like a raging storm of horizontal raindrops, into the room beyond.

“Grhh.”

Even the lone alpha, the king of close-quarters combat, the man who tore down the legendary team, Called Game…

Even he found his senses overloaded. He couldn’t react to the Magistellus’s sudden appearance on the scene:

“Bghah!! Aglph! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!!!!!!”

The man’s world shattered. Just like the battery, his wearable speaker fell to bits. As he screamed, he was sent flying into one of the glass cabinets holding the Legacies. He was unable to sit, impaled on large shards of glass that held him up in a standing position. His black shirt and white jacket were both stained red with blood, so much that it would have been difficult to guess the fabric’s original color.

And then, in that world of silence.

“…What happened to your Magistellus, Bloody Dancer?”

Takamasa had asked the question, though he already knew the answer.

“I don’t mean Cindy. You stole her from Ayame. I mean Undine, your original Magistellus. Where did she go?”

“I already told you…,” he replied, through gasping breaths, his mouth dripping with blood. Still, he smiled, the cheap green earring swinging from his ear. “I couldn’t care less about AI society or the fate of the world or any of that crap. I’m here to have fun in Money (Game) Master, and nothing else.”

“…”

“Human, Magistellus, it makes no difference to me. But once I learned the truth, we didn’t get along so well anymore. Magistelli don’t just die when you shoot them… Give ’em an hour or so and they’ll be back. So you know what I did? Know what I did to make her go away for good?”

“You buried her, didn’t you? Under six feet of soil.”

There was a gasp. Not from Kaname or Midori, but from Tselika.

Bloody Dancer exhaled before continuing.

“…Somewhere to the north of the city. Wrapped her in chains and filled in the hole with plastic resin.”

“Underneath one of the pylons?”

“Tch. So you’ve been there, huh…?”

Those were the lengths to which that man would go. When humans and Magistelli fought, the two would come to blows. And the strongest Dealer would win, whatever it took.

Everyone knew Bloody Dancer was the most powerful gunslinger around. He always shot to kill, no matter who his opponent was.

Even if it was his irreplacable partner.

He couldn’t accept defeat. There was no such choice for him. Once his beloved partner put her gun to his forehead, his body moved on its own. Before her slender finger could even pull the trigger, his hand would be on her gun, pushing it aside, and his fingers digging into her eyes or her throat.

No matter the cost, he could never, ever lose. All he could do was watch as his own hands tore his partner asunder.

But she was a Magistellus, and a Downed Magistellus would be back within the hour. Even so, he couldn’t bring himself to finish her off for good. He couldn’t let her live, and he couldn’t let her die. In this one battle—with her—he couldn’t bring himself to decide a winner and a loser.

This way, he wouldn’t have to hurt her anymore. But it was a contradiction. He hadn’t kept her safe. She wasn’t safe—not from hunger, thirst, or suffocation. But Bloody Dancer loved this game more than anyone else, and this was his way. Even if nobody else could ever understand it.

He couldn’t allow her to kill him, nor could he allow her to die. Even if it was insane, even if she hated him forever, he wanted to take the third option. For the sake of his partner, his one and only partner, Undine.

“I don’t give a shit about the fate of humanity.”

“…”

“I don’t care who wins, AI or humans. I just want it to all be over so I can go back to playing with that goofy little chick with the fluffy hair… That’s why I wanted to end this fight, whatever it took.”

He still wore his sky-blue scarf and glass earring, accessories that seemed out of place on the monstrous man. He had never let go of them, but he didn’t flaunt them, either.

He looked around and saw a group of humans and Magistelli willing to throw their lives away for each other at a moment’s notice, even if it meant taking a rain of bullets.

“Yeah, I admit it…”

Those who knew the truth yet still walked together, Kaname Suou and Tselika. What did he think when he looked at them?

Whatever it was, he smiled and placed his fingers on the triggers of his pistols.

The Lion’s Nose burned like never before.



“I was jealous of you guys.”



Kaname’s and Takamasa’s right arms flew up at practically the same time, both pointing their guns at Bloody Dancer. The .45-caliber bullet pierced his head without a sound. Though he would have been dead almost instantly, the mad beast’s finger still twitched.

Shwmp!! A grenade left the launcher’s tube and hit the ground at the man’s feet as he lay impaled on shards of glass, without even his wearable speaker for comfort. What would follow was obvious.

There was no music to mark his end. No sound at all. Perhaps, in the end, no one ever did succeed in killing him.

The blast wave from the explosion knocked everyone else off their feet, and the game’s wildest Dealer disappeared into dust.
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Server Name: Alpha Scarlet.

Final Location: Tokonatsu City, Peninsula District.

Fall confirmed.

Bloody Dancer will be logged out for twenty-four hours.



 



Epilogue


It was like a mass grave. In the end, only Midori had been able to avoid injury. Even the legendary Dealers Kaname and Takamasa were stained in blood, to say nothing of the Magistelli Tselika and Meiki. All at the hands of one man, Bloody Dancer, and all for the sole purpose of enjoying this shooting game to the fullest.

“Oww… M-My Lord, I believe you can drop the tough-guy act and rely on your skills once more, can you not? Reduce Pain and Blood Down to stop the bleeding would work wonders right now.”

“Not yet.”

“Need I remind you, My Lord, that Magistelli share skills with their Dealer?! Would you have me writhing in agony for no reason?!!”

Tselika bit her lip as though she was ready to burst into tears at any moment. She brought her arms together in front of her ample chest and steepled her pointer fingers timidly.

“…And you have been hurt, too, My Lord, have you not? We Magistelli may recover from being Downed within the hour. But it’s not the same for Dealers. You will die, and Fall, and that shall be the end of it.”

“It’s okay, Tselika. I’m not going anywhere.”

She did always get emotional at times like this. Or perhaps it was seeing the Fallen Takamasa standing before her once again that had Tselika acting so sentimental.

“Right.”

Speaking of which, Takamasa had removed the bandanna from his arm and retied it around his head before bending over and examining the Downed Magistellus. Cindy. The dark elf who should have disappeared when Kaname’s sister left the game. What Takamasa was investigating were the tips of her slender feet.

“I’ve removed the weird patch that seemed to be affecting her behavior,” he said simply. “She should be free now. All we have to do is wait for her to wake up.”

He relied on a couple of skills, such as Zone, to block out all thoughts unrelated to a specified goal, and Manufacture, to allow more precise finger movements, but that was all. And those few skills were not particularly high rarity, either—three or four at the highest. The most important thing was knowledge. Knowledge of where to look and what to look for, and what to remove to make things better. All that knowledge belonged to Takamasa himself.

This was the might of Criminal AO. The legendary Dealer who created the Overtrick. He was different from Kaname, who earned his keep in gunfights. No one was more skilled when it came to item crafting. Even the demonic overlords who ruled the game could not predict him.

There was no point in bluffing with him. It was best to ask if you didn’t understand.

“Granted I’ve never seen what happens to a Magistellus when their Dealer resigns from the game,” said Kaname, “…but what do you mean by ‘free’? Don’t they just get dragged back up to heaven or down to hell or wherever?”

“Our little Ayame was assigned the role of Admin Without Sin,” Takamasa replied. “Even after she closed her account, its data remained somewhere within the bowels of Money (Game) Master. If you consider our Magistelli to be our bank accounts, then Cindy was like an old account of Ayame’s she forgot about.”

As he said this, Takamasa tossed something over to Kaname. A shackle or bracelet that had been around her ankle. At first glance, it appeared to be silver, but Kaname could soon tell it was only iron.

“I bet this used to belong to Undine,” he said. “Perhaps by mixing and matching their parts, he found a way to cause glitches and conflicts in her behavior. Just like how if you install two antiviruses on one computer, they start fighting each other. That’s merely a hypothesis for now, though, and I don’t really want to test it out because it’ll set off every system security measure there is. In fact, I’m surprised the AIs weren’t already keeping a close eye on him. It’s not a particularly elegant solution, after all.”

“…No.”

Kaname interrupted Takamasa’s line of thinking. He wasn’t smart like the other boy, able to reason out Bloody Dancer’s thoughts with pure logic, but he had fought the man, and that alone told him there was more to it. This understanding was yet another thing that couldn’t be brought about with predefined skills.

“He had more than enough skill to take care of security if they came after him. Maybe he even thought it was more fun that way. Everyone else was playing on normal difficulty while he had it cranked all the way up to extreme.”

“Could be. The Swiss Depression and Called Game, none of that mattered to him. He just wanted to feel the thrill of the fight, more excitement than you could possibly get in real life. No hard feelings, no anger. Just a love for the shooting game he saw in Money (Game) Master…”

Takamasa could only chuckle at the thought. The description reminded him of someone else, but there were many ways in which Kaname and Bloody Dancer were very different.

“In Cindy’s case, I don’t think he gave her conflicting orders or made her into his puppet. This accessory simply reported its location to the Dealer, that’s all. He only needed to threaten her to get what he wanted. That works just as well on nonhumans as it does on us. Tokonatsu City’s a big place, but there’s nowhere to run.”

“…He sure thought of everything. In his own way…”

“Yeah. I think showing affection to Undine was the only nonviolent thing that man ever did. He may have been one of the most evil Dealers I’ve ever met, but he never tried to outwit the system like I did. He just used his two pistols and two grenade launchers to tear down anything that came his way, relying on nothing but his own skill. Even though he’d collected so much of my Magic, he never thought to use any of it for himself. That’s one thing I can respect him for, though I think the hate still wins out… In any case, his legend is over now. That’s the end of this nightmare, Kaname.”

Two figures watched over the boys as they spoke—the Magistellus Tselika and Midori, helping her stand.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join them?” Midori asked.

“…Quiet.”

“Well, you don’t have to right now, if you don’t want to. There’s plenty of time, after all.”

It wasn’t as though she didn’t understand the sentiment. Midori was seeing her own brother again for the first time, the one she had feared was gone forever. But she couldn’t run crying into his arms while there were so many people watching. A wall of mixed feelings called puberty blocked her path. There would be time for that, later, when the two were alone. Or perhaps she would log out and cry into her pillow, where nobody else could hear. It didn’t matter for now, if she could hide her true feelings behind a brave face. Because this wasn’t the end. Now, there would be plenty more chances for all that.

Then, the sound of distant, frenzied footsteps, fast approaching, echoed from inside the building.

“I think we ought to get out of here,” said Kaname. “We’re on museum grounds, not to mention an important holding place for the AI to keep their stolen Legacies. The only reason we haven’t been interrupted by the PMCs yet is that Bloody Dancer slaughtered them all not long ago. Now that their reinforcements have kicked in, we need to leave before they cut off our escape.”

“Yeah. Midori, you ride a motorcycle, right? If it still runs, you should go get it now. As for Kaname’s coupe…”

“Which way did you come in anyway?” asked Kaname. “Didn’t you see the mint-green modern art piece in the lobby? Actually, I’d be surprised if any paint is left.”

“Then sorry, Lily-Kiska, but I’m going to have to ask for your help on this one. Get to your limousine and use the winch on the back to pull out what’s left of Kaname’s coupe. We don’t really want to leave it behind here on private property.”

“Tselika.”

“Rghh. I know!! And it’s not a modern art piece! No matter what it may look like, it’s a temple dedicated to my beauty! I’LL TAKE CARE OF IT!!”

Things were suddenly very lively.

Just as the girls all jumped into action, eager to get out of this place before the PMCs descended on them, the two boys shared a covert glance.

And after everyone had left—no, after Takamasa and Kaname had skillfully sent them all out of the room…



The two stepped apart and turned to face each other, as if this were a Western and they were about to duel.



“…Thanks for waiting for Midori to leave the room, Kaname.”

“Likewise.”

How exactly did the world look through his eyes? Though he wore a peaceful expression, the weapon pouch still lay open at his waist.

“There’s just one small problem left to take care of, isn’t there?”

“Yeah.”

Kaname had his own reasons for collecting the Legacies. To stop the Magistellus invasion and prevent humanity from falling under AI subjugation. To save Tselika from eradication at the hands of the Mind. To glimpse the program code of Money (Game) Master and install his succubus partner as the realm’s queen. Then, under her reign, to unite the real and the virtual worlds, freeing all those who had suffered because of the Legacies. That was his path.



[image: ]


But the boy standing before him, now untying his bandanna and placing it back on his arm, had come here via a different path. He was the true owner of the Legacies, and surely he had his own idea of what to do with them.

In which case…

“Tell me your vision, Takamasa. Tell me what you plan to do with the Legacies once you have them.”

“You’re really going to call them Legacies in front of the person who created them?”

“I asked you a question. This demonic game transcends human understanding. How are you going to fight against it?”

“Fine, I’ll tell you. Rest assured my highest priority is returning society to humanity’s hands. As you can see, I don’t work with the Magistelli. I have a partner, but as long as she’s connected to the Mind, I simply can’t trust her. No offense.”

“…You don’t seem as torn up about it as Bloody Dancer was.”

“I guess that’s because I’m not as caring as him.”

Takamasa admitted this readily.

“Sure, I’d love it if we could save both. But if I have to choose, obviously I’m going to pick humanity’s side. That’s only natural.”

“And what if I said we could save both?” Kaname responded immediately. But after a moment of surprise, Takamasa only shook his head.

“That’d be great, but I don’t believe we can. If you really believe there’s a way, Kaname, then that means you’re not prepared to do what it takes. You’re still looking for compromise, aren’t you? Humans and AI can never work together. We’re incompatible. And if the Magistelli aren’t even AI at all but instead what they claim to be, then even more so.”

“I’m not going to abandon Tselika.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t. You don’t understand at all,” said Kaname plainly, daggers in his eyes. It was hardly the look of someone freshly reunited with an old friend. “You could never understand. Because you threw yours away.”

“So that’s it, then?”

Takamasa Hekireki slowly raised his arms. But he wasn’t surrendering. In his skilled hands he held the very Legacies he had created. And Kaname Suou reacted in kind. He slowly raised his arms, his focus concentrated on the short-range sniper rifle, Short Spear, tucked into his belt.

There were perhaps five meters between them. Each of them took one step forward. Not so close they could start grappling, but more than close enough for even an amateur to hit the mark.

Takamasa held the T-shaped submachine gun, #primer.err, with which he had enacted his vengeance upon Bloody Dancer. It could detonate anything flammable with a single shot, and under the right conditions, it could be used to take down a military tank or warship singlehandedly.

…However, there was no guarantee this was the weapon he would use. While it was impossible to benefit from the effects of two Legacies at once, the Legacy whose effect was enabled could be freely changed at will. In other words, Kaname couldn’t discount the possibility that there was another Legacy stowed somewhere on Takamasa’s body.

There were Legacies scattered everywhere. They were practically ankle-deep in them. And yet Kaname’s eyes were trained squarely on his old friend.

“…To tell you the truth,” Takamasa said, “my ultimate weapon against the Magistelli was never the Magic at all.”

“What?”

“It was always you, Kaname. Your Lion’s Nose. That’s the one thing that can’t be re-created with skills, nor with the Magic, which is just an extension of skills anyway. I can’t believe you thought of using the Magic to induce errors in the game and expose the program code, when you have an even more powerful weapon already.”

“…”

“Zodiac Child. That’s what I’ve taken to calling the ones like you. Out of all seven billion people on earth, only twelve are able to escape the rule of AI society. Computers already have humans completely beat when it comes to chess, right? Well, you’re like the only humans who can still win, somehow, by overturning the established formula. With your power and my Magic combined, my plans can finally be realized.” Then Takamasa added, “What do you say, Kaname? This is my last invitation. Are you really not interested? Your plan is only a possibility, while mine is a certainty.”

“I refuse.”

“Figures. You’re too kind, Kaname. That’s what I liked about you, and that’s why you’re my hero.”

The sound of footsteps drew closer. It was now too late. The moment the AI soldiers burst into the room served as their signal.

The Zodiac Child and the Overtrick.

They were the twin keys to unraveling this crisis, but they might as well have been standing at opposite ends of the world.



Their hands rushed to their belts. A gunshot rang out.



In Takamasa’s hand, the T-shaped submachine gun, #primer.err. But flying silently beneath the crack of that weapon’s shot was Kaname’s .45-caliber bullet.

“Nice one, Kaname.”

The smile on Criminal AO’s—Takamasa Hekireki’s—face did not crumble.

Among the sound of footsteps, a body hit the floor. Three of them, dull red bullet holes in their foreheads. The AI-controlled PMCs rushing to protect the Legacy storage facility. Kaname hadn’t even needed to turn around to face them.

Meanwhile, a deafening explosion came from the hallway as a gas pipe running along the wall ruptured and ignited. The PMCs heading down that hallway were all engulfed in the blast.

“…You’re not so bad yourself. And here I thought you left the shooting to me. Have you been practicing, or did you just hide it that well?”

“And yet you still underestimate me, Kaname. Does a single Legacy in my hands not merit a reaction from the Lion’s Nose?”

“…I can’t shoot you, Takamasa.”

As he pointed his gun, Kaname squeezed out the words as though he were trying to crush his own lungs. But still, his opponent would not give up the fight. Perhaps this was the pain that Bloody Dancer had felt.

“I don’t ever want to see Midori cry again,” he continued. “Or my sister or Tselika, either. It was because I let you die that I had to see it in the first place. It’s the biggest regret of my life.”

When he heard those words, something appeared to change in Kaname’s old friend. He looked caught off guard. He readied the T-shaped submachine gun, the bane of all things combustible, without regard for thick armor or safety mechanisms. And yet the hero wore a troubled grin.

“You know you’re just putting off the inevitable,” he said. “As long as we both require the Magic to carry out our plans, we’re just going to keep clashing like this.”

“…”

“Hey, now, don’t give me that look. You’re making it seem like I’m the bad guy here! Look, I’m a big boy; I can take it. Give me all you’ve got. I won’t complain.”

There was a pause, in which he seemed to hestiate. Then, he had an idea. “I know,” he said.

Right now, there were bigger fish to fry. Not only had they been standing around on private property for a while now, but they had shot dead many of the PMCs who had come to defend it. Now the AIs would up the ante.

“Let’s focus on getting out of here first. And while we’re at it, how about we make it a game?”

“Who gets out of the building first? Or who can aggro the most PMCs and get out of it alive?”

“Just a simple numbers game. Whoever defeats the most enemies wins.”

Kaname did a double take at his friend’s words. While they had no particular skills to speak of, the PMCs’ base stats were off the charts. Not to mention they would keep coming endlessly unless you got off their land, so it was more about whether you could escape than how many you could kill. And yet…

“If Bloody Dancer can do it, why can’t we?” joked Takamasa. “It’s clearly within the realm of human ability.”

Then, he took a single large coin from his weapon pouch.

For some reason, there was a tingly feeling in Kaname’s Lion’s Nose. Why? The sensation grew to an intense pain, such that Kaname wondered if it would surpass even what Bloody Dancer had invoked…

Then the hero tossed the coin high into the air.

“Now then. Get ready.”

“Wait…”

“…This is just a silly game, but the score should make everything clear. The difference between you and me, that is.”



As the coin hit the floor, the Lion’s Nose exploded.


 



Afterword


Well, hello. Kazuma Kamachi here.

This is Volume 2 of Magistellus! …I wasn’t really conscious of it during the first volume, but it’s only in the published version that we get an afterword. I’d better take it seriously.

Since Volume 1 focused quite heavily on minerals and futures trading, I decided to shift the focus this time to a sports team and a quiz. The theme here was moneymaking schemes of a slightly different nature.

To try making the game aspects stand out a bit more, this time around I touched more deeply on the skills and how they worked. There’s no magic in this world, except for that centered around Takamasa, so I put some thought into precisely how Auto-Aim would track the target, how Slow would slow down your perception, and so on… I planned to have detailed skill lists at the end of each chapter, but I cut that for fear it might make the book too niche! I did prepare a list of skills and their rarities, though, so you can assume that even unnamed extras have three or four.

Incidentally, Kaname “doesn’t use shooting or driving skills,” Bloody Dancer “doesn’t use skills at all,” and Takamasa “uses whatever skills he can.” Based on where each character’s boundaries lie, you can get some insight into their personalities.



I ramped up Tselika’s love for her car, too. I figured I hadn’t shown her washing it yet, so I put in a scene about that, featuring her pit-babe getup. After all, the harder she works to clean it, the funnier it is when it gets ruined right before her eyes. Tselika has taught me an important lesson about writing.

And despite their equal ranking in the story, Tselika and Midori are treated very differently. The former exists to be bullied, while the latter is to be protected. Which did you prefer? I’m asking about their personalities, by the way, not their breast sizes.



As for the villains of this story, Strawberry Garter, Mother Loose, and Bloody Dancer, they each embodied what I thought of when I imagined “someone in control of money,” whether that be a household’s finances or an entire market. I think it’s Kaname’s discussion with the gentle young housewife(?) that best sums this up:

“I’m not asking you for pocket money.”

“It’s not safe for a child to carry around so much money by themselves. It’s dangerous. You need an adult to look after it for you. I will give you whatever you desire, as long as I have control over it.”

Now, out of her, Strawberry Garter, who grubbed dirty money in an attempt to garner clout, and Bloody Dancer, who spent all his time fighting, laughing that as long as he kept winning, the money would follow… Out of these reigning ideologies taken to the extreme (not unlike the four major powers in Heavy Object), which did you find the most despicable?

By the way, the reason Frey(a) of the Treasure Hermit Crabs owns a pawnshop is because they find themselves drawn to the belongings of strangers. (I’m sure you can see what the metaphor is there, can’t you?) Not only that, but I was also experimenting to see how the way a Dealer looked at money could clue us in about their inner life. You can judge for yourself whether this was successful. The main point of this book was not to look at how people fulfilled their desire for money, but to look at how people used money to fulfill their desires.

In that sense, Kaname’s desire is to stick to reason, even if that means he sometimes pushes others away. Midori, unskilled in trading, hasn’t solidified her desire, and it remains in an undetermined state. As for the Magistelli, executing their complicated and sophisticated trading calculations ten thousand times a second, their role as demons is to magnify the desires of others.



Even Takamasa, Criminal AO, who has been with us since Volume 1, was expanded on quite prominently. There were a lot of Legacies in this volume, and I enjoyed trying to imagine how their creator might have used them. The difference between Takamasa and Kaname, I feel, is that while both of them grew suspicious of their Magistelli, Kaname’s answer was to stick close to her, while Takamasa’s was to distance himself. Thus, Takamasa has no partner, since he doesn’t trust the Magistelli at all. Unlike Bloody Dancer, who sought to burn down human society so that he could go back to playing the game with his partner, Takamasa was able to cut himself off from his Magistellus with no regrets. In this way, Takamasa is both very strong and somehow unfortunate. I think even more so than Kaname, with his analysis-defying Lion’s Nose, Takamasa is quite the formidable character, able to get the drop on Kaname with nothing but his own equipment.

He’s someone Kaname owes a great debt, both on behalf of himself and his sister. He comes out on top time and time again in the cruel world of Money (Game) Master, existing at the core of the idea that helping people is not about bragging rights or asking for anything in return.

Still, I wondered if it might be possible to illustrate the mysterious relationship between these two boys by showing how headstrong they become when each is forced to turn against the other. The strongest Dealers bring their all to a fight no matter what; that irrepressible lust for battle is not unique to Bloody Dancer. It applies even to Takamasa, who has repeatedly said that battle isn’t his thing. Though he is soft-spoken, if you look only at Takamasa’s actions, you can see that he is actually quite ruthless. He didn’t leave the fight to Lily-Kiska but instead made sure he could shoot Bloody Dancer himself. Not only that, but he did it to get revenge for Kaname even more than for himself. It’s not only Kaname looking up to Takamasa; you can see that when Takamasa calls Kaname “my hero.”

As you will see if you keep on reading all the way to the end, Lily-Kiska has been given the role of an unintended witness to mystery. Thinking about it, you can see that her journey as a Dealer started way back when Called Game rescued her. If this were a mystery novel, she would probably have been the second or third victim, but what if this were a Battle Royale story? Just being able to survive long enough to fight back is a skill unto itself. Make sure you pay close attention to what she does.



Incidentally, I tried to paint a picture of a free and open world through the side stories, in describing the ups and downs of M-Scope’s life as well as that of Frey(a). I must confess, I didn’t originally plan it this way, but Mahaya really went ridiculously overboard on the character drafts (this is a compliment, of course; I can’t thank them enough…!!), so it seemed a shame not to bring the Ag Wolves back for Volume 2. It’s been over fifteen years since my authorial debut, and never have I seen a comeback like this… In any case, I hope you enjoyed seeing a very different angle on Tokonatsu City to the one that Kaname provides. These parts are full of little jokes that are difficult to get away with when the perfect main character is around, such as in Chapter 6, where Frey(a) takes out his revolver, Raging Stallion. It’s big, it’s black. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what it’s a metaphor for!! There’s a lot more stuff like that if you keep your eyes peeled!!



Mahaya, the illustrator, and my editors, Miki, Anan, Nakajima, Yamamoto, and Mitera, I cannot thank you enough. From Prostitute Island to the oil mining plains, to the industrial estate, to the museum, the story this time took us on a very different tour of the corruption at the heart of Tokonatsu City. Thank you so much for being a part of it.

And you, dear readers, you have my thanks. The last volume was a series of deceptions, but this time, to support Kaname’s superhuman battles, I tried to depict some female leads as ground hardened by the rain, each struggling with their own fears and anxieties. I hope it was to your liking.

In any case, that about covers it.

Come to think of it, Kaname took a real beating this time, didn’t he?



Kazuma Kamachi



 


“Haah… haah…!!”

The girl gasped for breath. She didn’t even remember what she was running from anymore. She soon abandoned her stolen car and ran with tired legs over to a rough concrete wall, pressing herself against it.

She was a tall lioness of a woman, her catlike eyes an impossibility in real life. Her hair, the color of faded cherry blossoms, was tied back in a single thick braid, and a baggy hoodie overlaid her knit tank top and hot pants. This was Zaurus. Once a famed member of the Ag Wolves, she now had barely a penny to her name. Her equipment was little more than the clothes on her back, and she wasn’t rich enough to be fussy about her skills and weapons, either. She didn’t even have a pistol for protection; instead, she held a fire ax she had picked up off the ground. Its nicked edge was stained in blood.

She was on Prostitute Island, a slight distance from the main peninsula. Footsteps echoed through the streets of the most vice-ridden area in all of Money (Game) Master.

“My, well done.”

“…”

All around her lay the bodies of men in all-black spec-ops gear, looking like a defeated group of movie extras. The blunt edge of the fire ax was especially proficient at overcoming their bulletproof equipment, as the specific application of force was not what it had been designed to protect against. But the men had not Fallen and instead lay on the brink of death, unable to log out, their suffering prolonged by broken limbs and smashed ribs—you had to go for the bones. This was just Zaurus’s style. Her merciless savagery, whether in gunfights, car chases, or trading, was on the level of the terrifying superbeasts of the past that had inspired her name.

Zaurus specialized in close-quarters combat, at the kind of distance where you could reach out and grab each other’s weapons. As such, she didn’t need a gun to fight, but it wasn’t like she needed a knife, either. It was more that if you put a long-range anti-materiel rifle in her hands, she’d still walk right up to her target. That was just the kind of Dealer she was.

And yet the man showed himself before her, walking through the pile of bodies without regard for cover of any kind. The fight had laid all the girl’s cards on the table, and he had already surmised she wasn’t concealing a gun on her person.

Even Zaurus was struggling now to stay on her feet. Without skills such as Physical Stamina, which adjusted the girl’s breathing to increase her capacity for strenuous effort, she would have already passed out from exhaustion. At this point, if someone simply stood out of range with a gun, they could take her out no problem.

“I’m impressed you were able to take out so many of us using only what you could scavenge. But now, I think it’s time to end this.”

“You think I’ll die to Marietta Flapper…? A bunch of hit men who can’t even balance their books…?”

“Our client, Pavilion, sends her regards. She told us to make sure you died in disgrace. And wouldn’t you know, we’ve ended up in just the right spot for it. We’ve run up quite a few debts around here. So, which of these brothels do you want to pick up the tab in?”

Zaurus clicked her tongue. It’d been a mistake to pick up the ax. If she’d had a gun or a knife, she could at least try to kill herself. If she didn’t Fall or wait out five minutes in the driver’s seat of her car, she wouldn’t be able to log out of Money (Game) Master, no matter what indignities befell her in the world of the game.

“Resist as much as you like. There are all sorts here. If we look hard enough, I’m sure we can find someone willing to pay for a girl with broken arms and legs. Might not be worth as much, but we can just make up for quality with quantity.”

But no sooner had the last word left his mouth…



BLAM!!

…than a bullet whizzed through the hit man’s head and blew out the side of his skull.



The submachine gun looked no more sophisticated than a child’s toy. No power or accuracy, just spray and pray. However…

However, the boy with the bad posture had arrived just in time.

Of all the Dealers in Money (Game) Master, M-Scope, the boy she had always made fun of, was the only one who came rushing to her aid.

“Zaurus, take this!!”

There was no time for a heartfelt reunion. Before she could finish processing the situation, Zaurus had caught the pump-action shotgun, and back to back with M-Scope, they cleared the remaining Marietta Flapper hit men.

The shotgun even used her favorite slug rounds. These were huge single lumps of metal with more destructive force than a magnum pistol, and they tore through the hit men’s body armor like paper. While the material’s hardness, combined with the Bulletproof skill, were enough to keep .45-caliber bullets at bay, they could do nothing against the might of the slug rounds. Defensive skills were not all-powerful, not unless you were a master of skill-stacking like the legendary Mother Loose.

“Take this, you bastards!!”

There was little cover in the open area. The Marietta hit men seemed to have decided that if they were willing to take a few losses, they could take out the target just by firing wildly, and so they all leveled their carbine rifles, but…

“Ginmi, attack! Kill them all!!”

There was a dull thud as a four-wheel-drive SUV covered in anime girls drove onto the scene, flattening the hit men. M-Scope had always been a master of patience. His expertise was in bombs and traps, and his low-powered submachine gun was only a tool to that end, like how one might use a long-range weapon to hit a far-off switch in an RPG dungeon. He used it only to anger the target so they would give chase and deal just enough damage so that the trap could finish them off for certain.

The SUV, M-Scope’s precious vehicle, was a large four-door car, like a mix between a family sedan and a minivan, which had been reworked to run off-road. The angle of the after-market bumpers was adjustable to switch between knocking other cars aside or directing people beneath its heavy wheels. The SUV screeched to a halt in front of its owner, and M-Scope dived behind the hood and finished off the remaining pest exterminators.

Eventually, Zaurus caught sight of him and ran over. The backpack-wearing boy seemed somehow different to her.

“Where’s your Magistellus?” he yelled to her. “And your vehicle, too?!”

“…Huh? Er… I-I’ve been through a lot of cars, but they’ve all ended up smoking wrecks. As for Charlotte, we’ll probably find her Downed if we go back the way I came. I wasn’t able to save her.”

“Okay. First we’ll go pick her up, then we can see about getting you a new car. Ginmi, let me drive, and make some room for Zaurus. Quickly!!”

M-Scope shuffled into the driver’s seat, while Zaurus climbed in the other side, and the yuki-onna sat in the back with all the boxes of anime merchandise. Zaurus herself was surprised by how quickly she obeyed, even discounting her exhaustion.

The SUV spun in a circle, knocking down the stragglers with its frame, like a roundhouse kick, before making its escape back the way Zaurus had come. M-Scope, however, seemed distracted by the exterior of his vehicle.

“Ugh. They kissed my waifu so hard, they dented her face…”

“?”

They soon came across the body of Zaurus’s werewolf Magistellus, lying frozen on the floor like a stone statue. Her revealing costume, sort of like a V-shaped swimsuit, only made the wounds to her vitals more obvious. Zaurus’s face crumpled at the sight, and M-Scope spoke not to her but to his partner, seated in the back amid the boxes of anime, game, and data idol merchandise.

“Ginmi, could you give me a hand?”

“…Do you know how much I have missed this minibar fridge? You would have me leave this perfect climate and head back out into the sweltering sun…?”

“Let go of the door. I’ll give you three ice packs if you help out. The ones that stick to your head.”

The yuki-onna’s face lit up at the proposal, and she got out along with the gloomy boy and helped load the frozen Magistellus’s body into the back of the vehicle. The task itself was not so difficult, but with the possibility of an enemy ambush at any time, even leaving the SUV was a huge risk.

After returning to the driver’s seat, M-Scope assessed the situation.

“She’s still in one piece, and the bullet seems to have gone straight through. She’ll be all right in thirty minutes, tops.”

“If you say so…”

Even at a time like this, the rough-hearted bully could not bring herself to speak a word of thanks. But if that bothered M-Scope, he didn’t show it, even though he had just risked his own life to save her. The boy who had been away for so, so long fiddled with the wheel and stared straight ahead, showing off a manly profile.

“Zaurus. I’m sorry to spring this on you so suddenly…”

“What?”

“Um, well, how do I say this? …Aargh, I’m not really sure where to begin. In fantasy worlds and school settings, everyone starts off in full-on love mode…”

“Out with it! I owe you a huge favor now, so just tell me what it is you want already!!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

M-Scope took a deep breath and sat up as straight as he could.



“Zaurus!! Pwease go on a date with me!!”



Then, as her fists came flying, the SUV swerved off the road and crashed straight into a lamppost. Zaurus’s face was bright red, and steam seemed to rise from her skin as she screamed at the boy in the driver’s seat.

“Y-y-y-y-y-you asshole! Kicking me when I’m down…!!”

“I’m sorry! But this is the only way to save the other Ag Wolves! Titan and Hazard, too!! Aren’t you worried about how they’re holding up?!”

“Why don’t you start by explaining what the hell you’re talking about?” Zaurus huffed. And so M-Scope falteringly gave her the full story about the deal he’d made with the leader of the Treasure Hermit Crabs.



To find himself a sweetheart somewhere in this big, wide world and declare his love for them. Just this once, the outcome, success or failure, would not matter.

He was supposed to see for himself what true bargaining looked like.



Zaurus made her displeasure clear with a click of the tongue.

“…All so you can get another team to back you up, huh?”

“I’m sorry.”

“What’re you apologizing for? You’re right. I am worried about what the rest of us are up to. And our old boss, Lily-Kiska, too.”

“…She’s doing well, last I saw.”

Zaurus was well aware she could be a bit insensitive at times, but even she noticed the pause before the boy’s words and the smile with which he said them. She scratched her pink-haired head.

“Gotcha. You don’t need to say any more. Everyone’s got their own lives to lead. A team supports each other. They don’t weigh each other down.”

“I might be the one weighing us down this time,” said M-Scope. “Even so, would you lend me a hand?”

“Well, I’ve heard a thing or two about this Frey(a) guy. All we have to do is act all friendly in front of him, and he’ll help us rescue Titan and Hazard. I can live with that.”

Zaurus leaned back in her seat. Perhaps she was even more exhausted than she had realized. The SUV wasn’t quite as spacious as a true minivan or camper van, but it was still bigger than a regular car.

“You can recline the seat and sleep if you want. I’ll take us to some car shop on the peninsula and try to pick one where Marietta Flapper won’t be waiting for us… Are you okay with a secondhand car?”

“Sure… I’m not really in a position to be fussy right now. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can. Just so long as I have something to log in and out with, I couldn’t care less.”

“Actually, I’ve already had Ginmi begin trading, so pretty soon we should start seeing returns on that billion.”

“Were you always so big in the fashion section? I wouldn’t have guessed from looking at you.”

“Just girls’ fashion. And mostly cosplay… It doesn’t even take a second to scrape all the dress patterns and colors people post online, then compare the styles with major fashion companies to see which one will catch on to the trends first.”

“But what does it matter? This is about responsibility. When I borrow, I return what I owe with interest.”

The SUV covered in anime girls reversed back onto the road. Zaurus surrendered herself to the four-wheel drive’s gentle rocking, when a question suddenly occurred to her.

“But why me? There must have been plenty of other female Dealers you could have asked. All of them cuter, I bet.”

“Where, exactly? I’m not sociable enough to go to bars. I only really know the other Ag Wolves, and that includes in real life. Discounting Magistelli and data idols, there’s only you, Lily-Kiska, and um, who else…?”

“Huh. I guess you made the right choice, then.”

“Yeah,” M-Scope answered plainly as he steered the SUV. “Actually, as soon as Frey(a) said ‘sweetheart,’ you were the only person I could think of.”

“……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………”

Zaurus did not reply. Her face was completely red.

“Um, Zaurus?”

“Shut the hell up!! How can you say sappy shit like that with a straight face???!!!”



“O-ooohh… Oooohhhh… W-we’re being dragged along… There are so many orange sparks…”

“Are there any tires left? Come to think of it, aren’t we just scraping the bottom along the ground?”

“Aaaargh!!”

The unusually long limousine roared down the main road, dragging the mint-green coupe behind it like a tow truck. Even now, Tselika could not be parted from its squashed passenger seat, while Midori rode alongside on her bright-red motorcycle.

Lily-Kiska drove them all to her usual garage. It was a car shop more accustomed to dealing with luxury vehicles than racing cars, but pay them enough money and they would be able to meet the needs of just about any customer. And with the famously violent Dealer, Smash Daughter, running security for them, there was little chance of Kaname being attacked unawares.

“By the way, I wonder what Kaname is doing right now? Fidget, fidget.”

“…Listen, you dark elf harlot. You had better not be trying to tell me that you’ve fallen head-over-heels for My Lord in the short time since you woke back up.”

“Well, I sacrificed myself to take a bullet for him this time, so I figure my status should be equal to that of Criminal AO in his eyes now. Ha-ha… In other words, he should see me as a hero. I have always looked up to Kaname in the past, but perhaps being his queen wouldn’t be so bad, either…”

“Get over yourself, woman! Meiki and I took a bullet for him, too, you know!!”

“I’m the only one who didn’t,” said Midori. “How could I have missed out…?”

“Don’t you start on me, too, Midori! Snap out of it! My Lord will never see Cindy as a hero so long as she keeps showing off about it. She’s panting so heavily, her own glasses are fogging up!”

While the girls argued around the scrap of metal that was once Kaname’s vehicle, Lily-Kiska finally let out a deep breath. The twin holsters that squeezed her breasts like the suspenders on a waitress outfit made it a little hard to breathe, but once she’d calmed down, she headed away from the limo. Brushing her long black hair off her shoulder, she called out into the dark.

“Sofia. At ease.”

“Welcome back, Ms. Kiska. You were gone awhile. What happened?”

“Well, for one, it looks like I won’t have to bow down to Criminal AO anymore.”

“Is that right?”

“Can you open the protected message for me?”

“Yes!”

Lily-Kiska’s elf Magistellus gave a cheerful, affirmative reply, and words began to appear on her croupier-like vest. The message read as follows:



Dear Lily-Kiska Sweetmare,



Our research took longer than expected, but we have finally determined that you are one of the Zodiac Children: The Scorpion’s Tenacity. Therefore, we suggest that you immediately report to Unicorn Hospital to undergo a thorough examination, and from there work closely under our care. You are free to proceed as you wish, of course, but be advised your choice will not be without its consequences. You are of extreme value to us. Of such high value, in fact, that we would sooner see you eliminated than allowed to grow and become a threat. It seems that our inability to control your decisions also prevented Criminal AO from learning of your true nature. That is very fortunate.



We await the good news.

Regards, the Mind of the Magistelli.



“…”

The bespectacled beauty gave an exasperated sigh. She found the message deeply unsettling. Whoever came out on top, Kaname or Takamasa, it was clear Lily-Kiska would never reach their level by meekly following along. In order to stand alongside the legends of Called Game, she would have to take a gamble.

Even if that meant giving in to temptation and setting foot directly into a world of bugs and errors that plagued this demon’s game.

“Sofia.”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I’m heading to the hospital. I need to do something about this shoulder. Pick a good moment and leave in the limo. Make sure you get the attention of the kids in the garage.”

“Understood, Ms. Kiska.”

Her voice was kind and gentle, but mechanical.

What now?

Kaname, Takamasa, and Bloody Dancer. All legendary Dealers. Now that she had seen how they all worked, what would she pick for herself? What would her relationship with the Magistelli be like? And was she willing to stake her life on it?

“What is the matter?”

“Nothing.”

One step.

She took a deep breath. She was still so very far from those she wished to emulate.

One step at a time…

“I’m off, Sofia.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And then, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, the Magistellus followed up her reply with:

“I await the good news.”



Tokonatsu City, the heart of the peninsula financial district.

A solitary figure staggered out of the Legacy storage facility disguised as a museum. In his right hand he gripped the short-range sniper rifle, Short Spear.

It was Kaname Suou.

“Haah… Phew…”

He barely clung to life. He was so wounded that it was hard to say that he had won. On the other hand, the fact he had escaped at all in his state was extremely fortunate. Even a top-class Dealer such as Kaname would balk at the idea of taking on PMCs in a brawl. If, for whatever reason, his escape route were cut off, his Fall would be all but assured.

He was on the brink now. One good shot and everything would be over. The battle with Bloody Dancer just before had roughed him up a great deal already.

“Grhh.”

He crossed the highway to the tall building opposite. Tselika had taken the mint-green coupe, which by now was little more than a pile of scrap. Since Kaname was on the verge of death, the fact that he was unable to rely on the car’s raw armor and speed made things even more exhilarating than he could have possibly imagined.

He reached the sidewalk and leaned against the wall for support. He couldn’t use Reduce Pain now; the danger was keeping him alert. It was right now that he needed pain the most. His sole comfort was that the PMCs would not pursue him outside the building; they were designed solely to protect their own territory. He had no wheels, and even walking was difficult. If the enemy got the drop on him now, he was done for.

Not only were the PMCs gifted with supremely high base stats, but they replenished themselves ad infinitum. Fighting against them was a losing battle; it was a victory just getting out of their range and shaking off the alert. And yet…

I didn’t expect this…

Gunshots still echoed from inside the building. As soon as sparks had begun to fly, Kaname had dragged his heavy limbs as fast as he could toward the exit. But not Takamasa. He had headed farther inside. Even with the Legacies at his disposal, it was an act of lunacy.

And it didn’t matter how many waves came. All those invincible super-soldiers were simply more fodder for Takamasa’s skyrocketing score. There was no reason for him to linger there. Was he trying to show Kaname the hard truth? Or was he simply covering for Kaname’s escape? Just for something like that?

“…Damn, Takamasa. I thought you were supposed to be crap at shoot-outs.”

But this unexpected skill of Takamasa’s was something different. It wasn’t just the ability to kill his foe in a gunfight. It was more like that of a combat medic, used to protect his allies on the field of battle. You could sugarcoat it all you liked, but at its heart, Money (Game) Master was a game about killing your fellow Dealers. In that sense, Takamasa was the only one who had honed his skills to help them instead.

It was like he was playing a different game. His view of the world must be so unique. Why hadn’t Kaname seen it earlier? Takamasa had always been like this. When told to go up against other Dealers, his knees shook so hard, he couldn’t move, but when Kaname’s sister was in danger, he didn’t hesitate to jump into the line of fire.

Even now, Kaname wasn’t half the man Takamasa was back then.

A black-ops team and a rescue squad have very different approaches when it comes to breaking down walls. He sure pulled one over on us. No wonder we never saw him coming…

By now, Takamasa’s score probably dwarfed his own by about fifty times. Kaname was overawed, as though he were witnessing the power of the latest state-of-the-art stealth fighter jet. This was the true difference between Takamasa and himself.

And it was even more terrifying to imagine what was going on in Takamasa’s mind. Why he had concealed this strength for so long, insisting he wasn’t good at fighting? Kaname couldn’t even imagine going toe to toe with the inexhaustible PMCs, and not only because he was deeply wounded from his battle with Bloody Dancer. Even at full power, he wouldn’t dream of it. There was nothing to be won from such a battle; the enemy kept on coming and coming, while one shot to the head would cause Kaname to Fall, ruining his life. It simply wasn’t worth the risk.

A fearsome sound ripped through the air behind him. Kaname turned to look, but his vision was engulfed in dust. Most likely, the building hiding the Legacies had just collapsed. Kaname didn’t need to ask who was responsible for that.

Then, a huge mass of steel, suspended by twin propellers, descended from the sky, clearing away the dust below it. It was a military tilt-rotor boasting the personnel capacity of a small transport plane. Even in the world of Money (Game) Master, where you could do just about anything if you had enough money, such a sight was a rare treat.

Now the Legacies were as good as his. It didn’t take Takamasa long to load them all onto the transport, no doubt using the forklifts and wheel loaders that were hidden aboard.

All Kaname could do was lean weakly against the wall, watching the tilt-rotor take off and disappear into the sky, wondering if even the Mind of the Magistelli knew where it was headed.

“Seriously, Takamasa, give me a break…”

A paperlike rustling came from his pocket. Kaname could take some consolation, at least, in the fact that he had managed to swipe this on his way out. He looked up at the moon. Kaname knew this much: He would have to change tactics. Just holding him at gunpoint wouldn’t be enough to make Criminal AO stand down. He had taken over the storage facility packed with PMCs by force. He may have relied on the Legacies, but that kind of feat put him at least on the level of Bloody Dancer, if not higher. What’s more, Kaname couldn’t count on Takamasa using only the T-shaped submachine gun #primer.err if they met again in the future. He might be using a completely different Legacy with a completely different strategy.

But there was one thing that Kaname Suou knew for certain. Takamasa had his own reason for doing this, and it was something he couldn’t easily tell Kaname.

“…Because helping people isn’t about bragging rights or asking for anything in return.”

There was something missing. Something Kaname didn’t yet know. But he couldn’t waver in his mission, either. He had seen the tears of the people he cared about, Tselika, his sister, and Midori, and he couldn’t allow that to happen again.

And above all, if he remained a Dealer that only killed and made snow, Kaname would never be able to save Takamasa.



Meanwhile.

I have to be selective in my hiring process wherever the Magic is involved, and of course I can’t rely on the Magistelli, either… This autopilot app is surprisingly good, though. I suppose it’s the same thing they would use for delivery drones in real life, if there was less red tape involved.

Takamasa himself seemed uninterested in the mountain of Overtrick that currently filled the cargo bay of the tilt-rotor aircraft. To most Dealers, the pile of weapons was a gold mine, but Takamasa had been the one to build them in the first place, and so they didn’t particularly excite him anymore. Retying the bandanna from his arm around his head, he removed his weapon pouch containing the Legacy and slung it aside.

His interest was in the rapidly receding world below. Specifically, the one boy who remained close to the scene.

“…#primer.err, huh?”

He grinned. The Overtrick were indeed powerful. The #primer.err, for example, could ignite anything flammable in a single shot, from gas tanks, pipes, and canisters to cars, hand grenades, magazines, and even a phone battery. With it, it didn’t matter how thick the armor on the target was or how many layers of protection mechanisms it had. If explosions were the bread and butter of an action game like Money (Game) Master, then this was the whole damn bakery. However, Takamasa was not one for gunslinging like Kaname and Bloody Dancer. He knew only too well that was not where his talents lay.

Thus, he went to its polar opposite. Rescue. He borrowed the logic of rescue teams to decide how to enter and effectively search the building. This was Takamasa’s true nature. If he had to kill someone, his legs would seize up in fright, but to save someone, he could move mountains. Just as he had when protecting the sister of his old friend, or even now, as his own flesh and blood labored under the debts incurred by his Fall, lashing herself to an AI company for support.

Nothing about him had changed. He just had access to a few more options now; that was all.

“…”

There was no shortage of things to blow up in Money (Game) Master, and there was also the behavior of the PMCs’ AI to take into account. They would alter their tactics in accordance with map data to avoid accidentally shooting each other. If one blew up a wall and made a new route that wasn’t on the map, and then knocked one of the PMCs into it, their AI subroutines would sometimes disregard the shortest route right under their noses in favor of going the long way around. It was an error in their thinking process. A bug. Something that shouldn’t exist in Money (Game) Master.

…But a cheap trick like that isn’t enough to catch up to Kaname.

Seeing him deal with the PMCs, perhaps Kaname now considered him a demon on the level of Bloody Dancer. However, that wasn’t quite true. Even one of the Overtrick was enough to change the rules of engagement. All you had to do was know what those rules were.

The #primer.err wouldn’t be enough to take down Kaname. So which one of the Overtrick would?

In the end, Takamasa had never fought fair. Whether against Bloody Dancer or the hordes of PMCs, all he had done was fill his foes full of lead while they were still getting their heads around the new rules he had created.

But that wouldn’t work on Kaname. Before Takamasa could even put his strategy into play, three of the elite PMCs had managed to sneak up on him, and Kaname had shot them all dead. And it wasn’t just luck, either. The way he moved on the battlefield to protect his friends was scarily precise. While Takamasa killed two with his explosive blasts, Kaname shot three, and he probably could have doubled that number if necessary.

It was something his score wouldn’t measure.

Even thinking back to Bloody Dancer’s dying breath, while the two of them had raised their guns, only Kaname had been able to pull the trigger in time.



Anyone could do the things Takamasa had done if they had #primer.err.

But Short Spear couldn’t help anyone do what Kaname did.



“…There’s still a long way to go.”

In essence, the Overtrick were about deception, while Kaname took everything head-on. That was what made him shine so brightly. He was a man of twin talents, focus and power, able to snipe from long range or hold his own in a confined space. And to top it all off, one of the Zodiac Children, the Lion’s Nose. Takamasa knew all that, or at least, he should have.

A rustling came from his pocket. The Overtrick were not the only secrets hidden in that facility. There were lists, even if they only consisted of partial transcriptions or audio recordings. Useless to Takamasa, of course, as he had the whole thing inscribed in his brain. In fact, it might be wiser to destroy them before they fell into the hands of other Dealers. And yet he had picked them all up, for one reason alone. Just to make sure.

I couldn’t find the decryption key. Someone must have taken it…

It was something that Takamasa had never had reason to commit to paper. Having done the conversions himself by hand, he had drilled the complete procedure into his mind. It was only because of his own weakness that it still existed. Even knowing the importance of keeping the Overtrick a secret, he couldn’t bring himself to seal off the one chance he might have of sharing his creations with someone he could truly trust.

“I can’t believe it… Kaname is something else. To manage it in the middle of that battle, with those injuries.”

If things had remained in deadlock between them, it could have ended here. But Takamasa would have no such luck. Because Kaname was one of the Zodiac Children. The Lion’s Nose gave him the ability to sense approaching danger, not so that he could run away in fear, but so that he could accurately identify his prey.

Takamasa’s dear friend possessed none of the weakness that resided in his own heart.

He was once the fighting specialist of the legendary Called Game. The Reaper, a master of sniping and car chases. If push came to shove, Takamasa knew that Kaname would not hesitate to draw his gun and pull the trigger, even if it meant taking someone’s life.

He did not make excuses. He would do whatever it took to protect the smiles of those around him, to dry their tears. That was why he was the greatest Dealer. He was unstoppable. Absolutely unstoppable.



And so the two legendary Dealers’ gazes met, one on earth and one in the heavens. And each muttered to the other:



““I wish I were a hero like you.””
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