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      Chapter 1: The Great Swordsman


      “Is it time already?”


      Gulping down a piece of bread, I slipped my plump arms into my blazer and hurried to get ready for the day. I had been commuting to school by my lonesome for some time now, but today would mark the first time in a while that Kaoru and I made the walk together. This was because the explosion at the Arena—caused by Arthur’s magic, as it happens—had forced her to put her usual morning training on hold.


      I was sucking in my considerable gut, which was looming large in the full-length mirror, and fastening my belt tight over it when I heard the jaunty chime of the doorbell. I snatched my textbook-crammed bag, stomped down the stairs—which creakily protested with every step—and was met with the graceful sight of a girl standing bolt upright with perfect posture.


      “Is your mom not home? The store’s closed too, I see.”


      “No,” I replied. “She and my dad went out to top up on some stock, so we’re closed for the morning.”


      “Now that you mention it, I heard your new products are a hit. Is that what they’re topping up on?”


      The first floor of the house was taken up by our family business, Narumi’s General Goods. Those new products now lining the shelves consisted of stuff like recovery potions, as well as gear we’d picked up in the dungeon and fixed up. They’d been a roaring success, to the point that our supply of potions would be cleared out on the same day we restocked.


      What’s more is that we’d also been sending batches of our newly obtained mithril alloy haul over to Kaoru’s dad and his business, Hayase’s Metalware, where we got it processed at a bargain. We then sold the final product in our store, but the unexpected demand meant the profit margins were great, and it was even being traded in connoisseur circles for exorbitant prices. We gradually got more and more new customers, and the prospect of opening a second store was no longer just a dream.


      “My dad’s grateful to have more work too,” said Kaoru. “Anyway, we’d better get going if we don’t want to be late.”


      “Sure,” I replied, stealing a look at Kaoru to get a read on her mood. I was worried about her after that awful ordeal she’d gone through in the clash just a few days prior, but I didn’t really notice anything different in her expression. It was one of relief, if I had to guess.


      Besides, wasn’t it a good sign that she’d been making more of this kind of small talk with me as of late? It wasn’t long ago that she’d charge ahead of me to school without saying a word, but now there was a hint of just a little more warmth in her eyes when she looked my way.


      I felt an impulse to seize this opportunity and get a little closer with her, but that would only have been a burden to her. For the time being, I realized, I ought to just work on regaining her trust, little by little.


      Kaoru set off while I locked the front door, and I headed up to get slightly behind her.


      Summer had arrived by now, so the sun’s heat was already intense, and with no wind to speak of, I started working up a sweat in no time. This would have gotten me down had I been on my own, but I was heading to school with my stunning childhood friend today. If anything, I felt invigorated.


      So there I was, merrily walking behind Kaoru when, of all things, she dropped her speed until she was by my side. Maybe she wanted to ask me something?


      “Hey, did Nitta tell you? Apparently the Arena got wrecked.”


      “Ah, nope. What happened?”


      What happened? The real question was, why was she asking me this? I decided to play dumb since I didn’t know what her intent was. Then, after pausing in thought for a moment, Kaoru continued.


      “It’s just, I often see you with Nitta in the classroom, and you seem to go to the dungeon together, so I was sure you must have formed a party. But maybe I’m wrong.”


      “Oh, she just takes me along because she feels sorry for me. I have gotten kinda strong though—just saying.”


      Since we started at Adventurers’ High, Kaoru had been concerned about whether I was leveling up or not. Although maybe it wasn’t so much genuine worry as it was a sense of responsibility as childhood friends. Either way, I hated to see her fretting for my sake. I wanted to share with her a little about how I’d done some leveling up and become a capable hunter.


      This was where the Kaoru of not so long ago would cast a doubtful eye in my direction. And yet...


      “If the likes of Nitta and Oomiya are willing to help you out, it’s because they see potential in you. Those girls only give advice once they’ve gotten the measure of someone, so you must really be putting the work in.”


      Kaoru’s praise, and the little smile that accompanied it, made me feel kind of awkward. She wasn’t wrong, sure, but thanks to having to deal with Tsukijima, I hadn’t been able to make the time to level up recently. Come summer vacation, however, I’d be able to go dungeon-diving for days at a time, as well as get plenty of other jobs done.


      I’d have to get my plans in order soon.


      “And how are things going with you?” I asked. “I know you were working pretty hard yourself.”


      “Not so great. I thought I’d be able to hold my own a little in Adventurers’ High,” she sighed, her face darkening slightly, “but I’m just a small fish in a big pond.”


      This was someone who had won the All-Japan Kendo Championship back in middle school. She told me that she had all the confidence in the world heading into Adventurers’ High, but with her fighting technique bottlenecked by her level, she was no match for those in the higher classes—and even then, she’d been confronted with the reality that her technique was child’s play next to theirs (and it was still pretty damn good).


      Kaoru’s swordsmanship was effective against opponents of all skill levels. The best thing for her to do right now was to keep up with her training and accumulate experience. This I only knew because I had played the game though, whereas she must have been doubting herself.


      “Satsuki will help you with leveling up,” I reassured her. “As for technique and know-how, Risa’s no slouch—”


      “Yeah, speaking of Nitta. That guy friend of hers—you know, the slim one who’s about the same height as you? Is he some kind of great swordsman?”


      Kaoru was normally the type to listen quietly, so I could tell something was really playing on her mind. And considering she was willing to walk by my side, she must have really wanted me to spill anything I knew.


      Now, what to say to her?


      I was sure that this “swordsman” must be me, and come to think of it, Risa had asked me to show her some of my moves. I decided I’d probe into where this sudden interest in my sword-fighting ability came from.


      “So, uh, what exactly do you mean by great swordsman?”


      “I’ve only had the chance to see him in action once.” Kaoru stopped walking as if in an effort to recall what she had witnessed, then placed both hands on her chest and looked into the distance, a hint of excitement in her eyes. “But he doesn’t really have any specific...‘form,’ per se. He handled his sword magnificently, with total freedom of expression and unbound by any restraints.”


      Form, huh? I guess it’s only natural my technique would look weird to Kaoru.


      There most definitely was a “form” to the style of sword-fighting favored by adventurers. They based their styles on the fencing arts of Japan, Europe, and other regions, whose techniques were taken from those proven on the battlefield since ancient times. These techniques were then adapted as necessary for fighting monsters or other players. It was possible to work out what art an adventurer based their style on by observing their stance and movement.


      I, on the other hand, had no such form to speak of—the reason being that I didn’t use any particular style as a base, and instead developed a way that worked for me through sheer trial and (fatal) error.


      However, after racking up a staggering number of deaths, I had gotten a good handle on the many different habits players fell into, and I was a PVP specialist able to deal with all player jobs and skills. I was confident I could handle myself more than well enough if I got into a scrap with any of the PVP clans.


      “So...yeah,” Kaoru continued. “I’d love for him to coach me...but Nitta doesn’t seem so keen on letting anyone meet him. I was wondering if you could introduce me if you knew him, Souta. But you really don’t?”


      She was walking on eggshells lest she provoke Piggy’s—that is, my—jealous wrath, and my inner Piggy wasn’t sure how to take this either.


      Well, this is just great. Now I’m agitated. Listen up, Piggy, I voiced mentally. You and me—we are the same person. We share. The same. Body. There’s no point getting all jealous, dude.


      That aside, there were several major problems with Kaoru wanting me to coach her.


      First, there was the fact that my fighting style was based on my knowledge of Dungeon Explorer Chronicle and its massive player base. It was honed through countless deaths experienced by battling players of all jobs, so I couldn’t know if my reasoning for why I moved in the particular ways I did would make any sense to Kaoru. She had no knowledge or experience of DEC, so could she follow if I said something like, “People with X job tend to use Y tactic, so you can improve your odds of winning if you engage them like so”?


      And even if she could keep up, it was doubtful whether she could put her ingrained kendo skills to much use. She seemed to be going through a crisis of confidence right now, but with some levels and some more experience, she’d be able to put up more than a good fight against just about anything. I knew what her future looked like, after all.


      So if I became a corrupting influence on that with my mongrel brand of swordsmanship...


      Well, it would be a total disaster.


      As such, it was also in Kaoru’s best interests that I oppose the idea.


      “But Risa knows a lot about Japanese fencing, and I’ve heard she’s pretty handy in a real fight too. Rather than a swordsman with no form, wouldn’t it be better to learn from someone who can help you put your kendo experience to use?”


      “I plan on learning from Nitta too, of course,” replied Kaoru. “I’m sure she’s still hiding her true capabilities. I just... I can’t shake the image of that unfettered swordplay from my mind.”


      As she said this, she stepped forward with one foot and mimed a sword fight using her hand as a blade. Could it be my clash with Valkyria Skuld she was reenacting? Between all the twists and pivots, her skirt almost lifted up high enough to reveal what lay beneath, and both my inner Piggy and I got a little hot under the collar.


      Kaoru ended her routine with a sideways slash, then stopped in place to stare back at me as if to check if I really didn’t recognize those moves. I was getting hot under the collar once more as I gazed up close into those beautiful eyes I’d known for so long.


      “I...ahem. I really don’t know what swordsman you mean. Anyway, look over there,” I said, attempting to distract from my flustered state by pointing to the Arena. “The place is totally destroyed.”


      Kaoru sighed at the change of subject, casting her eyes over to the ruined Arena. “So it is. I wonder who those people over there inspecting it are.”


      A rope had been put up around the crumbled outer wall to keep anyone from entering, and the spectacle had attracted a crowd of students. I sauntered over as well to get a closer look.


      The rubble inside the arena was yet to be cleared, and the craters in the ground were just as we’d left them. In the center of the space a small group of people wearing suits and holding some kind of long, thin devices—magic densimeters, most likely—stood talking. They must be trying to figure out what had happened here.


      But who were they, and how much did they know? All kinds of concerns were running through my mind, so I hoped to sneak into the crowd and gather what intel I could, but Kaoru urged me on, apparently not wanting to be there.


      “Let’s get going, Souta. We took our time, so we’ll be late if we don’t hurry now.”


      True enough, it wouldn’t be long until the school bell rang, and Kaoru had been involved in the duel, so it was for the best if we didn’t stick around. I opted to head off, and kept a sidelong look at the ruins of the Arena as we left.




      Upon arriving at Class E’s room, I took my seat in the back row and caught my breath. What with the Second Swordcraft Club’s violent escapades and me having to deal with Tsukijima, recent events had kept tensions running high even at school. How long had it been since I was able to take a mental breather like this?


      Nevertheless, I was the only one taking advantage of this opportunity to lean back in my chair and gaze lazily around. Some classmates were gathered by the window, deep in conversation. In fact, the whole classroom was abuzz.


      “What? You didn’t know about the huge bomb that exploded?!”


      “I heard that it was a battle between Assault Clans. It sounds like both sides were seriously skilled.”


      “Why the hell would two Assault Clans come to a school arena to fight? I heard some crazy evil monster showed up.”


      “Did you just say a monster?!”


      My classmates had come back from a day off to find a building, on which the state’s pride was staked, reduced to dust, and they had no clue as to the cause. If anything, I would only invite suspicion by showing no interest in such a hot topic. However, despite straining my ears, I didn’t hear any mention of names or duels.


      Over on the hallway side of the classroom, Akagi, Tachigi, and Majima were all together. They called Risa over, who then engaged with Tachigi in a serious-looking conversation. I was curious what they could be discussing, but there was no way someone on the very bottom rung of our class’s social ladder could go and mingle with those guys.


      I settled for just keeping them in my peripheral, when who should approach me but a certain girl with swaying pigtails and a beaming smile on her face. And yes, she was looking as cute as ever today.


      “Morning, Souta. Well hasn’t this gotten everyone talking? Not that I think they’ve gotten anywhere near the truth.”


      “Morning, Satsuki. The student council president must’ve pulled out all the stops.”


      It appeared that Satsuki had been plenty curious herself to find out what she could, but apparently none of the rumors were so much as in the ballpark of what actually happened—namely, that the Arena had been wrecked in my fight with Tsukijima. That could only mean Sagara had been hard at work to keep people from talking. Heck, I’d bet he’d gotten people to sign contracts.


      The only thing was, with the kind of fireworks show we’d put on, it was a matter of course that people from government bodies and school management—I assumed that was who the suits I’d seen back in the Arena were—would come prying, and it was hard to imagine everyone who was in the Arena that day evading their inquiries. It was probably best to assume that they’d turn their attention to Tsukijima soon.


      Great. It looked like more fun was just around the corner. Again.


      As Satsuki and I discussed under our breaths what we should do, a boy and a girl strolled in with their arms linked as if they were the best of friends, and the whole of Class E instantly fell silent. It was none other than a defeated-looking Tsukijima...and Sera, her silver hair catching the light with each bounce.


      “Not so close to me,” the former hissed. “Give me some space, would ya?”


      “Now now, don’t be so self-conscious, darling!” Sera chirped in reply.


      She was the top student in our year and the eldest daughter of a great noble family, not to mention a once-in-a-generation talent who was already being hailed as the next Holy Woman. She had done much to establish her legend back in middle school, so she was famous enough that tales of her had already reached everyone from seasoned upperclassmen to the fresh faces in Class E.


      At the sight of a superstar like her making moves on someone from Class E, some went slack-jawed, some gasped, and still some others stood frozen with their eyes practically bulging out of their sockets.


      “I made you a bento box, so I’ll come meet you again at lunch. You can ask me about that student council thing too,” Sera told him with a blooming smile, indifferent to the piercing looks of the other students. “But until then, parting is such sweet sorrow!”


      And with that, she turned softly on her heel and left the room.


      What followed was a barrage of questions from our class. How did Tsukijima know Sera? How did he get so close to her? What was this student council thing he was going to ask about? In stark contrast to his classmates’ excitement, Tsukijima looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, but he answered them regardless.


      He was acting really laid-back about all of this, and a pang of jealousy struck that made me want to run around the room and scream my head off. I had only just gotten a lid on Piggy’s fixation for Kaoru, so I couldn’t allow myself to lose all self-control now. I just had to take a deep breath. In...and out...


      “Hey, Souta, what’s with the bloodshot eyes?” Satsuki asked. “You look freaky.”




      The game’s storyline was seriously out of whack now. Sera never even called Akagi “darling” in that sing-song voice until near the end of the story, and yet here we were. Maybe I should have come up with a more permanent solution to Tsukijima back then. I mean, I guess it’s still not too late... Is it?


      Ignoring how much I was creeping out Satsuki, I prepared myself for a miserable day.
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      Chapter 2: Kano Narumi Learns Yet Another Secret Technique


      “What a great view! Take a look, Kano!”


      “Wow, it’s so beautiful! You can see for miles and miles, big sis!”


      Her full suit of armor glinting in the sunlight, Tenma turned to point to the scenery behind her, then Kano strolled up beside to take in the sight with sparkling eyes. I stopped to take it in with them, and saw an endless savanna sprawling off into the distance under an equally endless blue sky.


      This was the twenty-second floor of the dungeon. Much like the twenty-first, it was a savanna map that featured grasslands dotted with trees. What made this floor different was the 1,500-meter-tall mountain that stuck out from the center of the map like a sore thumb. And right now, we were halfway up it.


      The temperature at the base of the mountain was high enough to get you sweating a little, but up here the air was nice and cool. And thanks to my muscles getting stronger, I could go up steep mountain roads without much difficulty, making our ascent just feel like light exercise.


      Tenma and Kano were in the lead, all giddy to be on this hike—a striking difference from Kurosaki, who was walking right in front of me. The maid wore a sullen face under her lovely furrowed brow and long black hair.


      She looked in the direction of the peak for the umpteenth time and let out a sigh, then asked the white eight-legged creature clinging to my shoulder a question.


      “Arthur... Ahead of us lies the territory of a wicked floor boss called the ‘King of Beasts.’ Is it really safe to proceed?”


      “Kee? Kee!” Arthur squeaked in response, clapping his front legs together as if to reassure her.


      The “fiend’s curse” restricted him from entering this area of the dungeon in his own body, so he was currently taking possession of Arachne, a white spider about the size of a human head. This diminutive form was no hindrance, however; he commanded the power and speed of someone with a level in the high 30s, and with Arachne’s multiple skills at his disposal, he more than pulled his weight when it came to fighting on the twenty-second floor.


      It was at this point that Kuga, who had been bringing up the rear, silently sidled up beside me and struck up a conversation.


      “The floor boss on this mountain is famous. It’s got a hulking body, it’s as quick as the wind, and it’s sent many an adventurer to their grave with its colossal fangs and claws. Yet you seem so confident. Do you have a plan or something?”


      Kuga’s expression was grave, but she couldn’t entirely conceal her curiosity about an easy way to deal with the floor boss. She wasn’t wearing her usual casual clothes today, instead being clad in armor from top to bottom: metal gauntlets and pauldrons on her upper body, while below the waist she had on short culottes fashioned from felbull leather and boots fastened with greaves that went up to her knees. And just for the record, her midriff was exposed.


      Kuga often wore this getup for battles back in our game days, and seeing her dressed like that made a blend of familiarity and happiness well up inside me. But that was by the by.


      “This floor’s boss,” I began my explanation, “is an inactive monster. So if we leave it alone, it won’t attack us. I have a secret plan just in case we do get into a fight with it though, so you can rest assured. Plus, we have Arthur should it come to that.”


      “The infamous King of Beasts, an inactive monster?” Kurosaki wondered. The doubt in her eyes was piercing right through me. “That sounds too good to be true.”


      Kuga, meanwhile, was using the look in her eyes to try and pry the details of my secret plan out of me.


      The clear sky above us seemed infinitely high, the stunning landscape below stretched as far as the horizon, and the air was deliciously fresh. Better yet, though we were still in the dungeon, being so close to the floor boss’s territory meant that standard monsters weren’t spawning. I’d be missing out if I didn’t take the time to enjoy this walk in such a tranquil space.




      We must have been about seventy percent of the way up the mountain. Though the path had become hemmed in by the trees growing alongside it, we could see a wide open area lying ahead of us. At the far side, I spied a waterfall whose source I couldn’t make out, and a rainbow projected in its spray.


      “Is...this the place you were talking about, Narumi?” an amazed Tenma asked. “It’s like something out of a fairy tale.”


      “Pretty butterflies! Or—don’t tell me—are they actually monsters or something?”


      Close to the pool of the waterfall were flowers that looked to be water lilies, around which were fluttering electric-blue butterflies. Tenma and Kano were eager to go and explore, but I wanted to take care of what we’d come here for first.


      I placed my pack and Arthur on the ground, then called everyone over so I could begin my explanation. They all sat down in front of me, each wearing a different look on their faces.


      “Okay, guys, the reason we’re here today is—”


      Kano interrupted me, raising her hand. “I know, I know! We’re here to make a base, right?!”


      Tenma tilted her head in puzzlement. “But we don’t have any materials. Are we going to make it out of those?” she asked, gesturing to the trees around us.


      I pointed out that most of the trees around here were broad-leafed, and their wood wasn’t suitable for building; not to mention the fact that if we used timber that hadn’t been properly dried, it would warp, go moldy, and just be a disaster in general. But just as I tried to get my explanation back on track, Kurosaki raised her hand to object, undisguised displeasure plastered on her face.


      “Arthur also said we were going to make a base, but doing so within the dungeon is practical only for the largest Assault Clans. I won’t claim it’s impossible for a small group such as ours, but I must assert that it’s inefficient in the extreme.”


      “I think so too,” Kuga concurred. “But it’s Souta, so I’m sure he’s got something up his sleeve.”


      Either bringing the construction materials in or gathering them on-site would be highly labor-intensive, and no matter if we succeeded, it would be absorbed by the dungeon in no time at all. We could prevent that by embedding a golem core into the base, but those came at an eye-watering price. This was why Kurosaki had cast such a disapproving look my way: It was one thing for a major Assault Clan to do this, but was such a huge investment of money and effort worth it with so few of us? She had a point.


      And yet Kuga suspected that my laid-back attitude meant I was hiding something. Well, she was right.


      “I’ll explain how we’re going to build the base a little later,” I continued. “As for why, that’s because I wanted to have one for our future hunts. My requirements for our base were that it should be somewhere close to our ideal hunting ground on the twenty-third floor and that it should be somewhere nobody ever goes, among a few other things.”


      Since monsters with fearsome skills became more numerous from the twentieth floor, the risk factor increased when traveling long distances between a gate and a hunting ground, which forced you to progress cautiously and therefore slowly. This wouldn’t be a problem if Arthur joined us like he did today, but he couldn’t commit to doing so every day. He had to devote too much of his time to playing whack-a-mole on the fifteenth floor if he was ever going to lift the fiend’s curse—though I bet he’d change his mind if Tenma always came along.


      Even after listing my various reasons for setting up a base here though, Kurosaki was not convinced.


      “For the sake of argument, let us say we do succeed in building a base here,” she said. “We are already within the territory of this floor’s infamous boss. As we speak, there is no small chance that we might run into it. Arthur’s presence may well spare us this time, but what do you intend to do when he isn’t here?”


      She was right. We were on the floor boss’s turf—the turf of the infamous monster feared by adventurers as the King of Beasts, and who the best known Assault Clans had a hard time taking down. But it was also thanks to this boss that standard monsters didn’t spawn whatsoever in this area, and no run-of-the-mill adventurers would come within spitting distance, which meant this was one of the few truly tranquil spots inside the dungeon.


      “Kee, kee!”


      “What was that, Arthur? Did you say...just leave it to you if things get ugly?”


      Somehow, Kurosaki was able to decipher Arachne’s intricate gestures with his front four legs and accompanying squeaks. Tenma looked amazed too, and she was always accompanied by her maid. In any case, it seemed like there was a lot of misinformation regarding this floor boss going around, so I decided I should probably set things straight.


      “As I said earlier, the floor boss won’t attack us as long as we leave it alone. And in the unlikely event we do have to take it down, we’ll be just fine with my secret plan.”


      “Well, I look forward to that,” said Kuga, fingering the worn-through spots in her felbull leather culottes and boots. “I heard this floor’s boss drops some pretty valuable loot. This old leather gear of mine could do with an upgrade.”


      The felbull leather that could be obtained on the twenty-fifth and surrounding floors was resistant to magic and a popular material for adventurers around level 20 to fashion armor from, but this floor boss dropped pelts of an even higher grade. At this whiff of treasure, Kano’s eyes quietly lit up with dollar signs.


      I looked around a bit. “Okay, then... I guess that looks like a good spot to build it.”


      As open as this space was, it was still halfway up a mountain. I’d thought some terrain flattening would be in order, what with all the slopes and rocks lying about, but then I noticed this one spot that looked suitable for construction. When I walked over to get a closer look at the earth there, the others accompanied me with great curiosity.


      “You’re going to build it here? Oh, could it be you’re going to use magic to do it?” asked Tenma.


      “Nothing gets past you, big sis. Doo-do-do-dooop, it’s my time to shine!” sang Kano, stepping forward in an odd pirouette with a smug look.


      A befuddled Tenma looked at me as if to say, “Surely you’re not actually going to make it with magic?” As for Kurosaki and Kuga, they were upping the intensity of their “spit it out already” glares. There was no ill intent behind me keeping it under wraps this whole time though. I was just building up to the big reveal.


      “You’re at max MP, right, Kano?” I asked.


      “Sure am. I made sure not to use any skills till we got here. Ready whenever!” she boasted, waving her arms.


      In that case, I’d get her to do it right away. I told everyone to stand clear, then gave Kano the signal to begin.


      “A colorful roof and a cute little window! Nice and swanky on the inside and...poppity-puff, show me the stuff! Golem Castle!”


      At Kano’s baffling incantation, her stored up magic emanated from her all at once in bolts of lightning that coiled around her body and whipped the surrounding air up into a vortex.


      Not even among the other advanced jobs would you find another skill that required so much magic, and an astonished Kurosaki protectively moved in front of Tenma. Arthur, meanwhile, was rhythmically bouncing his round white belly up and down in glee atop my shoulder.


      The fierce wind eventually settled down and gave way to what sounded like the very earth tearing apart, and soon a strange building began to thrust itself upward with tremendous force from the ground in front of Kano. Gravel and rocks went flying everywhere, making even the usually sleepy-eyed Kuga throw up her arms to shield herself while peering around them so as not to miss a single moment of this.


      And what ultimately emerged was...a house. It had a simple structure, kind of like something a child would draw, with a triangular roof, a round window, and a door. It was only one story tall and each wall only about four square meters, so “cabin” might have been a more appropriate way to describe it.


      “Whew...” Kano panted. “No more. MP drink...please...”


      Totally drained, she collapsed on the ground, trembling hand outstretched for a potion. Well, I supposed that was about as big as Kano could manage at this stage.


      “Is that... Is that a house? I’d love to take a look inside,” said Tenma. Intrigued, she went to step forward, but was blocked by Kurosaki.


      “N-No, mistress! You mustn’t approach it yet!”


      There was more power in Tenma’s stride than Kurosaki had accounted for, though, and she ended up being dragged along.


      The skill Kano had used was called Golem Castle, and could be learned by those with the advanced job Machinist. It was a skill I’d wanted to acquire as fast as I could after getting sent to this world, but Kano ended up beating me to it.


      It was an unusual skill even by DEC standards, with the amount of MP channeled into it affecting the building’s size and structure, so Kano’s still humble max MP meant she was only capable of producing this cozy cabin.


      “The roof and window turned out like I wanted, but I’m not sure if the inside will have,” Kano said, gulping down the sweet-sour MP potion.


      She hung her head in defeat, but she’d in fact pulled off something remarkable here. Ordinarily, the skill would have produced a cabin of a more regular, boring shape, but Kano had created a charming house with colorful tiled roof, stylish wooden door, and brick walls. Amazingly enough, she had proven that the building’s external and internal appearance could be altered by envisioning what the caster wanted.


      Kano had whined that the first house she’d made when trying her new skill out was much too plain, and angrily huffed that the second would be much prettier. And would you believe it, the exterior of this house really was much sweeter-looking. This was something that hadn’t been possible back in DEC.


      Now, as for whether that meant you could wish an impossibly lavish house into existence by imagining more and more detail, that would probably be too tall an order. A small house was one thing, but there was no way a brain had the capacity to imagine every last part of some vast edifice inside and out at the time of using the skill.


      That said, there were some crazy skills that enhanced your brainpower, so if used in conjunction with them... Anyway, I’d just have to consider that and experiment as I went along.




      While we were all motionless outside the house, Arthur squeaked a merry tune before opening the door and heading inside on his own. Startled back to her senses by this, Kuga was next to move. She pressed her back up against the wall as if infiltrating an enemy hideout then peeked inside. The next moment, she rolled on in. Boy, it was good to see her so full of life.


      “Shall we head in too, then?” I asked those of us still outside. “Not that it looks all that big from out here.”


      “I demand an explanation first!” Kurosaki snapped. “Tell me, boy. Haven’t you ever heard of common—”


      She got no further before Tenma cut her off. “It’s all right, Kurosaki. I just can’t contain my excitement!”


      The reason didn’t matter to Tenma. Right now, she was experiencing a great wonder, and the details could wait. She told her maid as much as she wriggled her way into the house, pulling the latter along by the hand.


      So, what was it like on the inside?


      I stepped through the doorway and found a room that would have been a little gloomy were it not for the dazzlingly bright lantern hanging from the ceiling. It was furnished with nothing but a large bed and an old wooden table in one corner. Kano had said that her imaginative power was lacking, but if that were the case, the inside of the house would be the same as DEC’s austere default: dirt walls and tired wooden floorboards.


      Kuga and Kurosaki began running their hands over the walls and floor to inspect them.


      “Building a house in an instant without needing any materials... And this is a skill, you say?” the former wondered.


      “It didn’t look like much at first glance, but the floor and walls seem to be sturdy enough,” added Kurosaki. “The quality of the materials isn’t as bad as I expected.”


      I was curious to take a closer look myself, and while they weren’t exactly a sight for sore eyes, I could tell that some solid timber and masonry had gone into making the house. The fact remained that it was just one room that couldn’t have had more than about fifteen square meters of floor space, which was hardly a lot for five people and a spider.


      We should be able to increase the number of floors and rooms, including a kitchen and a bath, if we channeled some more magic into it, I thought. But that would require several times more MP. Higher MP would come naturally with leveling up, but I also wanted to get our hands on some MP-boosting equipment.


      I remained lost in thought for a while until Kurosaki, who had been meticulously examining the floor on her hands and knees, suddenly sprang up and turned on me with a severe look.


      “You’ve surprised me with this unorthodox way of constructing a base, I’ll give you that. But we have a problem. You really know what you’re doing? Truly?”


      The uncharacteristic nervousness in her eyes gave me pause.


      “Kee! Kee!”


      Arthur, who had been rolling around on the bed with Kano, also turned to look in an unlikely direction and started squeaking.


      Now I got it. We had a big problem coming our way.


      Kuga placed her ear against the floor. “It’s coming from the mountaintop. And damn fast,” she warned.


      As far as I was aware, the direction it was approaching from was extremely steep and covered in dense forest, which meant the thing must be weaving its way through the trees at breakneck speed. That alone showed just how much of a freak it was.


      As Kurosaki swiftly donned her protective gear and produced an enormous sword from under her broad skirt, Kano, Tenma, and Arthur all peered out of the sole small, round window.


      “Wow, it’s ginormous!”


      “Kee?”


      “Is that a white fox? Or maybe a cat? So that’s the famous King of Beasts, huh? Who knew it would be so fluffy?”


      I saw what I first took to be a whirlwind blowing outside the window. Then I realized I was looking at a humongous monster that must have been a solid five meters long. Both the amount and quality of magic emanating from it were of a different grade from the monsters we’d fought on the way here. Its golden eyes were looking right at me, and— Hold up. That’s not what I was expecting!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Unpopular Heroine


      Standing proud before the newly built house was a felid monster covered from head to toe in long white fur. The thing was longer than the house was wide, so it must have easily been five meters, if not more. Its large ears and bushy tail gave it the look of a fox at first glance as well.


      “It’s...huuuge,” remarked Kano, her eyes wide open in awe at the sheer size of the creature. “It’s packing some serious magic too.”


      “It looks similar to those catlike things we saw at the foot of the mountain, doesn’t it? Different size and shape, though,” observed Tenma.


      “Kee... Kee?”


      Around the bottom of the mountain there spawned ugarms—blackish felines about the size of a tiger. They were speed specialists, favoring a hit-and-run tactic of charging at you at great speed then creating distance before you could fight back—and the deadliest ones were said to be here on the twenty-second floor.


      What we laid our eyes on, however, was effectively ugarm royalty: the Ugarm Queen. Only, she was much, much bigger than I’d expected. Perhaps Arthur’s curious-sounding squeaks just now were because he was thinking the same thing.


      In DEC, she was about three to four meters long and had a light-gray coat, whereas this thing was about fifty percent bigger than that and white as snow. And there was no questioning how I felt the surge of the magic enshrouding it pounding in my chest, or the fact that its monster level was higher than I’d anticipated. I had to consider the possibility that this was a different species altogether.


      “Hey, um, Ms. Kurosaki. That is the Ugarm Queen, right?”


      “Indeed it is. But it’s leveled up after wiping out a few Assault Clans, each dozens of men strong. Are you dead certain about this plan of yours?” she replied, drawing attention to her sword and fixing me with a menacing glare.


      I was only asking!


      Just as adventurers could attain experience points and level up by fighting monsters, it also worked the other way around. When this happened with an already fearsome floor boss, they could become too much to handle, and depending on the amount of harm done, an emergency could even be officially declared.


      “That beast’s ferocious enough to have been considered for emergency designation several times by the Adventurers’ Guild,” Kurosaki continued. “If you know how to defeat it, tell us how at once. Should anything happen to my mistress...I don’t have to tell you what I’ll do, do I?”


      Kurosaki had her sword half drawn now, and it caught the light as she glowered at me. She was a former member of a top clan, so this fighting maid’s threat was more than effective enough on my lily liver.


      “No, you don’t, ma’am. But she won’t attack so long as we leave her alone, so please just relax and tone down the bloodlust for now,” I pleaded.


      “But the kitty’s just started rubbing herself against the wall. Is this some kind of intimidation?” an inquisitive Tenma pondered, having been glued to the little window during my exchange with her maid.


      “That’s...not for intimidation. It looks like the way a cat marks its territory,” remarked Kuga, recognizing the monster’s behavior. This was my cue to pull the curtain back.


      “Well spotted. She’s drunk on the scent of silvervine. Look.” I gestured to a viny plant with pointed leaves in the corner of the room.


      Ordinarily you’d use a certain kiwilike plant that grows in the dungeon for this purpose, but I’d already confirmed in my experiments that the silvervine from the mountain near my home worked like a charm on the ugarms down in the foothills.


      Floor bosses were highly resistant to mental attacks and status ailments in most cases, but the Ugarm Queen’s Achilles’ heel was that silvervine got her high as a kite. In this intoxicated state, her decision-making ability, speed, and attack power were all dramatically reduced, thereby weakening her to the point she was no more dangerous than a run-of-the-mill ugarm.


      The silvervine must have already been doing its trick on the Queen, as I could see her through the window lying face-up and vigorously rubbing herself all over the wall. Seeing such a fine beast like her, a force to be reckoned with in a real fight, reduced to this made her a rather tragic—actually, more like delightful—floor boss.


      This one’s a wrap, baby.


      “Once she’s a little more dazed, we’ll step outside and beat the crap out of her together,” I instructed while I put my protective gear on. “Arthur and I will take the lead.”


      “The infamous floor boss, taken down with some measly silvervine...” said Kuga, licking her lips and producing her dagger. “This means goodbye to my leather gear then. It’s been a long time coming.”


      “Now wait just a second, you two,” Tenma protested. “It’s just not right to try and hurt something so adorable. Besides, she won’t attack us, will she?”


      Just as we’d been getting hyped up to get our mitts on some valuable loot, we were thrown for a loop by the idea of a floor boss being described as adorable.


      Kurosaki naturally had a thing or two to say about that. “M-Mistress! That floor boss has annihilated numerous clans already. We cannot pass up any opportunity to do away with it.”


      “But it’s so cute and fluffy!” Kano chimed in. “Can’t we work something out, Big Bro Arthur?”


      “Kee?”


      A debate thus ensued as to whether we should do away with the floor boss, pat her belly, or “kee kee.” Since she would respawn after a week, I was keen to just take her out and get my hands on her drops. Then again, I’d never seen such a huge, white Ugarm Queen in DEC...and she was kind of cute. Kano had a pleading look on her face too.


      “Kee-kee, kee!” Arthur trilled. Kurosaki interpreted for us.


      “What?! You mean to say...there’s a spell that could turn that thing into a pet?”


      “A pet? Really?!” Tenma cried in disbelief. “Is this something I could learn to cast?”


      “Just a moment, mistress. Did you not promise your father that you would master the Warrior job?”


      Tenma had enrolled in Adventurers’ High to become a Warrior and master close-quarters combat, which would leave no room for learning any surplus skills. Warrior was the very best of the melee jobs, and it could be highly profitable for Tenma Enterprises if the heir to the family business of developing and producing weapons were to make a name for herself in that field.


      On the other hand, with Warrior being only an intermediate job, its skills and stat benefits were nothing to write home about. I planned on teaching Tenma a few advanced jobs if she would sign a magical NDA, so to speak, but...


      “Is that the Tamer job you told me about before, big bro?” Kano asked me. “The real dangerous one?”


      “Sure is. There’s a chance your pet will turn against you if it’s not loyal enough. But even before we get that far, we don’t have anywhere to keep a pet right now. We’d have to release it every single time we left the dungeon.”


      While tame monsters could be powerful allies in a fight, they were also known to attack their owners once their loyalty waned. Having the mighty Ugarm Queen turn on you would be a bloodbath.


      On top of that, unlike in the game, you couldn’t take monsters into the outside world with you here, so we’d need somewhere we could safely leave a pet. The facility for that was located deeper in the dungeon—well out of our league; not to mention that the journey in itself would cost us a lot of dungeon coin, which we’d no doubt run out of in no time at all. For now at least, the Tamer job was best left alone.


      “In that case, can we just leave her be until we’re ready for that...please?” Tenma begged, her armor scraping against itself as she wrung her hands.


      Kuga puffed her cheeks out. “But that would mean no Queen pelts...”


      Despite Kuga’s disappointment, I wanted to take up Tenma’s suggestion. Kuga would have plenty of opportunities to pick up the materials she needed later on, so I asked her to let this one go on the understanding that I’d make it up to her when the time came.
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      Through the small round window of the house I could see the Ugarm Queen lying supine with her tongue lolling out. She was well and truly fried.


      The prospect of killing her aside, we were still going to have to pass by her if we were ever going to leave the house. I really could’ve done with some definitive proof that she wouldn’t attack us...


      “Kee-kee-kee!”


      “You’re saying...you’ll go out, Arthur?” Kurosaki translated for us.


      With a chirp and a clap of his little spider legs, Arthur had volunteered himself for a reconnaissance mission. He was only borrowing the body of his summoned creature Arachne after all, so it wasn’t like he was at risk of dying on the off-chance it came to that. He was the right man for the job.


      Arthur cracked the door open, nimbly scuttled over to the Queen on his eight legs, and...


      “Oh!” exclaimed Tenma. “He dove straight into her belly fur. I wanna try that too!”


      “Doing that to the King of Beasts? Some people really do have a death wish...”


      Even when the Queen noticed Arthur she didn’t seem to pay him much attention, and went about squirming blissfully. It seemed that unlike regular ugarms, she really didn’t have an aggressive nature. Arthur took advantage of this by plunging deep into her fluffy coat and giving belly rubs galore with his little limbs.


      Kuga and I were watching the scene unfold when added to the fray was another shadow—or rather, something reflecting dazzling light in all directions. What was that thing?


      The answer was obvious: Tenma. And behind her, her poor maid began, of all things, to tremble in fear.


      “M-M-Mistress!!!”


      “Relax, Kurosaki, it’s fine. Just look.”


      “Don’t you dare stop! Mistress Tenma must be protected at all costs!”


      Clad in her full suit of armor as ever, Tenma buried her face in the fluff to a depth that rivaled Arthur’s. The Queen still showed no signs of attacking, merely narrowing her eyes and enjoying herself. That didn’t guarantee the seething fury oozing from Kurosaki wouldn’t provoke her into attack though, so I opened my mouth to plead with her to calm— Hey, not you too, Kano!


      Now my damn sister had slipped outside to join in the face-in-fur action. It didn’t look like a fight was going to break out for now, but I would have to chastise Kano later that she should’ve been a little more delicate. “She’s so fluffilicious!” she squealed with delight. “With a pet like this we could go anywhere we wanted, don’t ya think, big sis?”


      “We really could. Such impossible softness... If only I could feel it without my armor on!” Tenma lamented as she gently stroked the Queen’s fluffy white neck. As if in return, the beast purred loudly and nuzzled her massive face into Tenma’s sparkling armor.


      “The heart rends, mistress...” uttered Kurosaki, with a profound sadness in her voice.


      Tenma wanted nothing more than to discard her armor and fully engross herself in the Ugarm Queen’s luxuriant fur, but her curse prevented her from doing so. It was easily missed under her ever cheerful demeanor, but moments like this were a constant source of pain for Tenma. And Kurosaki had the closest view of this of all of us.




      Without my noticing it, Kuga had stopped sulking from behind the window and slipped out to get involved with the face-burying as well. With Kano and Tenma by her side, the three of them looked just like three kittens suckling from their mother.


      In any case, we’d achieved the initial goal of building a base, and also managed to establish that the floor boss wasn’t aggressive by nature, so I saw no problem in leaving her for later. That left just one more thing.


      Maybe it’s time to tackle my greatest objective for this dungeon expedition. Now I was alone with Kurosaki; this was my moment.


      “There’s something I’d like to ask you,” I said, turning to face the maid. “I have an idea about Tenma’s curse. I’d like to see if we can’t get rid of it over summer vacation.”


      Arthur had always been a safe bet, and Satsuki and Risa had agreed to help too. But the help we really couldn’t do without was that of the maid standing before me and of the game’s main protagonist, Akagi, who was essential to trigger the curse-lifting event.


      I bowed my head to show my sincerity and humbly asked for Kurosaki’s cooperation. She looked utterly perplexed for a heartbeat before promptly hardening her expression.


      “You better not be kidding around here, boy.”


      “Of course not, ma’am.”


      This wasn’t the usual glare Kurosaki put on. There was pure murder in her eyes, piercing right to my soul to judge whether I was telling the truth. Her mistress was more dear to her than life itself, and it was clear from the intensity of her gaze that any half-baked plan that might mess with Tenma’s future would not be tolerated.




      So, just who was Akira Tenma in DEC? With her distinctive full suit of armor, she was the so-called “unpopular” choice of heroine. It was fair to say that she was shunned by all but a small minority of players, for which there were several reasons.


      First, there was the fact that wooing her was simply too difficult. She was in Class A, whose students were plucked from the noble and samurai families, and was always surrounded by her Black Butlers—both of which made it hard for the Class E player to even interact with her, let alone become more intimate.


      In fact, so demanding was the process of pursuing Tenma that doing so would make it impossible to win over any one of the other heroines. If you wanted to get the harem ending by courting one girl after another until you had a fearsome party of heroines, you were better off just forgetting about Tenma altogether.


      Then there was the issue of the curse-lifting event.


      In order to lift the curse, it was necessary to survive the perilous journey that lay ahead of our present location. The boss monster waiting at the end of it was as tough as any floor boss, with a whole host of powerful spells at its disposal. There was no easy way out like there was for the Ugarm Queen writhing in her euphoria outside the window.


      Akagi also needed to be at a pretty high level in order to beat this event, meaning that if you were serious about taking it on, it had to wait until at least the midpoint of the story, or more likely close to the end.


      Consequently, Tenma would remain in her cursed state for the entirety of this period, and thus would still be in her armor with her abilities capped. In other words, this all earned Tenma the poor reputation of a heroine who only came into her own in the endgame. It made her appeal pale in comparison to that of the other radiant, ass-kicking DEC heroines.


      All of these factors combined meant that Tenma, charming and attractive as she was, could be nothing but an unpopular heroine within the DEC community. But those were only trivial matters to me, the reasons being that I had already established a good relationship with the unapproachable Tenma, and I wasn’t the type to overlook her charms just because she was always covered from head to toe in armor. I was even confident that with my inside knowledge, we could manage the supposedly high-difficulty event if we had all hands on deck.


      The first part of that process was to stir the heart of this maid...




      “You see, I want Tenma to be saved,” I told Kurosaki, who remained silent. She stared into my eyes in an effort to ascertain what I was thinking and what I was after.


      I did have my own selfish reasons for doing this too, of course. With the game’s story growing more and more unstable, I’d need every strong friend I could get. To that end, Tenma was someone I could count on to have my back. And if I could free her from her curse, I’d have a game-breaking heroine to give the postawakening Kaoru and final boss Sera a run for their money before we even hit the midgame. Now that was a ray of hope for us players.


      So, all the more reason for me to want to hurry this plan along, but obviously I wasn’t about to share that with Kurosaki.


      What mattered was my wish for Tenma to be saved. It was clear that I hadn’t earned myself one iota of Kurosaki’s trust, but this point was very much common ground for us. That lovely girl’s cheeks must never be damp with tears. She must be happily smiling at all times. That was a cause worth teaming up with me for, or so my theory went.


      And yet this must have been a humiliating proposal for Kurosaki. She had left no stone unturned in her struggles to save her mistress and failed to even find a solution, let alone execute one. Much like my slimming medicine, there were measures that would temporarily alleviate Tenma’s curse, but as the effect quickly wore off, it did nothing to lift her spirits or address the root of the problem.


      As such, it was easy to imagine how some snot-nosed youngster showing up and saying he can save Tenma might irk Kurosaki or wound her pride. Even so, as the person who wished more than anyone else for Tenma’s happiness, she ought to accept my suggestion. That’s what I believed.


      Balling her hands into fists and suppressing her inner strife, Kurosaki briefly hesitated, then spoke softly. “You are telling me the complete truth? Should you have any thought of toying with Mistress Tenma’s heart...I shall see to it that you pay dearly.”


      “I mean what I say. If you’ll agree to help me, I’ll fill you in on the full details of my plan.”


      In her cage of armor, Tenma was probably weeping even as we spoke at only being able to feel the Ugarm Queen’s fur through the metal. Determined to bring her happiness, I turned to peer out of the window at her only to see...


      “Whoooa! She’s so fast! Aaargh—ouch!”


      “Big sis! I wanna get on too next time!”


      I had just witnessed Tenma, astride the Ugarm Queen, race by the window at an incredible pace and then go flying into the air and crash into a tree at full speed. And now Kano wanted a go too? The last time I looked they were burrowing their faces into the monster’s coat. They were getting way too comfortable.


      “Mi-Mistress!!!” Kurosaki wailed, now white as a sheet with tears welling in her eyes.


      Jeez. The worry’s unrelenting when you’ve got a mistress as overly energetic as Tenma.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Special Guest


      Kaoru Hayase


      On the first floor of the dungeon, a group of people was traversing the scraggy rock floor of a dingy passageway. Up at the front were Oomiya and Nitta. They bore a giant staff and greatsword on their respective backs, which gave them the air of mighty warriors from behind. It wasn’t so long ago that the two of them had been fairly inconspicuous students, but now they were at the forefront of Class E.


      The extent of Oomiya’s strength had already become apparent in the Battle of the Classes. As for Nitta, it turned out that like Tsukijima, she possessed “the power of gods,” and was so strong that even crossing swords with her didn’t give the full measure of her strength. To be invited to a practice session hosted by the likes of them was nothing if not lucky.


      Chatting happily away behind them were my party members, Yuuma Akagi and Naoto Tachigi. The pair of them had tended toward silence more often recently due to the pressure they’d been under from the advanced classes and the Second Swordcraft Club, but they’d both gradually started to find their smiles again once the tension had been lifted by the duel.


      Conversely, I got the impression that Sakurako Sanjou, who was walking by my side, had become more brooding. Her skills in magical combat and healing were becoming increasingly refined, and she was not only a valuable asset in battle but the glue that held our nervous bunch together with her boundless compassion. So while this did concern me, she needed time to think right now, I supposed. As her close friend, the least I could do was always be ready to lend a sympathetic ear.


      It was usually just the four of us who attended Oomiya and Nitta’s practice sessions, but some extra people had come along today.


      “Damn, I just can’t believe how tough Nitta and Oomiya are. Now we know how to make light work of Class D at the next Battle of the Classes too, huh?”


      “Those Class D suckers didn’t know what hit them when they saw what a badass Oomiya is. Once you catch up to Oomiya and the others, Majima, that promotion to Class C can be a reality.”


      “I’m going to do my best to keep up with you, Majima, so I hope we can stick together, yeah?”


      “Hmph. I don’t mind you guys coming along, but just don’t slow me down, ya hear?”


      Majima’s party surrounded him as if in battle formation. With his promotion to Class D already confirmed, they were now talking up a storm about how he’d be in Class C by the next year. This was Class E’s crack squad, who were actively involved in class business. Much like with Yuuma, I had been concerned for them when a loss of confidence had put them under a cloud for a time, so I was truly relieved to see that they’d apparently gotten out from under it. I liked to think that this also boded well for the mood in our classroom. And after them...


      Looks like he really is coming along like I asked.


      At the very end of our procession, leaving an even greater gap than Majima’s group, I could make out a male student walking alone, shoulders hunched. Majima gave the boy an askance look over his shoulder and began to moan.


      “Why’s he coming along to this training session?”


      “Huh? Oh, you mean Piggy. Yeah, I don’t know.”


      “Isn’t he seriously out of his depth? This is supposed to be a gathering of our class’s very best.”


      “If he’s going to get in your way, Majima, shall I just tell him straight up?”


      Not only were Majima’s party members not even talking under their breaths, they seemed to be making a point of being heard. I wondered what made them think they had the right to decide if Souta could join in or not when Oomiya and Nitta had personally invited him. Those two girls held a deep affection for him—that much was clear if one paid close attention to the way they looked at him, but it seemed nobody else had realized that yet.


      As for why they liked him so much, I was none the wiser myself. I did have a theory that might just prove to be true, however.


      Naoto had suspected that Souta might in fact be incredibly strong. As his childhood friend, I knew everything there was to know about Souta’s background, but try as I might, I just couldn’t recall anything that would tally with Naoto’s suspicions.


      The only memories I could pull to the surface were those of Souta’s persistent and unwanted physical contact with me back in middle school, the thought of which left me feeling a little melancholy.


      Could Souta truly be strong? I couldn’t prove otherwise. He’d slimmed down just a little since starting high school, but there had been no dramatic change in his appearance. Having said that, a close look at him revealed that he’d put on some muscle around his shoulders, arms, neck—all over his body, actually. And, despite his stooped posture, he now cut a more solid figure on the move. Then there was his drastic weight loss after the Battle of the Classes that had so startled me.


      One thing was for certain: He was up to something that I couldn’t even conceive of.


      Souta’s personality had undergone a radical change as well. Gone were his fierce assertiveness and fixation with me. His grades had become astonishingly good and he was always patient and levelheaded, making him seem for all the world like he’d “grown up.” I wouldn’t have believed anyone who told me back in middle school that he would turn out like this.


      Yet it wasn’t as if he were a different person altogether. When I looked deep into his eyes, I still saw the Souta I knew so well in there. After knowing him for so many years, I could say with absolute certainty: that was Souta.


      The changes didn’t end there though. Souta’s mom was glowing like she was ten years younger; his tired-looking dad was brimming with newfound confidence; and I had spotted little Kano walking along with a beaming smile on her face several times now. Something was going on with the Narumi family. But since all of these were good things, I figured it was nothing to worry about.


      Still, I was so curious.


      Just who are you? I thought as I turned to look at Souta, when...


      “Hey, Piggy, hold this. I wanna save my valuable energy for training.”


      “Huh... Me?”


      “Who else? It’s not like you’ll be of any other use, so you might as well carry our stuff. Honestly, you’re so selfish.”


      Majima’s party had gathered around Souta and were trying to force their bags on him. They must’ve gotten it into their heads that only a select few could attend this training session, when if anyone was the tagalongs it was them. I told Sakurako, who was looking troubled beside me, to go on ahead, and turned back.


      “Hey,” I challenged Majima’s party. “Don’t you think you should carry your own bags?”


      “What are you talking about, Kaoru? This is all Piggy’s good for.”


      “He was invited by none other than Oomiya and Nitta. Do you know what that means?” I replied.


      Thinking it was okay to push someone around just because they were a lower level than you meant accepting it was okay for the higher classes to do the same to all of us. We couldn’t behave like that; not when we knew the sting of being on the receiving end of it.
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      In spite of my appeals to that effect, however, Majima simply looked at me from the back of his party without saying a word—even though he was the one who was usually so vocal about the injustices the advanced classes subjected us to.


      You want me to yell at you, then? In that case—


      My train of thought was cut off by Souta. “No, it’s fine. I could do with the exercise anyway.”


      He then slid several people’s backpacks and weapon bags onto his shoulders. Majima, who had been watching all this unfold, then added his luggage to make Souta’s total burden somewhere a little over fifty kilos.


      According to the database, Piggy was level 3. Picking the bags up was one thing, but to walk with them would be really tough for him. Looking like they couldn’t care less, Majima’s party resumed their journey.


      “You can’t just do whatever people tell you, Souta. It’s still not too late to—”


      “This is nothing,” he interrupted. “I meant it when I said it would be a good workout.”


      And so on he walked with a cool look on his face and his balance not faltering even under the heavy load. Maybe he could be around level 5, I wondered. Even so, I still felt bad to see him have all those bags forced on him. However, he refused when I offered to carry half, reasserting that it was good exercise.


      I settled for giving Majima and his party a piece of my mind later, but why did Souta refuse to speak up for himself? Weak or not, the old Piggy had a strong will and knew how to say no. The “he’s just matured” explanation didn’t account for all of his changes.


      On the other hand, if the “he’s actually really strong and is just choosing not to engage with Majima’s party” reason was added to the mix...well, that would begin to make some sense to me.


      And here’s my chance to find out if that’s the case.


      I had previously tried to test Souta’s toughness by pairing up with him in fencing class, but he was always already in a pair with Oomiya or Kuga. And he never even showed up if I invited him out hunting, so that didn’t help me either. But today would provide ample opportunity for putting him to the test. There was also the possibility that Souta knew who the masked swordsman was, so I’d have to try and coax that out of him without being too obvious.




      Walking in line with Souta as he shouldered the several heavy bags with a steady but powerful gait, I spoke casually so as not to betray my true intentions.


      “Hey, it sounds like we’ll be training in pairs today. Want to go with me? I think it’ll be a good chance for us to see how far each other’s come since starting high school.”


      “Sorry,” came his reply after a pause. “I’ve got a partner already.”


      Now that was one I didn’t see coming. I expected Souta to be left partnerless, what with Oomiya and Nitta coaching and Kuga not taking part. But just as I was wondering who in the world he could have made these plans with, I was distracted by a commotion up ahead.


      Well, it wasn’t so much a commotion as a bunch of people forming a circle to rubberneck over something. Also curious to see what the fuss was about, I stepped forward and noticed people dressed in black dotted about the place. With their tuxedos and white gloves, they looked more like butlers than adventurers.


      But that’s...


      “Wow, thank you for inviting me here today! It’s my first training session with another class, you know.”


      “The pleasure’s all ours, Tenma,” Oomiya said with a bow of her head. “Now, over there is...”


      Oomiya’s conversation with the figure clad from head to toe in full plate armor went on. This was a celebrity known to every student of Adventurers’ High: Akira Tenma of Class A. She was a noble and one of the outstanding freshman talents. What reason could she have to train with the likes of us?


      Ready and waiting by Tenma’s side was a woman with black hair dressed in a French maid’s outfit. She had a delicate figure and pretty face which were at odds with the aura of razor-sharp danger that exuded from her every pore. Nobody would take a regular maid into the dungeon with them, so it was likely that she was an adventurer or belonged to a samurai family.


      Everyone was stunned into silence by the appearance of such a big name, but that was only natural. We in Class E were the lowliest students in the entire school; we never spoke directly with nobility, so nobody even knew how they should properly address Tenma. But then one person stepped forward.


      “My lady, we couldn’t be more delighted for you to attend our training session.”


      “Hmmm, and you are?”


      “Where are my manners? I am Hiroto Majima, eldest son of Katsuyuki Majima and in the service of a baronet family. An honor to make your acquaintance. And Madam Yurika Kurosaki, your reputation also precedes you, might I add.”


      Majima spoke with a knee bent and his head bowed as he made his resonant introduction. His samurai background made him used to addressing nobles, I realized. And it sounded like that maid really was no ordinary servant after all, but someone famous in her own right. It wasn’t unusual for members of high-ranking samurai families to also be top-class adventurers, so she was likely one of those.


      Majima tried to go on with his formulaic greetings, but having apparently lost interest, Tenma started looking around—then, no sooner had I had that thought than she was heading straight in this direction! Flustered, I took a step back and corrected my posture.


      “There you are, Narumi! You came to join... Wait, what? That’s some luggage you’re hauling. Could it be...?”


      “H-Hey, Tenma. Yeah, there’s a story to this.”


      Just as I was hesitating to decide if I should get down on one knee to formally introduce myself, Tenma breezed right past me and started cheerily talking to Souta in the kind of tone you’d use to chat with a friend over the phone.


      Come to think of it, the two of them had spoken several times before.


      As I tried to read their body language to get an idea of what they could be discussing, I saw Tenma cock her brilliantly helmeted head to the side and circle behind Souta, where she began to take the bags from him. What exactly was she going to do?


      “Seriously?” she began. “You’ve been saddled with everyone’s stuff again? Come, toss all this junk already—just toss it.”


      Then she grabbed a gear-filled bag and threw it aside, followed by another, and another. Majima’s party favored larger weapons, meaning each bag must have been pushing ten kilos, but one after another Tenma sent them flying across the dungeon with just one hand, like they were crumpled paper balls. It was an incredible display of strength.


      Unable to lose their tempers with Tenma, the owners of the weapons that had just been thrown in impossible directions and distances went off to retrieve them with their confusion plain on their faces. Well, they were just going to have to reap what they’d sown.




      “Anyhoo, this is the spot we’ll be using. You can put your things here,” Oomiya crisply directed, who had just finished spreading out a large rush mat on the dungeon floor.


      The participants took their protectors from their bags and got ready for the training session in silence. Their minds, however, were firmly on the girl who had just announced her participation.


      “Mistress, it seems you’ll be using these rubber swords, but please take care not to use too much force. I’m not sure how much they’ll be able to withstand before breaking.”


      “Is this session even going to be worth it if we’re using toys like these?”


      Everyone was staring at Tenma, who eyed the rubber sword in her hand as her maid attentively and painstakingly polished her armor with a large cloth. Tenma’s weapon of choice was a huge, double-edged axe that looked to weigh in at over a hundred kilos and was known well enough to be a topic of conversation in our class. I could get why a dinky rubber sword might seem lacking to her.


      Just next to Tenma I could see the figure of Souta wearing his undersized protector. Surely he couldn’t have meant Tenma when he said he already had a partner, right? I was also intrigued by how every now and then the maid cast a piercing glare in Souta’s direction, like she was making eye contact with him.


      “Ah... So, this ‘special guest’ was actually our year’s top student? I wish you’d tell us these things in advance, Nitta,” sighed Naoto, adjusting his glasses with a finger.


      “I bet you were surprised, right? You play nice with her too, okay, Akagi?” Nitta chirped, brushing off Naoto’s comment.


      “She sure seems like an interesting girl,” chuckled Yuuma. “She’s my kind of person. I’ve got a feeling I’ll be able to give her a good round of sparring.”


      I thought bringing a noble into a group of commoners had the potential for trouble, but maybe they had some kind of idea up their sleeves.


      Then there was the way Yuuma gazed at Tenma so eagerly. He wasn’t just fearless, but incredibly happy-go-lucky to boot, which made me scared that he’d just casually approach her for a chat. Perhaps I’d better warn him in advance.


      I also whipped my protector on and picked up the rubber sword I’d swung a million times before. I’d turned down Sakurako’s offer to pair up so I could go with Souta, but that hadn’t worked out as I’d expected. Looking around, I couldn’t see anyone else who was free.


      Just as I was about to give up and begin practicing with my sword on my own, I heard a firm and composed voice behind me.


      “Do you not have a partner? I would be happy to observe your form.”


      I turned around to see the maid standing there, a cool smile on her face but surrounded by an air of overwhelming might.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Mask of the Weakest


      “Hyaaah!”


      With a yell, Kaoru took a huge step forward and put her whole body behind an air-splitting downward stroke of her sword. But despite only taking a step of her own after seeing Kaoru begin her attack, Kurosaki was faster. This must have been what they called “ceding the initiative” in martial arts.


      Kurosaki struck straight for Kaoru’s exposed flank, but never got there. Just before committing to her swing, Kaoru had made a swift adjustment to her sword’s direction to parry. She then leaped back out of range and took up a guarded stance.


      “It seems you have the kendo mentality, all right. However...”


      “I know. You fed me an attack you knew I could deal with. And you could’ve had me in trouble by following up if you’d wanted to.”


      Kaoru was honest enough to admit to the disadvantageous position she’d been in, but so much had just gone down within the blink of an eye. When Kaoru had created space to get out of a close-range situation that didn’t favor her, Kurosaki was already poised with her weight forward, ready to deliver a follow-up attack. Kaoru was well aware of that fact and tried to lure Kurosaki into gambling on a counter, but rather than taking the bait, Kurosaki opted to start afresh from a neutral position.


      All that strategizing and mental warfare had taken place over the one second and change that had elapsed between Kaoru’s initial downward swing and her inviting the counter. These were the kinds of tactics you only saw in adventurer-versus-adventurer battles.


      Tenma, having apparently also seen the entirety of this exchange, was pointing her sword in different angles with visible intrigue.


      “That girl’s pretty good,” she commented. “But she’s right; Kurosaki would’ve had the upper hand if they’d kept going.”


      “Probably. But I’m sure Kaoru learned a lot from Kurosaki there too,” I said.


      In that one instant, Kurosaki had demonstrated a wealth of sword-fighting knowledge: The ancient weight-shifting technique of “earth-shrinking” that had enabled her ceding-the-initiative attack, as well as her feint-based swordplay rooted in taijutsu. Kurosaki may have been adapting her moves to her opponent’s level, but keen kinetic vision clearly gave an overwhelming advantage over Kaoru. And with Kurosaki’s vast experience of dueling other adventurers, Kaoru likely would have had a rough time if their sparring match turned into a game of counters and counter-counters.


      Nevertheless, acknowledging her opponent’s strength but undeterred by it, Kaoru kept fighting to win till the bitter end. I figured Kurosaki was sure to be suitably impressed by this display of fortitude and drive for self-improvement...but then I remembered what we were here for today.


      The training session helmed by Satsuki and Risa to improve our class’s swordsmanship was actually just a front for our true objective of “pleasantly” introducing Tenma to Akagi in order to get the ball rolling for the curse-lifting event.


      Back on the mountain, I gave Kurosaki a rundown on how lifting the curse would work. While at first she glared at me as if I were some kind of conman, it seemed she’d heard of the curse-lifting event’s boss before, and her usually composed expression screwed up into a frown. Apparently that detail had lent my story some credence.


      Having said that, I was still starting from a reliability factor of zero in her eyes. Even worse: She saw me as a villain with his sights set on her dear mistress, so it wasn’t as if she bought everything I told her. I lost count of how many times she’d grabbed hold of me and bored her eyes into mine during her interrogation, but it was all worth it when I somehow managed to get her on board.


      The next question was, how to create an opportunity for Tenma and Akagi to meet? It could take forever if we waited for them to have a chance encounter like in DEC, so it was essential that we set the stage ourselves. As I racked my brain for a good idea, Kurosaki’s astonishing worry for Tenma predictably reared its head. She suddenly started spouting off a laundry list of concerns: Would the curse-lifting event go according to plan? What sort of person was this Akagi fellow? How strong was his party?


      And if she was really going to trust him with her mistress, she’d have to confirm the answers to these herself.


      That being the case, I thought we should make use of Satsuki and Risa’s training sessions. I even dared to ask Kurosaki to give our class some pointers while we were at it—which, to my surprise, she readily agreed to. And that was how we found ourselves here.


      Kurosaki also trained Akagi in DEC, making him a much better fighter. She had a real talent for bringing out an individual’s strengths. Most important of all, having a fighter as adept as Kurosaki coach our classmates meant not only would they gain new techniques and more familiarity with fighting other adventurers, but they’d also rack up some serious experience points—even more efficiently than they would on our regular hunts.


      However, this experience boost would only last for a month. Any longer, and they’d become too accustomed to it. The usual shtick was to use this kind of training after reaching level 12 or so after acquiring experience points became difficult, but that was a small sacrifice to make.


      Weighing these thoughts in my mind as I looked on with Tenma, Kaoru presently moved in for another clash, sword held over her head.


      She weaved in subtle feints before letting loose with a flowing barrage of slashes, then, mindful of a counterattack, she remained in motion as she circled around to retain her preferred distance—but not one of her blows had slipped through Kurosaki’s defenses. This was no ordinary maid, but a force to be reckoned with who even I would have had a hard time beating right now. Even with Kurosaki limiting herself, Kaoru’s chances of winning were infinitesimally small. Spotting a minute loss of balance in Kaoru that the average adventurer would have missed, Kurosaki grasped her skirt and delivered a pinpoint-accurate roundhouse kick.


      Kaoru’s face grimaced in pain as the impact sent her flying, but she immediately showed the potential that lay within a true DEC heroine.


      “Gah... I-It’s not over yet!”


      “Oh my. It seems I underestimated you, for you to pick up my ‘earth-shrinking’ technique so soon after seeing it.”


      Kaoru knew by instinct that the same attacks and feints wouldn’t work, and so had imitated Kurosaki’s earth-shrinking on the fly while blitzing her way in. The girl absorbed new techniques like a sponge, and had a unique talent for pushing past her limits just when she was on the ropes. This was the kind of thing that made a DEC heroine more than just a pretty face.


      At the extraordinary sight of what seemed for all the world like a real fight, Akagi’s and Majima’s parties paused their own sparring sessions and began to discuss the spectacle among themselves. Impressed by it myself, I was keeping half an eye on the match when Tenma, inspired by Kaoru, started inclining her body.


      “This is how you do earth-shrinking...right?”


      “You got it,” I told her. “It’s a handy little move that makes you quicker off the mark and also makes it harder for your opponent to get a read on where you’re going.”


      Tenma came at me with her sword as she tried out the earth-shrinking step, so I responded with a quick parry, followed by a slow counter roundhouse kick like the one Kurosaki had thrown—only for Tenma to whirl around with a flurry of slashes, which forced me to retreat to my starting position.


      “You know, this is good practice even at this speed. Maybe it’s because I’m training with you, Narumi.”


      “That’s because you can’t disguise what you’re up to with a sword when you’re moving slowly. There’s a lot you can learn from slow footwork too.”


      A truly skilled foe would be no less deadly in slow motion. Swift movements might throw them off, but when fighting them at a leisurely pace, they shut you down like a chess grandmaster. We swung our swords at basically level 1 speeds, and paid careful attention to each movement.


      Even doing this, you can tell she’s something special.


      Though I had initially led Tenma astray with my irregular motions, she had immediately adjusted and even came up with her own way to counter me. I was stunned by how she’d got the earth-shrinking down over the course of trying it out just a few times, and had integrated it into her repertoire already.


      Whether it was her incredible rate of learning, high degree of latent potential, or genius-level fight IQ, there was plenty to be astounded by with Tenma. But that was to be expected from a bona fide heroine like the one who stood before me. I was experiencing firsthand how Tenma wasn’t about to be outdone by Kaoru when it came to being more than a pretty face.


      And if it looked like I was the teacher here, I was actually learning a lot myself. My skills were gradually being sharpened by crossing swords with Tenma, and I felt as if I could reach new heights. Maybe DEC heroines came naturally equipped with something that elevated the player.


      It’s probably best if we up the speed a bit next time for more realistic practice, I thought. In an ideal world, Kurosaki would also put Tenma through a brutal training regimen, but the maid wouldn’t lay a finger on her mistress even if it were for her own good. As I considered my plans, I saw Majima beckoning me out of the corner of my eye. What could he want?


      After getting the okay from Tenma to go and see what he wanted, I found him to be strangely worked up about something.


      “Hey,” he hissed under his breath. “How the hell did someone like you get Lady Tenma to partner with you?”


      “Huh?” I whispered back.


      Actually, he had a point. We had to engineer a situation in which Akagi and Tenma would meet at this training session, but I’d forgotten that in all the fun I was having with her.


      I was just about to thank Majima for reminding me when he started growling about how commoners should “know their place,” that Lady Tenma was a “distinguished personage,” and that if I knew her I had to “introduce them at once.” It seemed Majima was keen to get on closer terms with her.


      “What are you guys talking about?” said Tenma. “Come on, let’s get back to it. I’ve never had so much fun training bef... Huh?”


      “Ma’am! You must not be subjected to this puniest of sparring partners. Please accept my sincerest of apologies,” said Majima, trembling as he got down on one knee and lowered his head. Then he smirked and added, “Would you care to let me make it up to you by serving as your dance partner? I’m sure you’ll find it more worth your while than pairing with him.”


      A bemused Tenma turned to me for a translation, but the long and short of it was that he wanted to spar with her.


      By the sounds of it, it was the idea that people would switch partners a few times during the training session, and Majima would be overmatched with most of our classmates. I wondered if maybe it would be a good thing for him to get a little taste of what those above him could do. As such, I asked Tenma to take him on by way of a nod.


      Majima tried to sell himself to Tenma by making a point of how she was sure to benefit from training with him. After all, he was so strong, boasting about his level—he and Piggy were cut from completely different cloths.


      But Tenma’s only response was to dramatically tilt her head in suspicion, then open up the database on her wrist terminal.


      “Hmmm, level 6...are you sure you’re stronger than Narumi? Or maybe you’re one of those people who hides their true level.”


      “You may be my better, but I shall fight with all my might, Lady Tenma!”


      “Well...okay, then. Let’s see what you’ve got, shall we?”


      Majima bowed, then took up his stance with a loud battle cry. His party also began to gather round, offering cheers of support to their leader. They yelled at Majima to show Tenma how much better he was than me, and discussed between themselves just how well Class E’s fiercest fighter could do against our year’s top student. Tenma was in a whole other dimension, though. At this point in time, a Class E student was no match for her, however hard a fight they put up.


      Brimming with confidence, Majima cheerfully advanced for an opening strike, but Tenma made a blurringly fast move to the side with her newly learned earth-shrinking step and brought her rubber sword into his wide-open rib cage. Majima, slightly rattled, reset to a neutral position with a wry smile before going in for another exchange...only to eat three solid blows unanswered.


      “Are you seriously telling me you’re stronger than Narumi?”


      “Th-This is a little much...when I’m not warmed up yet. Please could you go easy on me for just a short while like you did with him?”


      “Go easy...?”


      Tenma lowered her speed to around level 6, but she still utterly outclassed Majima. In no time, he was requesting she tone the power down to around level 1 like she’d done with me. Except she hadn’t done that to “go easy” on me.


      The reason for our going so slowly was, first: to not give away my true level, and second: moving in slow motion was plenty good for making sure you had the footwork down. I’d told as much to Tenma, with the idea being that this would allow her to get in some friendly and worthwhile practice with the lower-level Akagi. With him thinking so little of me, Majima must not have had the capacity to figure that one out.


      Well, I guess it’s my fault too for hiding what I’m really capable of.


      I knew my classmates mocked me for being the weakest of us all. And it wasn’t as if I relished having such a bad name, of course. It didn’t feel good to be made fun of, and just being ignored still hurt me some. But that was nothing in the grand scheme of things.


      It was the role of Risa, another former player, to take center-stage and train up Akagi and Pinky, and mine to correct the story’s course. I could find a target on my back should another nefarious player come along, so I was risking my neck to do this job.


      That was why I put on this mask of weakness and stuck to the shadows, always watchful. If a player with bad intentions showed up, I was duty bound to strike preemptively and put the fear of death into them. To that end, this reputation as our class’s most pathetic member was pretty damn convenient. In fact, it was so effective that not even Tsukijima had suspected a thing.


      Regardless, there were still those who wouldn’t let any nastiness toward me fly.


      “What makes you think you can make fun of Narumi when you’re this weak?” Tenma lectured angrily, a hand on her hip. “I think you could do with being a little more humble when this is all you’ve got to offer.”


      “Wh-What do you mean, ma’am? Surely you can’t be saying that I’m weaker than...than him?”


      “You know the answer to that already. You really do have a lot to learn, don’t you?”


      Not only did Tenma know my strength, but there was enough trust between us to have each other’s backs in a fight. Seeing me be ridiculed that way got her more mad than it did me.


      The same could be said of Kaoru. Without a care for what others thought, she had looked out for me when Majima’s party foisted their bags on me. Her strong sense of justice probably wouldn’t ever allow her to stand by while I was treated unfairly.


      “Hey, Piggy!” Majima screamed, his face red with rage. “Get your sword and fight me right now. I’ll put you in your place!”


      “You’re the one who needs to learn your place, Majima! Don’t use Souta just to make yourself feel better.”


      With staff in hand, Satsuki had slid in to obstruct Majima with a velocity that sent her braids pointing up at the ceiling. She was slightly emitting her Aura, and the highly concentrated magic left each member of Majima’s party looking startled.


      I had told Satsuki my reasons for not wanting to reveal my strength, but then I also remembered how she’d shared with me her genuine desire to bring up all of our class together. This was another kindhearted soul who’d stand up to injustice, and who even valued me as a friend. I’d really have to bear these girls’ feelings in mind more from now on.


      Should I beat Majima to a pulp? Well, I didn’t feel like doing that one bit. If anything, I felt for the guy. He’d been made to look like quite the chump, first by catastrophically failing to impress Tenma, and then by her calling him weaker than the person he thought of as lower than dirt.


      There was no need for him to feel down about it, though. From what I’d seen, while Majima might not have the natural aptitude of, say, Kaoru or Tenma, that was understandable. Not even I could claim to have that—in which case, there was no reason at all that he wouldn’t be able to get stronger. The most important quality for becoming strong in this world wasn’t being gifted or not, but your thirst for power. That was what ultimately drove me to seek greater heights. And Majima was thirstier than anyone, so I was sure he’d be just fine.


      That being said, while wearing my mask of the weakest at Adventurers’ High where power was everything did have the advantage of making me inconspicuous, I knew that it came at the cost of the people who mattered to me being hurt. It was better if I wasn’t the puniest, but at the very least an average member of our class. Majima was, in a sense, a victim, so I’d have liked to settle this amicably, but...what was I to do?


      “Okay, then. How about we split the difference, and I pair up with Tenma? I’d say that’s a pretty good idea.”


      Utterly failing to read the room, a boy with a bright smile and incandescent red hair leaped out with a jovial spin: Akagi. I felt like asking what exactly was good about that idea, but then decided that maybe this was a nice way out of my dilemma.


      “Oh... And who might you be?”


      Tenma, who’d handed her rubber sword to Kurosaki and was now having her armor polished, also showed an interest in this new intruder.


      “The name’s Yuuma Akagi. I’m only level 6 right now, but I plan on being the strongest in this school one day.”


      Tenma asked in disbelief, “The strongest? You?”


      Neither being bloodied and battered by Kariya, nor being bullied by Class D, nor being beaten up by the Second Swordcraft Club could keep Yuuma Akagi from getting up each and every time to proclaim that he would be the strongest. He boasted more raw talent than even the likes of Kaoru or Tenma, had an insatiable hunger for strength, and on top of all that was ridiculously good-looking. That was the DEC protagonist for you—simply off the charts.


      Tenma’s body language was all but saying what the hell is this guy on as she looked Akagi up and down several times from beneath her helmet.


      Come to think of it, this is actually a lot like how they first meet in the game.


      Perhaps something that would shore up the game’s story was at play here.


      Not far away, Majima was eyeballing me pretty hard, but that could wait—of higher priority was that behind him, an even more menacing pair of eyes belonging to a certain maid were glaring at me. You better wrap this all up nicely, boy, they urged me silently.


      Of course. That was what I was here for, after all. And now it was do-or-die time.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Name of the Strongest


      A crisp voice bounced around the rock walls of a small chamber on the dungeon’s first floor.


      “I plan on being the strongest in this school one day,” declared Akagi, raising his index finger at the bemused girl in full plate armor.


      In DEC, Akagi was a strong all-rounder with a high aptitude for a wide range of weapons, magical attacks, and support skills. He could fulfill both long- and short-range roles in combat at a high level. This boy who now stood before Tenma was more than qualified to set his sights on being the strongest.


      But it was his unique ability to trigger an event that could save Tenma that we needed him for. It was vital that the two of them connect, but...


      “The strongest? But do you know who that is right now?” Tenma queried, as if wondering how he could hope to achieve this goal if he didn’t even know that.


      “You know, I’ve never actually thought about that. If you know, would you mind telling me?”


      Caught off guard by Tenma’s point, Akagi answered her question with one of his own.


      “Well...” Tenma began.


      So, who was the strongest in our school at this moment in time? Tachigi and people in Majima’s party suggested names like student council president Sagara and certain members of the Eight Dragons, but they were off the mark. I’d been astounded by Sagara’s strength, but if Kuga were to get serious, she could take him. And even Sera could wield greater power than the Eight Dragons if she were to play her trump card—that is, this country’s national treasure. There were more freaks of nature sitting in our school’s classrooms than anyone suspected.


      But who would Tenma name as the strongest? As a member of the nobility and our year’s top student, she was close to the key players of Adventurers’ High, and so ought to be privy to more accurate information. As everyone pricked their ears up to hear what she would say, she jeered in a silly voice.


      “I’m not telling! If you really want to be the strongest, you should find out for yourself. And by the way, it’s not me.”


      Akagi chuckled. “You make a good point. It’s my job to find them, whoever they might be. The strongest, eh? Just what kind of person are they, I wonder...”


      Far from being put out by Tenma’s response, Akagi’s eyes lit up. His declaration that he would be the strongest would sound bigheaded coming out of the average Joe’s mouth, but it felt curiously natural for him to act the part of the main character like this. Maybe that was down to that mask of naivety he wore.


      DEC’s super-hunky hero made the game’s diverse cast of heroines fall for him one after another until he had a whole harem at his beck and call. My current chubby self should’ve been so different from him in terms of both looks and social standing to even be jealous, and yet here I was, green with envy.


      The mood’s right, though. Maybe this is our chance?


      Heroine Tenma and hero Akagi were exceedingly compatible in terms of both fighting style and personality. If we let this situation develop into the two of them crossing swords, there was a high chance of a friendship budding between them, thereby making it easier to get Tenma’s individual story going.


      In all honesty, since Tenma was one of the few close friends I had, there was a part of me that really wanted to save her myself. But when I considered how that would affect our chances of successfully lifting the curse and what would come after that, I knew that doing so was out of the question. When it came down to it, Tenma had the right to be led to a happier future by Akagi.


      Telling myself that to silence my inner turmoil, I saw that Tenma had now turned to look at me and was headed my way.


      “Okay, Narumi. Let’s get back to our trai—”


      “Please wait, mistress. That young man states he will be the strongest in all of Adventurers’ High—which is also to say that he will surpass even you. Why not engage him just a little to put his claims to the test?”


      Tenma was clearly trying to act as if the exchange with Akagi had never happened, but her maid came to my rescue to get things back on track. Kurosaki really knew how to do her job, anticipating her mistress’s whims like this. She then shot a glare at me that I knew meant for me to say something too.


      As enjoyable as practicing with Tenma was, I was taking part in this session with the objective of getting Akagi closer to her. I had to do something to somehow make her interested in him.


      It was odd though. In the game, Tenma was supposed to be fascinated by Akagi’s declaration and be the one who advanced their relationship, so why did she come across as completely uninterested now? As I internally grappled with that question, the maid and I tried to persuade Tenma with whatever we could, pointing out how handsome he was and telling her that he was one of Class E’s most promising students. Reluctantly agreeing to go along if we insisted so much, Tenma took her rubber sword and stepped forward.


      “All right. Wanna go, then?”


      “Thanks, Tenma. Let’s go!”


      In contrast to Tenma, who lightly held her sword forward, Akagi brandished his overhead. Everyone watched with bated breath.


      I realized I hadn’t seen Akagi fight since his duel with Kariya. His body hadn’t been able to keep up with the increased muscle mass his rapid rise to level 5 had given him, which had caused his movements to be clumsy...but that was two months ago now. How much had he come into his own since then?


      Akagi let out an almighty roar, and the match was underway. He was employing the same hit-and-run tactic that Kaoru had against Kurosaki. The difference in kinetic vision was much too great when fighting someone of a significantly higher level, meaning that if Akagi charged in headfirst he would be instantly smacked down like Majima had not long before. By the looks of it, Akagi had taken this into consideration.


      He chained his forward step into a slashing attack, then tempted Tenma into making a counter before responding with three alternately slicing counters of his own. He was incorporating feints nicely into his footwork too, but was repelled by Tenma without so much as getting a single hit in. In fact, none of them even looked close to connecting. It wasn’t like his strikes and his footwork were bad, but...


      “What do you reckon, Souta? I don’t think Yuuma looks too shabby.”


      As I watched in frustration at Akagi’s all-too honest swordplay, Kaoru had come up and struck up a conversation with me. I’d have liked to answer her honestly, but the probing look in her eyes made me think it was better if I avoided the question.


      “He’s moving too fast for my eyes to keep up,” I told her.


      “Right... But you were going at it well enough with that Tenma girl, even if you were taking it slow,” Kaoru pointed out, narrowing her eyes. “Your level aside, you’re pretty handy with a sword, aren’t you?”


      I was impressed that she’d managed to keep an eye on what I was up to even as she was getting knocked all about the place by Kurosaki. Kaoru then upped the pressure even more by asking if I’d spar with her after this.


      While I pondered how to respond, Akagi kicked it up a notch and went roaring into another clash. If he couldn’t land a hit, his next gambit was to close the distance and try to slip one in through sheer volume, it seemed. However...


      “The redhead’s got talent. But he could do with being more underhanded.”


      Whoever owned that deep voice next to me, they appeared to agree with me. In a real AvA fight, might made right and no holds were barred. If it made the difference between winning and losing, then pulling hair, throwing dirt, blindsiding people, and even telling lies were all par for the course. Sparring was no different; you should use mind games, physicality, and all the tools at your disposal to identify your opponent’s weaknesses and swoop in for the kill.


      Take Tenma’s armor, for example. It naturally made her field of vision narrower than that of a regular opponent, as well as limiting the range of motion in her arms and legs. If Akagi moved in a way that took these effects of the armor into account, he might just have a better chance of landing a— Hold up, who are you?!


      Right next to me stood a giant of a man who donned full plate armor with a greatsword slung over his back. I craned my neck up to look at his face, but it was fully covered by a helmet. An intricate design resembling a family crest told me there was a likelihood of him being a nobleman, however. His hulking frame lent the ironclad look an altogether more imposing presence than when the more slight, slender Tenma wore the same.


      Kaoru, also noticing the colossal figure, gawked at him. But it seemed Kurosaki had some idea of who he was, as she gave a reverential bow. The various butlers scattered around the area had fallen into a line, their hands clasped behind their backs—meaning that whoever this was, he wasn’t just a nobleman, but a senior one at that.


      Not long after, a small group of other helmeted figures approached at a light jog. Well, they were moving their bodies as if they were jogging, but their speed was closer to a full-blown sprint. They must have been a pretty high level, I realized.


      However, I didn’t have any time to make an estimate of their level before the group came to a stop, standing to attention as one bellowed a report to the huge man. They had Adventurers’ High badges emblazoned on their breasts, but just who were they?


      “Captain! We have found a suitably spacious location for your training just over there, sir!”


      “You idiots! Didn’t I tell you I’m not your captain anymore? You go on ahead; I wanna see these guys go at it first.”


      “Understood, sir. Let’s move!”


      At the big man’s scolding, the helmeted group turned and left like the wind, the large tachi swords on their waists swaying with every step. With equipment and physical enhancements like those, there weren’t many people in Adventurers’ High they could feasibly be. In all likelihood, this was the First Swordcraft Club. And if I was right about that, I had a good idea of who the big guy was too.


      “You two carry on,” he addressed the combatants, arms folded. “Don’t mind me.”


      Despite the armored figure’s presumptuous instruction, Tenma and Akagi wouldn’t budge, their sword arms as slack as their jaws. What else could they could do? It wasn’t as if any Adventurers’ High student could just ignore the presence of Sakon Tachibana, captain of the First Swordcraft Club and one of the Eight Dragons.


      In addition to those distinctions, Tachibana’s swordsmanship was such that his name was also often invoked by adventurers in general and the media, and he was being eyed by several top clans. There must have been more than a few kids who’d been inspired to take the entrance exam for Adventurers’ High by none other than this guy. Not knowing how to respond to the appearance of such a superstar, all my classmates could do was just shrink in awe.


      Reading the situation well, Kurosaki glided forward to address Tachibana—but before she could do so, a girl butted in with a flash of light in her glasses and an airheaded voice.


      “Excuuuse me. We can’t exactly train here with you just, like, standing there watching us.”


      “Oh, it’s you, Nitta. You guys must be the Class E freshmen... So what’s Tenma doing with you?”


      “We invited her, but now you’re getting in the way. Now feel free to move along, yeah?”


      Our classmates were gobsmacked at how Risa just tried to shoo away a member of a grand noble family, though Tachibana himself didn’t appear offended in the slightest. The two of them must have gotten to know each other after that fateful duel in the Arena. Picking up on this, Kurosaki kept silent.


      “Let me join your training session too, then,” requested Tachibana, cracking his neck. “I just can’t find any motivation with the Swordcraft Club guys, you know?”


      “Okay, but what does someone like you hope to get out of training with us first year Class E kids?” Risa retorted.


      It certainly was a strange thing for Tachibana to say. What did one of the Eight Dragons want with a bunch of people whose levels were in the single digits?


      Thinking back, he was the kind of guy who did out-of-left-field things just on a whim in the game. By the looks of it, that held true in this world too.


      Regardless, Tachibana was a high-ranking member of the nobility and one of our school’s most influential figures. A misunderstanding here could lead to us having to deal with more of the First Swordcraft Club’s BS, hence Risa’s prying.


      “Nitta. A fusion battle style that combines swordsmanship with magic... You can fight like that, right? Swords or spells alone don’t cut it anymore. A new era’s upon us.”


      “Swordsmanship and magic...” Tenma mused. “Right. I’m interested in that as well. So you knew about it too, Tachibana?”


      What they were referring to was the “fusion” style that combined sword-fighting with magic, just as Tachibana explained, and Tachibana was asking Risa to teach him. Said style had been proven as the strongest in countless DEC battles. It also happened to be what I was instructing my family and Satsuki in. Tenma claiming to be interested in it as well was a surprise, but with her specialty being close-quarters combat, whether or not she could get much good out of it remained to be seen.


      Still lacking any permission to join, Tachibana removed his helmet and, with an inexplicable grin, wished for us “freshmen brats” to have a good training session with him. He reached out to shake my classmates’ hands, and they fawned all over him. I felt like telling them to show a little more self-respect.


      On the other hand, maybe this was a golden opportunity. Risa had apparently reached the same conclusion, as the grumpy look on her face now bloomed into a smile.


      “Sure, I could teach ya just a little...if you’ll teach our class some of your sword moves too, yeah?”


      “My sword moves? To these brats?”


      In DEC’s story, there were several minor characters who could serve as a teacher to the main character and massively improve their abilities. Kurosaki was one such character, but as you had to go down the “Akira Tenma route” in order to enlist the maid’s help, doing so was impossible when playing as the female protagonist.


      Tachibana, meanwhile, would teach anyone so long as they met with his approval. His teaching was stern but on the money, and he could give a huge boost to your sword skills and related stats. If Tachibana was convinced to train the Class E crew, they could probably count on rapid growth even at this early stage.


      There were problems, of course. The game version of Tachibana wouldn’t coach anyone who lacked ability. You had to prove you had the stuff to be admitted into the First Swordcraft Club, for one. Akagi fell well short of that mark at this point in time, so in the game this request would be laughed off for sure, and yet...


      Tachibana cast a suspicious eye over each member of Class E, but then broke into a big grin as he nodded.


      “Well, I guess you got to give some to get some!” he said before roaring with laughter. The next moment, the grin transformed into a piercing glare as he went into intimidation mode.


      “However! While I’m happy to teach you some fencing, I’ve got no intention whatsoever of holding back. What do you say to that, redhead?”


      Akagi was flustered to be put on the spot like this, and while he turned to Tachigi and Kaoru in an effort to glean what they were thinking, it was Pinky who quietly urged him on to accept Tachibana’s coaching. It seemed she was down for it too.


      “O-Of course,” Akagi stammered. “You’re captain of the First Swordcraft Club, right? I’d go through hell and back if it meant learning from you. I’m not the only one either, right, guys?”


      “Of course. I ain’t about to miss a chance like this!”


      “Me neither! I’ll learn something here or die trying!”


      The opportunity to be coached by one of the Eight Dragons might never come around again. Spurred on by Akagi’s resolve, Majima and our other classmates also chimed in, perhaps to psych themselves up as much as anyone else.




      Tachibana’s arrival had steered the training session in an unexpected direction. While we still hadn’t strayed from the objective of improving people’s individual fighting ability, it was starting to look like I might at least be spared from Kaoru’s grilling.


      “I’ve heard Tachibana’s got a pretty brutal approach to coaching. Is this really a good idea?” Tenma asked me as I watched my classmates, eyes bright with anticipation, huddle around the armor-clad giant.


      It sounded like Tenma knew just how harsh the First Swordcraft Club’s training was, and now she was kind enough to be worried for my low-level classmates who had so readily signed up for it. Even so, in my assessment, the potential reward made this gamble too good not to take.


      Besides, now that the game’s story was coming apart at the seams, events that would give the protagonist and his crew a boost were going to be few and far between, while the disastrous events would keep mercilessly raining down on us regardless.


      Thus, with our backs against the wall as they were, nothing could be so reassuring as the help of Tachibana, someone who had a solid reputation back in DEC. Even if it came at the cost of sharing some of our players’ fighting strategies, that was a pittance.


      But putting that aside for the moment, there was something I wanted to ask Tenma.


      “How did you find sparring with Akagi?”


      “He’s got a real long way to go. Him being the strongest in Adventurer’s High is a pipe dream and a half... At least, that’s my verdict. But why are you so concerned for that boy, anyway, Narumi?”


      Tenma’s assessment of Akagi was harsh, but my insistence that she spar with him and follow-up question just now had the adverse effect of piquing her curiosity. Sure, I was concerned for him, but that was secondary.


      “He doesn’t have much experience fighting people, so he doesn’t really know what he’s doing yet. But I’ve got a hunch that Akagi has what it takes to make it as a top adventurer one day.”


      Slowly, Tenma turned to look in Akagi’s direction, showing for the first time what I took to be an interest in him. There was no lie in what I’d said though. He may not have been much to write home about just yet, but Akagi’s untapped potential, power to change the future, and charisma to rally those around him were all the real deal.


      What’s more, starting with Tenma, Akagi could serve as the trigger to save many a heroine; he even had an incredible affinity for the fiends and spirits that were the undoing of countless dungeon expeditions. In the world of DEC, nobody was as adored as Akagi (and Pinky) were. His development would be essential for the difficulties that lay ahead. I was going to put everything I had into helping him—or so I intended, but...


      First things first, I’ve got to get this crap sorted out.


      A message from Kirara had flashed up on my wrist terminal. It contained information about a party for adventuring clans that would soon be held by the Golden Orchid Clan, and Kirara said we ought to up our level of alert for it as many shady and dangerous individuals were set to attend.


      The Ten Devils, Colors, and the Holy Empire to boot, huh?


      I sighed dejectedly as I passed my eyes over a list of organizations that only showed up near the end of the game. I had an idea of what would go down at this clan party, but it was nothing worth getting worked up over—it wasn’t like I was going to fight them. I’d just leave it at an intel-gathering mission to make sure that no harm would be done to my family or school then head straight home.


      What concerned me most was that this event was supposed to happen much later than this. It would make sense if it was just the school-based events being thrown out of order, but why was that also happening with events that took place outside of school? It was hard to imagine that a player’s influence might be extending that far...but then the reasons for it being held now were just something else I’d have to look into.


      On the other side of the chamber my classmates were listening intently to one of Tachibana’s teaching points, and by my side a cheerful Tenma invited me to train with her again. Sitting around feeling glum wasn’t going to help anything, so I decided there was no harm in just enjoying the peace and quiet of the moment.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Blessed Ones


      “So. What are your thoughts after seeing him in action up close?” a soft, self-assured voice asked.


      It was a dimly lit room within an opulent Western-style mansion. The question came from a woman in a dress, at ease in a luxurious chair. She wore enormous jewels on her hair, ears, fingers, and more, but not even their radiance could outshine her beauty.


      Her name was Haruka Mikami. When she’d inherited the countship a few years ago from her father, the minister for the army, she’d also taken charge of the espionage unit known as the Red Ninjettes and now had a finger in every pie from politics and show business to adventuring. This lady was a force to be reckoned with.


      Standing bolt upright opposite her was a girl whose hair shone with the brilliant green of fresh young leaves. While there was still an unrefined youthfulness to her sharp features, there was no room for doubt that over the next few years, her beauty would grow to give Mikami’s a run for its money. This was Mikami’s niece and Adventurers’ High student Kirara Kusunoki.


      Her expression hardening somewhat, she looked her aunt straight in the eye and replied, “It was a truly strange and astonishing battle. I confirmed the use of several powerful hidden skills, but I suspect even that was not his limit. If we were to oppose Souta Narumi, I couldn’t be sure of our success.”


      “Quite. From what little I’ve seen, his talent would more than bear comparison even with members of the foremost Assault Clans. Add hidden skills to that and...I think it’s safe to consider him among the strongest adventurers in the country.”


      Slow-motion footage of a midair sword fight between a woman resembling an angel and a masked man was being projected onto a wall. Even the high-speed camera hadn’t been able to capture the flurried exchange of blows unblurred. Despite the frenetic pace, however, each well-placed strike was as thoroughly considered as a move in an elite game of chess. These were well and truly two masters locked in mortal combat.


      Mikami pressed the fast-forward button on her remote a few times, and the image of a bizarre golem over five meters in height was shown next. Possibly because of its colossal weight, the footage shook along with the whole Arena every time it jumped. Kusunoki remarked that so bizarre was the battle, nobody would believe it even if they were told that it was a duel between two adventurers.


      Mikami shut the projection off.


      “In truth, we can’t be exactly certain what kind of threat Souta Narumi poses. It would make things nice and simple if we could get him on our side. But in case we can’t control him, it’s best if we explore any weaknesses we can exploit.” She gazed into one of her jeweled rings and wondered, “There are four people in his household, yes?”


      “Yes, ma’am. Investigations confirm he lives with his parents and a younger sister...but might I suggest that we focus our efforts into making him an ally for now?”


      There wasn’t so much as a hint of warmth in Mikami’s eyes—a woman who had made it this far in life by crushing her foes along with anyone unlucky enough to be caught in the cross fire. And though her aunt’s frigid gaze made Kusunoki break into a cold sweat, she still argued for Souta Narumi’s worth.


      The extraordinary value he’d demonstrated with his technique and knowledge in the duel was readily apparent, but his mild-mannered, conflict-averse demeanor and rational mindset also made him someone who could be easily reasoned with. Even if not allies, then why not at least a cooperative relationship, Kusunoki suggested.


      But this was met with an immediate shake of the head from Mikami, who, weighing up Narumi’s worth to her alive against the potential risks, presently expanded on her thoughts.


      “Just who is he, exactly? We haven’t found a single thing to link him to any known organizations, but it’s hard to believe that someone with his strength is a lone wolf. So there are two possibilities.”


      The first of these possibilities, as described by Mikami, was that Narumi was a secret agent in possession of some kind of sophisticated technology that made it difficult even for her to pry into. In this case, he would have the backing of another country or huge corporation, making him far too dangerous and far too much trouble. Mikami explained to her niece that this was what she most feared, and that Narumi would be marked for assassination should they find any proof of this.


      “And the second possibility is that, like the Holy Women, he is a blessed one,” Mikami continued.


      “Blessed? Surely you can’t mean...”




      Upon the emergence of the dungeon entrances around one hundred years prior, four young girls had charged straight in, making use of unknown skills and a wealth of knowledge to sweep through it, setting one assault record after another at bewildering speed.


      These girls became known as the Holy Women.


      They would have been over a hundred and twenty years old had they been alive today—and amazingly enough, they all were. Furthermore, those who had seen them in the flesh testified that they still looked practically like children, and there were even whispers of immortality.


      The four of them now lived separately in Japan, Europe, Central Asia, and South America, where each one enjoyed the reverential safeguarding of their host country, and exerted significant influence both on the adventuring field and the hearts and minds of the populace.


      Where had they come from, how did they acquire their knowledge of the dungeon, and how had they been able to conquer it so swiftly? And for that matter, who even were they in the first place? All was shrouded in mystery.


      Out of the awe and fear inspired by these extraordinary figures, the people referred to them as agents of the divine—or “blessed ones.”




      After waiting for Kusunoki to regain her composure, Mikami quietly resumed the conversation.


      “When intelligence concerning Narumi first came in, I suspected him of being a member of Umbra or a foreign agent. But taking Tsukijima and this footage into account, I can’t rule out the possibility that he is blessed either.”


      “Tsukijima was using all kinds of astonishing skills too,” said Kusunoki after a moment’s pause.


      Takuya Tsukijima had handled Akizane Sagara, a young man held up as the strongest in Adventurers’ High, and gone blow-for-blow in a near fight to the death with Souta Narumi, who appeared to be a master in his own right. After seeing that otherworldly duel for herself, Mikami’s reasoning was that it would make more sense if he had the same sort of divine qualities as the Holy Women, as opposed to a member of Umbra or foreign spy.


      “Let us lower our level of alert for Narumi. Maintain your friendly relationship with him and carefully continue to gather what information you can. As for Tsukijima...are things the same as ever?”


      “Yes, ma’am. The Holy Woman organization follows him at all times. My plan is to stir up the First Magic Club, then make use of the distraction to try to establish contact with him again.”


      Takuya Tsukijima had burst onto center stage one day with his extremely high fighting prowess and unique hidden skills, making any intelligence on him as priceless as intel on Narumi. Student council president Akizane Sagara had forced everyone who’d witnessed what happened in the Arena into signing magical contracts to prevent information leaks, but Kusunoki alone was an exception to this, and she reported it all to Mikami that very same day.


      Mikami had taken this as her cue to order Kusunoki and the Thief Development Club to gather intelligence on Tsukijima. However, Kikyou Sera and the Holy Woman organization’s constant surveillance of him made it impossible to get anywhere close, leading to Kusunoki’s plans to employ external forces.


      “It’s frustrating not to be able to use tougher measures, but this is the Holy Woman organization we’re dealing with. We have no choice but to tread lightly,” said Mikami. “And Kirara, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you this, but if there’s any movement on the Holy Woman’s end, pull out at once. Understood?”


      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll act with the utmost caution.”


      Mikami had grounds to believe that the Holy Woman organization’s surveillance of Tsukijima was on Kikyou Sera’s orders alone, which was all the more reason to give her niece Kusunoki full authority to pursue the investigation. But should the Holy Woman herself make an unlikely appearance, things could become very difficult indeed.


      This was because the Holy Women were mightier than any and all adventurers; had a litany of unbelievable abilities at their disposal, including but not limited to raising the dead; and had a vice grip on the hearts of their nations as almost guardian deity-like figures. Japan’s own Holy Woman was no exception to this rule, meaning that not even Mikami’s peerage could keep Kusunoki safe.


      Provoking the Holy Woman organization would normally be considered too risky, but any information on Tsukijima had the potential to change the world. As long as the Holy Woman didn’t show herself, Mikami would find out what she could about him by any means necessary.




      Mikami sank back into her chair and into thought once more. Doing her best not to disturb her, Kusunoki held her breath and stood silently by the wall. All that could be heard now was the regular tick-tocking of the clock in the center of the room, but it was soon joined by the sound of approaching footsteps.


      Two knocks rang out, and before Mikami could even give her permission for the visitor to enter, the heavy wooden doors silently swung open. In stepped a female ninja with two daggers fastened to her waist. She was the clan’s vice-leader, Mizuha Toudou.


      Toudou wasn’t sporting her usual revealing look today, instead opting for gauntlets, kneepads, and a striking ninja suit with several layers of metal plating woven into the bodice.


      Kusunoki, who had been on her way to open the doors, quickly retreated back to the side of the room with her head bowed as an amused-looking Toudou merrily strode up to Mikami and handed her an envelope.


      She opened it at once and took out its contents: a single piece of paper. This single paper was the culmination of several weeks’ work for the Red Ninjettes. Mikami’s expression remained impassive as she began to read, but soon, perhaps owing to the severity of the text, she knitted her brow and lifted her eyes from the page.


      “‘A full platoon...our friends seem to be really marshaling their forces. What’s more, they’re bringing in mercenaries who’ve made their name on the world’s battlefields, and even several infamous adventurers,’” Mikami read the letter aloud, as if to confirm its contents. “I see.”


      “I’ve instructed the Ninjettes to prepare for a fight, and quick,” said Toudou, flashing a bold grin. “I’ve also requested the support of the Adventurers’ Guild and Ten Devils. Looks like we’re going to have our first real fight in a long time on our hands.”


      In contrast to Toudou’s attitude, Kusunoki couldn’t help feeling disturbed by what was far from a routine report.


      The envelope Toudou had handed to Mikami was a report on the Golden Orchid Clan’s activities. Said clan was scheduled to host a large-scale gala this coming weekend. They had already sent out invitations to the most distinguished clans, members of the nobility, and both domestic and overseas media outlets. Mikami had received an invitation too, naturally.


      Some additional text on the invitations claimed that they had been sent out to all sides in hopes of deepening friendships, but that was just a facade. It had been widely speculated that the Golden Orchid Clan’s true aim was to announce some “big news that would revolutionize adventuring” in order to promote themselves around the world. More precisely, this wasn’t so much speculation as it was a rumor spread by none other than the Golden Orchid Clan itself.


      This invitation had prompted Mikami to try to gain an advantage by dispatching her Ninjettes on a reconnaissance mission, but it ended in failure against the Golden Orchid Clan’s tight security.


      On the other hand, highly concerning rumors had also surfaced that national secrets would be leaked in the shadows of the gala—and what was more, the recipient of this leaked information would be the supreme adventuring nation of both East and West: the Holy Empire.


      It had been confirmed that the Cardinal, one of the Holy Empire’s most senior advisors, had already entered Japan along with his men. It seemed he’d been bringing a steady stream of his forces into the country over the past few days, and if Toudou’s report was anything to go by, they were now dozens-strong, boasting several elite squads specializing in adventurer-versus-adventurer combat and renowned in inter-clan conflicts the world over.


      Wary of the Holy Empire’s movements, Toudou had been on a recruitment drive and ordered her Ninjettes to keep a close eye on them. In doing so, they happened to intercept a message written in code which, when decrypted, was found to contain frequent occurrences of the word “Samurai.”


      “Vice-leader Toudou...could Colors really have betrayed our nation?” Kusunoki asked, her eyes forlornly cast down.


      Toudou’s smile showed no sign of faltering as she answered, “We’re already working on finding that out.”


      Of all the jobs with which the people of this world were familiar, “Samurai” was renowned as being the one with the most raw firepower. It was also a job that was monopolized by Japan, where it was a cornerstone of the national defense policy, and its details were a closely guarded state secret.


      It was no exaggeration to say that it was only because of the twin assets of the Samurai job and the Holy Woman that Japan had been able to maintain its place as a major power and make its presence felt in this chaos-strewn world.


      At present, there were numerous Samurai who had pledged their loyalty to the Japanese state, one of whom was Colors’ clan leader, Kotarou Tasato. It therefore naturally followed, like Kusunoki had said, that if information regarding the Samurai job was going to be leaked, the source would not be from the Golden Orchid Clan, but from their parent organization: Colors.


      In the event that this feared Colors betrayal really did happen, it would reduce Japan’s capability to defend against an adventurer-led attack—and that wouldn’t be the end of it. The very fact that the clan said to be Japan’s strongest would commit this act of rebellion would irreversibly damage national cohesion and send the government’s credibility plummeting.


      In turn, such a country would be perceived incapable of maintaining military organizations at home and abroad, and then as a very inviting target for terrorists. After all, there were more than a few examples of terrorist groups actually attacking a nation’s military and police, wreaking havoc on governance, and plunging its society into chaos.


      And the events that threatened to lead to such a disaster were set to take place at the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala.


      Toudou was eager to do anything she could to prevent any leaks of Samurai intel, but the fearsome Colors and the Holy Empire’s best fighters together would simply be too much for the Red Ninjettes alone. This was why she had enlisted the aid of the Adventurers’ Guild and Japan’s largest Assault Clan, the Ten Devils.


      Kusunoki was left breathless—the situation was more dire than she could have imagined. She almost couldn’t bring herself to speak, but she now managed to step forward.


      “May I ask a question?”


      “What do you want to know? Ask away,” Toudou replied encouragingly.


      “It’s just, about preventing this leak of classified information, Vice-leader Toudou... If Colors have already established a relationship with the Holy Empire, won’t they have shared it with them already?”


      Toudou shook her head. “Not yet. Otherwise there’d be no need for the Holy Empire to amass so much of its forces here. Most likely, they’re preparing to spill the beans, and the deadline is coming up fast.”


      Despite Kusunoki’s reasoning that Colors would have shared the intelligence from the outset if they were so inclined, the reality wasn’t so simple. This was because highly sensitive state secrets, such as those concerning the Samurai job and Japan’s Holy Woman, were difficult to leak by design.


      Mikami burned the slip of paper she held in the flame of a nearby lantern, then rose slowly from her chair.


      “What I’m about to tell you,” she said to Kusunoki, “is for your ears only. To ensure the security of the state’s most secret information, those who know them are required to have a chain contract etched into their very bodies. In Colors, that would be the five executive members of the organization—including the Samurai Tasato, I expect. Should even one of them ever reveal a thing, all five would die at once.”


      Toudou added, “These kinds of magical contracts are forbidden by international human rights laws, but this is how every country keeps its secrets. You know the score—just another international law that’s not worth much more than the paper it’s written on.”


      The penalty of a contract like this could be triggered not just by the spoken word, but also by writing, telecommunications, or any other means of conveying information. Moreover, once a contract was written, it would last forever. Any attempt to nullify it would result in death. As such, they were tremendously effective.


      There was no precedent of a chain contract ever being violated, and it was thanks to them that both top secret information and world order had been kept safe, Toudou explained.


      But what if there was a way to bypass it?


      “I hate to say it...but we have to consider the possibility that the Holy Empire has obtained a way of nullifying magical contracts, even if only temporarily,” said Mikami.


      The Holy Empire was a young nation formed in the 1990s by adventurers under the leadership of one of the Holy Women. It began as nothing more than a small city-state built around a dungeon entrance, but after initiating and winning a series of wars with its neighboring countries, its territory expanded.


      It had been especially aggressive over the past decade, engaging in fierce conflict with the EU over vast swaths of Eastern Europe while using any means necessary to obtain further dungeon intelligence. Today, the Holy Empire was even regarded by some as the greatest adventuring nation in the world.


      Everything about this country was obscured by a thick veil, from what was going on there to how much knowledge of the dungeon they had amassed, and debates about these questions raged on.


      What was for certain, however, was that adventurers from the Holy Empire had been spotted many times on the battlefield making use of never-before-seen skills and equipment, and that they were of a standard that far exceeded the global average.


      And just recently, with the advent of the present year, an incident came to light that had shaken the world’s key players to their cores: The Holy Empire had performed repeated experiments in an effort to break the magical contract that held a prisoner’s tongue firm, and in so doing killed them.


      Heated talks ensued between the Holy Empire and the anxious nations that still had diplomatic ties with them, and the fallout was still making headlines to this day.




      Mikami took the time to detail all of these causes for concern as Toudou bemoaned each one.


      “They really don’t give a damn at all, do they? Hassling an out-of-the-way island nation like ours.”


      “We’ll step up our surveillance not just on Colors’ leadership, but the Cardinal too,” Mikami instructed. “We have to prepare for the worst.”


      The Holy Empire was going to do something at the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala. Not much was known about what that something might be, but it was bound to be significant. The Red Ninjettes had to gather all the information they could, even if that meant fumbling blindly for it, and put a stop to the Holy Empire’s operation. If a planned leak of Samurai intelligence was confirmed, all five members of Colors’ leadership were to become valid targets for elimination immediately, Mikami announced.


      The Samurai who ran the Adventurers’ Guild and the Ten Devils were already making preparations. If a fight were to break out, it would without a doubt be the largest battle fought on Japanese soil since World War II.


      A burning rage whirled in Mikami’s eyes as she quietly delivered her orders. It wasn’t just the bearers of official secrets who had sworn an oath of loyalty to their nation—so had she. She had every intention of being the first one to deliver the appropriate punishment to any traitors.


      But not even the sight of Mikami like this could deter Kusunoki from asking her next question.


      “Aunt, I was wondering... Was it really a good idea to take Narumi along?”


      “Narumi?” asked Toudou. “The funny kid who gets fat as soon as he eats something, right? There’s a good chance he’ll get caught up in whatever happens. That sit well with you, Haruka?”


      Mikami, convinced that Narumi had connections to Umbra, had given him her invitation knowing it was hosted by Umbra’s archenemy. In her eyes, this served the two purposes of now being owed a favor by Umbra, and possibly gathering more intelligence on them as they investigated the Golden Orchid Clan together.


      However, the situation had changed. The likelihood of Narumi being an agent for Umbra was now lower, and the gala hosted by the Golden Orchid Clan was gearing up to be a bloodbath between all the top adventurers. Should they really be taking Narumi to such a place after all?


      Mikami placed her hand on her chin in thought for a moment, but soon looked to her niece with a resolute glint in her eyes.


      “If Souta Narumi truly is blessed, he might just have an answer for any unknown weapons or skills the Holy Empire throws at him. Kirara, escort Narumi most graciously. If he has something we could use, you are to tell him that we are prepared to offer him a substantial monetary incentive as well, as a demonstration of our goodwill.”


      “Consider it done, ma’am.”


      Kusunoki bowed her head low and steeled her resolve. With the same drive as Mikami, despite her young age, she was more than determined enough to devote the rest of her life to her country. Even if it meant risking life and limb, she had to get Narumi involved.


      A battle was about to begin, with Japan’s fate hanging in the balance. The girl’s mind raced from one thought to the next without rest.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: A Fleeting Lunch Break


      I walked through the school campus, gazing up at the lush green of the trees lining the path. It was July now, and the heat of the sun was a little too harsh for comfort, but the breeze made it very cool in the shade of the trees. Now that it had been cleaned up nicely, I thought this was a lovely place to hang out at this time of year, but I didn’t spy a single student here even though it was lunch break. While at first I lamented at how this spot was going to waste, I then decided it was actually quite nice to have the area all to myself, and continued my stroll.


      “I’m pretty sure it was meant to be somewhere around here...huh?”


      “Hey, Souta! Over here, over here!”


      I was just checking my location on my wrist terminal in the dappled sunlight when a pigtailed girl—Satsuki—waved to me from beneath a big tree. I could also make out Risa sitting comfortably on a rush mat behind her. It looked like they’d picked out a nice, cool spot.




      “All right, let’s dig in now that Souta’s here. I made plenty for everyone!”


      “This is vegetable soup. It’s yesterday’s leftovers, but it came out nice. I hope you like it, Souta.”


      I found a space to sit and caught my breath. Risa opened up a bento box crammed full of rice cakes, potato salad, and fried chicken, then Satsuki poured me a bowlful of veggie-packed soup from an insulated container.


      Enjoying the girls’ home cooking sure was a huge upside to being in this world.


      I didn’t even have any friends or family to speak of back in the old world, let alone a girlfriend. I was used to it, so it wasn’t like I got lonely. But here, I had a loving family, and the two girls presently in my company who served me homemade lunches with a smile. Along with some embarrassment, I felt a kind of warm feeling slowly well up inside of me.


      Anyway, all that warm and fuzzy stuff could wait. I was hungry, and I was going to dig straight in. I decided to begin by stuffing my cheeks with a parcel-shaped rice cake wrapped in nori.
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      The generously sprinkled sesame made it pleasantly aromatic, and the soup I’d been handed was rich with the flavor of vegetables boiled to tender perfection. It went without saying that all this tasted amazing...but I wished the two girls would stop staring at me so intently. It was making me feel awkward.


      “They’re both delicious,” I told them. “And the soup’s seasoned just right.”


      “Really? Pleased to hear it!”


      “Shall we have some now too, then?”


      Satsuki and Risa seemed happy to receive my compliments, then got to munching on some rice cakes of their own after telling me they’d make a picnic for me again sometime. That was something to look forward to, but I also felt a need to pay them back somehow.


      Our main reason for coming here wasn’t to eat lunch though. This was, in fact, one of our regular strategy meetings. Stuffing a second rice cake into my mouth (this one had bonito flakes in it), I took a small magic item from my pocket and activated it.


      “It’s been such a pain not being able to talk in peace lately, what with no magic soundproofing device, huh?” said Risa.


      “Sure has,” agreed Satsuki. “The Holy Woman organization and Weapons Club have been busy—even the First Magic Club seems to be getting in on the action.”


      As was to be expected, there’d been an all-out race for information on Tsukijima ever since my duel with him. The Weapons Club and First Magic Club had both been staking out his student dorm, and mild mayhem generally ensued in the vicinity of wherever he went.


      It wasn’t long at all before Sera had invoked her student council presidential privileges to announce that all contact with Tsukijima was strictly prohibited under threat of expulsion. I expected this to bring about some peace, but it proved to be only temporary.


      The latest trick was for organizations to have pawns in their subordinate branches make contact for them. Besides Tsukijima, it sounded like information was even being collected on Risa and Class B’s Suou too, so I was keen for the former to fill me in on what was going down.


      “Uh...well, I can just run away whenever I feel like it, so I’m fine, you know?”


      “Thanks to that Stealth skill of yours, Risa,” added Satsuki.


      Despite my concern, it turned out that Risa had already been making skillful use of Stealth to shake people off her tail. As for Suou, his bodyguards kept everyone at bay, and it didn’t appear as if anyone had tried to establish contact with Kaoru as of yet. I was ready to spring into action should anything happen, but it seemed like I could rest easy for now.


      So, on to the next cause for concern. Maybe I should ask about Akagi and the guys.


      The involvement of former First Swordcraft Club captain Sakon Tachibana had been playing on my mind. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing that he was helping out with my classmates’ training, but I’d heard he was putting them through a regimen from hell that took up almost every last minute they weren’t in school or sleeping.


      Though I’d initially fretted that a lot of folks would tap out, according to Satsuki, everyone who’d been present at that first session was still going strong—even Majima was taking it seriously.


      Not only that, but an apparent boost in experience points from crossing swords with Tachibana had seen Akagi and Pinky make it to level 7. Quite a few others had reportedly leveled up as well, so it seemed that this approach was several times more efficient than making the descent to the appropriate dungeon hunting grounds.


      Even so, that still leaves the downside of people being beaten to the point they couldn’t stand up after each—


      But then, as if reading my mind, Satsuki cut me off mid-thought. “Sanjou can use plenty of Restoration skills, so the training’s effective even if they get beaten black and blue. She’s great with a sword too.”


      “It’s so nice to have a capable supporter to let you push yourself that hard,” Risa chimed in. “Hopefully they shoot straight up to level 10 or so.”


      Sakurako Sanjou, affectionately known as Pinky, had taken on a rearguard role in the protagonist party, but she had actually been the most responsive to Tachibana’s virtuoso swordsmanship by the sounds of it. This had apparently been to the astonishment of the others, but the truth was that her introverted personality just made her try not to stand out thus far. In the game, Pinky was equally as suited to the Hero job as Akagi, so it was no surprise she had a top tier talent for swordplay.


      In addition, Pinky had a natural proficiency for the Holy Woman job, meaning that she had first-class support skills to rival Sera’s. Basically, she was even more overpowered than Akagi. With all of its members having levels in the single digits, Class E really shouldn’t have counted on having any decent support, but nope. They had Pinky, whose sole efforts more than met our needs. It was Risa’s analysis that she was the key to unlocking rapid growth for Akagi and the others.


      I was more than relieved to learn that my worries of overly harsh training leading to dropouts was ill-founded. Part of the deal with Tachibana was that we teach him how to fight with magic. Repaying this favor was something I ought to be doing, but would a mask and robe be enough to disguise myself?




      We reached a natural pause in conversation, and I used that to try some of Risa’s fried chicken. It was barely lukewarm at this point, but it was delightfully crisp and juicy. The seasoning was a little on the strong side, but there were plenty of rice cakes whenever I needed a palate cleanser.


      The fried chicken was also going down well with Satsuki, judging from how she was munching away like a cute little critter. When our eyes met, she self-consciously covered her mouth with a hand, but that didn’t do much to hide her smile.


      “You said you wanted to ask us about something too, Souta?”


      I had already informed the two girls of my plans to attend the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala for recon. What I wanted to discuss today was the message that Kirara had sent me the previous evening. “Things have taken a slightly troubling turn,” were the words she had used.


      I showed the message to Satsuki and broke it down for her, and she panicked a bit before looking at me and Risa in wonder about how we seemed so relaxed.


      “Samurai’s famously the job that the leader of Colors has, right? It’s one of Japan’s national treasures. So am I right in thinking that it would be a big problem if that information got out?” pondered Satsuki, cocking her head.


      It was a natural question to ask; the method for acquiring Japan’s treasured job of Samurai as well as the nature of some of its accompanying skills were among the most highly classified things in the country.


      “The Japanese government and the Adventurers’ Guild would see it as a big problem, I’m sure,” confirmed Risa. “They’d lose the edge they had over the rest of the world. But for us, it’s just the way things go.”


      To give the quick and dirty rundown of the current situation, the Holy Empire had dispatched their pawns to Japan with the aim of obtaining information on the Samurai job. The Red Ninjettes, having gotten wind of this, sent a message to me by way of Kirara the night before this picnic.


      I had previously confirmed myself that the Cardinal had been in attendance at a party thrown by the Red Ninjettes, and that, just as in the game’s storyline, the Holy Empire had people maneuvering behind the scenes in Japan.


      If information regarding Samurai did indeed go on to be leaked, it would mean the Holy Empire could use it to ramp up the political pressure on Japan with a series of outrageous demands. For its part, the Japanese government would strive to maintain talks with the Holy Empire, while covertly dispatching spies and fighters—the end result of which could be expected to be fierce conflict both at home and abroad.


      This turn of events was inescapable in DEC, and this world was already primed with the necessary elements for it to unfold. Accordingly, it wasn’t the leaking of Samurai intel that bothered me, but how Kirara had expressed a wish to prevent it.


      I added the above details to my explanation, and Satsuki, who had been nodding along, now raised her hand slightly. Ask away, girl.


      “So, um, if we don’t follow the future that you two know, the things that are supposed to happen won’t anymore and you won’t be able to predict anything, right?”


      “Exactly. So even if it’s unpleasant, we want to do our best not to interfere with things that are already set to go down,” I responded.


      “All the same, I can’t help feeling a little scared at the idea of a future where fighting constantly breaks out in Japan and other countries...”


      That was valid. As Satsuki pointed out, while on one hand the leak playing out as it did in the game would make the future more predictable, on the other it would also lead to frequent battle events with the Holy Empire. To make matters worse, any fumbling of these events would almost certainly bring about destruction all around us, with many people paying the price.


      However, if dealt with skillfully, hardly any battles that affected the civilian population would occur, the protagonist party would gain new allies through dealings with organizations both domestic and foreign, and a path that ultimately led to a good ending would open up. The future that would be easiest for us to deal with was this one.


      So. What would happen if we were to prevent the leaking event that served as the trigger for all of that? Satsuki seemed to have some reservations of her own about it, but even I could make no prediction whatsoever about what that future might look like. There was the potential for everything to end peacefully if the Holy Empire gave up on obtaining intel on Samurai and made a complete withdrawal, but then there were also reasons that this particular event was hard to prevent.


      “The guy in charge of the Holy Empire right now is a real menace,” I explained. “He’s as good as Arthur in a fight when he wants to be, and he’s got the brains to match. We’re just not ready to take him on yet.”


      Risa added, “He’s a direct advisor to the Holy Woman Aurora, on top of being one of the Holy Empire’s founding fathers. Oh, and before he became the Cardinal, he was one of the top five adventurers in the world.”


      Satsuki’s eyes somehow grew even wider with amazement when she learned about who was pulling the strings, but that was understandable.


      The Cardinal was the boss of the Holy Empire arc and a combat specialist with an arsenal of secret techniques at his disposal. The guy was a weapon of mass destruction, able to stroll into an enemy base alone and raze it to the ground. I couldn’t see any outcome but utter defeat for me if I were to get into a real fight with him as I was now. Even more of a pain in the butt, the fact that he’d brought all of his minions with him meant that it would be tricky even to turn it into a one-on-one affair.


      If we were serious about stopping the leak, it was essential that we deal with the Cardinal and his pawns somehow. A roll of the dice might pay off in the game—though we’d still have a fair chance of getting burned—but in a world where defeat meant death, going toe-to-toe with those guys was sheer suicide.


      Granted, it sounded like the Red Ninjettes were enlisting the help of the Adventurers’ Guild and the Ten Devils (said to be the largest clan in Japan), so maybe we had a shot. Even then, with the Cardinal heading it up, our hopes were nothing if not faint.


      “But Kusunoki isn’t telling you to fight, is she, Souta?”


      “Nope. All she’s asking is for me to let her know if I find anything out about how the Holy Empire plans to get its hands on the Samurai intel, or what kind of traps they’re setting. Plus...”


      Both girls gasped when I showed them the sum of money I was being offered—and that didn’t even include the completion bonus. Then, to sweeten the deal some more, there was the added promise of having the full backing of Kirara and the Red Ninjettes thereafter.


      “That’s the nobility for you. Still, I’ve heard the Kusunokis were crazy rich even by noble standards.”


      “The money would be great, but having the Red Ninjettes on our side would be a huge help. It might cancel out any future events where we’d have them as an enemy,” reasoned Risa.


      The members of the Red Ninjettes weren’t especially tough, but the clan’s leader, Countess Mikami, had considerable influence due to the close connections she had everywhere from the political world to the military and Adventurers’ Guild. If we made an enemy of her, it would be safe to assume that we could wave goodbye to enjoying a quiet everyday life. It was scary to think that the game’s storyline could see us going down just such a route.


      By the same token, becoming allies with the Red Ninjettes would provide us with a vast information network and a source of income. Even with the knowledge we had as players of what was to come, our intelligence-gathering abilities were limited, and as mere students, there was only so much we could do to respond to what we did know. These perks being offered to us would be another huge boon, Risa added.


      “But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel uneasy about straying from the game’s story,” she said. “This would be a great help and all, but maybe it is for the best if we guide things in a way that the Samurai intel leaks.”


      “Yeah...I think so too,” Satsuki concurred. “I mean, the two of you... You’re both doing everything you can so that we all have a bright future, aren’t you? I do feel bad for Kusunoki though...”


      If we wanted the Red Ninjettes to be our friends, then we should do things the right way and give our all to helping them. Of course, the financial reward, a figure higher than I’d ever seen before, was tempting. But we were out to safeguard something more important than that here. We couldn’t allow the game’s story to give way to a chaotic and uncertain world where we’d be forced into putting all we had on the line.


      That said, I’m glad I talked with them about it.


      Prior to this conversation, the favorable conditions put forth by Kirara had me toying with the idea of giving some assistance. But upon consulting the girls, Satsuki had thought with loving care about just what it was we were striving for, and Risa gave me the push I needed to make the decision I knew was right. Thanks to them, I was able to shake off my indecision, and once again I was reminded of how much it meant to have friends who have your back.


      “Anyway, the gala’s tonight, yeah? We’d better get ready too,” said Satsuki.


      “Arthur and I will keep an eye on you through the monitor, but just say the word if you need any backup, okay?”


      “Thanks,” I told Risa. “But I’m not going there to fight. I’m just going to take a little peek at what the Golden Orchid Clan’s up to, then scamper on out.”


      The gala was taking place on the upper floors of a Tokyo skyscraper that had been rented out for the event. Kirara was going to give me a lift there, as well as lend me the formalwear and everything else I needed. There was nothing I really needed to prepare myself.


      My plan was to pull out at the first sign of any trouble, so I was feeling good going into this. I was fully prepared to make my escape should I get caught up in a fight, and on the off chance that I failed to do so, I had people ready to help on call. Basically, I was ready for anything. You had to be when stepping foot into a lion’s den crawling with the Golden Orchid Clan and Holy Empire, even if it was just for reconnaissance. Maybe I’d even hum a little tune to myself on the way to the party.


      Besides, there are some things to look forward to as well.


      Once the gala was over, I was thinking of stepping out into the Tokyo night. The Japan of this world had never been reduced to a smoldering wasteland in World War II, meaning that Tokyo’s palaces, mausoleums, and other historic buildings were left intact. Besides that, I wanted to take a good look around and see with my own eyes how much the emergence of the dungeon in this world had made it different from my own. There was no school tomorrow, so I could even treat myself to a cheap room for the night and enjoy more sightseeing the next day.




      As I picked up another piece of fried chicken and thought about where I might visit, the school bell rang.


      “Only ten minutes left for lunch. Let’s get eating.”


      “There’s still loads left. Think you can manage all this, Souta?”


      “This is nothing. You just leave it to me.”


      Speed eating was a strong point of this body of mine. And if the food was good, I could put no small amount of it away.


      Having said that, this body did also have the mysterious tendency to put on weight instantly if I overate, so that was another thing I’d have to look out for at tonight’s soiree.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Like Brother, Like Sister


      My kid sister stood in my way, hands on her hips and cheeks puffed out like a balloon. This was, I figured, her best shot at looking intimidating.


      “I said I was going with you, and I mean it!”


      “And I told you no. Now be a good girl and stay home.”


      Kano had been lounging on the living room sofa when I told her I was heading into Tokyo, then picked up my carryall bag and headed for the door. Before I made it out though, she sprang up and began whining about how she wanted to go with me. Only, I was headed to the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala, which would be crawling with all manner of unsavory ghouls. I could hardly take a dear member of my family to a place like that.


      But then it was clear that if I told Kano the truth, she would only insist on coming along all the more, so I fed her some lies about how I was going to hang out with a friend and that she couldn’t come...only for her to narrow her eyes and peer into mine in an attempt to expose my deception.


      “Big bro... You’re hiding something, aren’t you?”


      “I-I’m not hiding anything.”


      “Then how come when you were about to leave the house, you—”


      Just as I was wondering how I was going to convince my strangely perceptive sister now that she was in full-on detective mode, the cheery chime of the doorbell rang. I hadn’t even realized that the arranged time had come. I went to answer the door, but Kano broke into a sprint and beat me to it.


      “Hello hello hello, I’m big bro’s little sister Kano! I’ll also be coming—huh?”


      “How do you do?”


      On the other side of the doorframe, accompanied by two men dressed in black, a smiling Kirara gave an elegant curtsy.


      She wore a black party dress that stood out in stark contrast to her snow-white skin, and she was draped in golden jewelry adorned with gemstones. The gorgeous figure she cut all but said “I’m no commoner, darling” with just a glance. Seeing a classy girl like this up close for the first time, Kano forgot to even blink.


      “She’s so beautiful... Hey, wait a sec. Is this the friend you were talking about?” she soon enough asked, throwing a doubtful glare in my direction. She could hardly believe that someone so obviously not a commoner could be my friend. I mean, it was the natural response—it wasn’t as if I had the resourcefulness to make friends with a classy beauty like this. Accordingly, Kirara explained in flowing tones that she was in fact an older student at the same school, and we had both been invited to the same party.


      Kano wasn’t listening. “Wow, what lovely clothes... Is this silk?” she asked, eyes sparkling as she circled around Kirara. My sister was a cocksure communicator who knew no fear when it came to conversing with anyone. Kirara engaged with her, her smile still present.


      “And will you be joining us, young lady?”


      “No, she’s staying here,” I said. “Kano, back inside, now.”


      Kano puffed her cheeks out in response, and just as I was bracing myself for a shouting match, the kid only went and did what she was told by heading back into the house. I couldn’t tell if she’d felt pressured by Kirara’s sheer class or if she had some kind of scheme in mind. All I knew was that the way she turned back to the house with that dejected look on her face and slumped shoulders pulled on my heartstrings just a little.


      “If it’s just a dinner party, I guess we could take her along?” I wondered.


      “I’m afraid not, the place being what it is.”


      I felt bad for ditching my sister, but I couldn’t put my family in harm’s way at this stage. I’d reconsider once she’d leveled up to the point she could knock those Holy Empire guys out with one hit. Though at that point, there’d be no need to sneak around seeing what the Golden Orchid Clan were up to.


      Turning to the sound of a car door slamming shut, I saw a ridiculously long, jet-black limo parked outside our house. So that’s our ride for the evening, huh? There was no point in chatting out here for hours on end, so I went back to retrieve my bag and hopped into the car with Kirara.


      So, what’s going to go down tonight? I wondered.


      Mikami and the other Red Ninjettes were apparently on-site already. Plenty of other troublesome types were going to be there, so I was eager to gather what information I could on them as well...but then I realized there was no need to get myself so worked up.


      Letting out a slight sigh, I sank into the softness of my seat as the limo gently pulled off. With nothing in particular to do, I decided to enjoy the scenery outside the window.




      The limo drove past Adventurers’ High and continued heading north before making for the nearest interchange that would take us onto the expressway. In this town thronging with adventurers, railroads and highways spread out in all directions as they would in a major metropolis, making it highly convenient to get around. Back in my old world, this place was a quiet garden town served by only one train line. I was taken by how much the emergence of the dungeon had done to transform the transportation network here.


      As I looked out the window, pondering pointless philosophy such as whether human desire knew no bounds, I realized that we had come onto the expressway at some point. The car was one of the kind that converted energy from magic gems into rotational energy, meaning there was no engine noise. And thanks to the high-grade suspension, the ride was smooth as butter. It didn’t feel like we were driving on the expressway at all.


      “We are due to arrive at the destination in forty minutes, miss,” said the driver over the relaxing classical music playing quietly in the limo.


      “I see. Since we have the time then, Narumi, let’s have a little briefing.”


      With that, Kirara opened up her wrist terminal and showed me some materials. First came the explanation of the venue.


      The gala was taking place high up a building in Tokyo’s business district. The top few floors had all been rented out for the night. There were three possible entry points for an intruder: the roof, the stairs from a lower floor, and the elevator. All three had heavily armed guards stationed on them. This was to be expected given all of the nobles invited to the gala, but Kirara informed me that they were nothing more than paper tigers.


      “Even in a tall building with countless guards armed to the teeth, so long as we’re within a magic field, someone could gain entry from any number of places.”


      “Sounds like a real headache for whoever’s in charge of keeping the VIPs safe.”


      Within the bounds of a magic field, it was possible to activate physical enhancements and use skills, just like in the dungeon. Therefore someone could open up a massive hole in the concrete, or scale the vertical walls outside with ease. And for a high-level adventurer, even dodging a bullet was doable.


      The use of items that could generate magic fields was tightly regulated by international law, but the Holy Empire and terrorist groups had no qualms about flouting that. In the end, the only way to protect yourself against a high-level adventurer was with another adventurer of equal or greater ability.


      Next on the agenda was a confirmation of each other’s goals.


      Kirara’s objective that must be accomplished at all costs was the prevention of the Samurai leak. Under their vice-leader’s direction, several members of the Red Ninjettes had already infiltrated the venue disguised as waiting staff, each of them marking individuals affiliated with the Holy Empire or Colors. The support of other organizations had also been enlisted, and the plan was to rendezvous with them on-site. I was curious to know just who these people waiting in the wings were, but knowing the Red Ninjettes, it was safe to assume they were some real killers.


      As for me, my goal was to get a handle on what the Golden Orchid Clan were up to, so I wasn’t considering getting into a scrap—neither did I plan on getting involved in anyone else’s. If the Golden Orchid Clan left any hints, then great! If they didn’t, I’d just have my dinner and take my leave. If I had any room left to spare, then I’d do what I could to help out the Red Ninjettes so long as it didn’t mess with the game’s story.


      “About the Golden Orchid Clan,” I said, “has there been any movement on their part?”


      “Well, I did hear that they’ve welcomed several renowned adventurers into their fold with eyes on a clash with Umbra.”


      The Golden Orchid Clan had once nearly ceased to exist after the majority of its leadership was assassinated by the secret society known as Umbra. It then fell under the umbrella of the newly formed Colors to pull itself back from the brink of collapse, and had been biding its time ever since to exact revenge.


      Over ten years had been spent amassing personnel and funds that saw the Golden Orchid Clan regain its former power little by little, but the process had accelerated greatly as of late; the money had really started pouring in at the same time that they had been headhunting many a famous adventurer.


      The source of these funds was unknown even to the Red Ninjettes.


      The Golden Orchid Clan’s comeback, huh? It happens much later than this in the game...which is a concern.


      I asked Kirara if the Golden Orchid Clan rebuilding itself at this rate meant they would lash out against Umbra soon, but she shook her head in reply. “There’s no sign of that happening as of yet.”


      As far as the clan’s members were concerned, crushing Umbra was about more than avenging their comrades—to do so was simply unavoidable if they were to continue their own expansion. I had anticipated that with the conclusion of the Battle of the Classes, they would immediately barge their way into Adventurers’ High on a frenzied hunt for intel on Kano, who had been suspected as a member of Umbra, but it seemed they were a more cautious organization than I’d taken them for. Either that, or maybe I should assume they had some way of suppressing their impulses.


      I racked my brain to recall the game’s story, but I just didn’t know. I had a feeling that maybe the Golden Orchid Clan’s child clan Soleil was involved somehow, and shifted my attention to that—but then my thought process was interrupted by a clattering sound.


      “Who’s there?” said Kirara in a low tone, twisting her body around and taking a guarded posture.


      No reply came. At first I thought the sound was just a bag sliding around, but it seemed that there was something behind us...in the trunk. Picking up on the situation, the driver pulled over onto the shoulder of the road, then picked up a baton and walked around to the back of the vehicle. Could it be a spy? Aware of the potential for a fight, I also got out of the car to check.


      As Kirara and I looked on, the trunk door slowly opened...to reveal a young girl curled up, both hands over her face.


      Wait a sec...


      “What the hell are you doing?”


      “But!”


      Cheeks puffed, Kano sat up in a way that sent her pigtails whirling, then went on the offensive with a barrage of excuses: “You never told me you were going to the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala! What’s the Holy Empire? If it’s that dangerous I should go so I can help!” and so on.


      Jeez. How dumb was I to think she’d given up?


      My best guess was that she’d created a magic field with Aura while I was going to get my bag, then used Stealth to sneak her way in. It was a technique I’d taught my family just in case they ever needed it, but even I had been caught totally unaware. Maybe it was impossible to pick up on that kind of thing unless you were constantly vigilant of magic concentration levels.


      “Now, this is a pickle. We don’t have time to head back now. It should be safe enough if all she does at the gala is have dinner and keep to herself, but what do you think?” Kirara asked me.


      “We could always send her on a train back once we arrive at—”


      “I am going!” Kano yelled, clinging to the limo. I wondered why she was so desperate to come. I’d once told her about how I’d stuffed my face with delicious grub at a Red Ninjettes clan party, so maybe this determination was her stomach talking. While I felt a strong urge to interrogate my sister, standing out here on the expressway shoulder was not only unpleasant but dangerous, so I suggested we all get back in the limo first.


      The driver opened the door for us, and Kano leaped in first to claim the middle seat at the back and fastened her seat belt—a demonstration of her refusal to go home, I supposed. With nothing else for it, Kirara and I took a seat on either side of her.




      “You get dragged into these things without me even knowing it, big bro... If I’m not with you, you just end up going miles and miles away and getting yourself into trouble.”


      I’d barely had time to catch my breath after the limo had set off again when Kano started muttering. I glanced to my side, expecting to see the same puffed-out cheeks, but instead her eyes were now cast down and welling up with tears.


      I asked her what she meant, and was told that when I was leaving the house, she could tell I was headed somewhere dangerous. I may have been a bum, but I was the only brother she had—she couldn’t help but worry about what I was getting myself into, it seemed.


      I guess I’d have done the same thing if I was in her shoes... If it had been Kano putting herself in harm’s way, I wouldn’t back down no matter how many times I was told to go home either, even if it meant sneaking into the trunk of a car. She must have felt the same way.


      The point was, since Kano was going to follow me however much I yelled at her, it made more sense to keep her where I could see her. I only had one escape item with me, but I saw no problem in letting Kano have it. I would have to message our parents later though.


      “Relax,” Kirara assured me. “I promise to keep your sister safe.”


      “Hey, don’t you worry about me. I can hold my own in a fight too, ya know!”


      Kirara, who had been gracing Kano with a sweet smile, now looked bewildered as the latter started shadow boxing. It didn’t appear that the Red Ninjettes had the full picture of Kano’s level and abilities.


      I’d instructed my family in the fundamental principles of AvA combat, as well as how to run away if they had to. By this point, Kano was more than capable of going at it with even the top brass of the Golden Orchid Clan. That being said, the Red Ninjettes were a force to be reckoned with. If they were willing to look after my sister, it was probably wise to let them.


      “Kano, don’t let any information slip. Keep this mask on the whole time we’re at the gala, and never leave my side, or otherwise Miss Kusunoki’s. Oh, and uh...if there’s an emergency, use this.”


      I took from my pocket a dark purple crystal emblazoned with a magic circle and handed it to Kano. When charged with magic, this special item would transport the bearer to the location of the corresponding crystal, which was held by Arthur. It could only be used in places with high magic density, but a magic field was sure to be present if a fight broke out, so that shouldn’t be a problem. Actually, on second thought, that would mean we have nothing but problems.


      Regardless, there wouldn’t be any fighting if the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala played out as I expected it to. If there was, I’d just get straight out of Dodge with Kano in tow. In all likelihood, there’d be no opportunity to use the escape item.




      “It looks like we’ve reached Tokyo,” said Kirara, who had been watching the passing scenery. “I can see the mausoleum.”


      We were almost there. I also turned to look out the window, and noticed the unusual, illuminated temple-esque structure sandwiched between modern buildings. Much like Nikko’s Tosho-gu mausoleum, it had a striking color scheme and intricate architecture—yes, this was the mausoleum.


      The Tokugawa Mausoleum consisted of several buildings that encircled Edo Castle, but had been lost to air raids back in my world. If we could see that, we must be close to the heart of Tokyo...but at a glance, there didn’t seem to be all that many high-rise buildings.


      “Wow, look how pretty it is!” Kano exclaimed. “It really feels like we’re in Tokyo now.”


      “There are a lot of historic buildings in this area. Many of them have seen many years of use by the government or financial sectors,” Kirara kindly explained.


      We had just gotten off the expressway and onto a broad, cobbled street lined on both sides with Western-style buildings that must have been built in the Meiji period. It was as though I’d found myself in an old European capital. There were tall buildings dotted about that spoiled the effect, but it seemed that this was quintessential Tokyo to Kano’s and Kirara’s eyes.




      “We’re here,” announced Kirara. “Please mind your step.”


      When the driver reverentially opened the door, my eyes were assailed by dazzling lights. I narrowed my eyelids and heaved myself out of the limo to see a huge, resplendent entranceway befitting a high-society occasion.


      “So this is the cool place it’s happening at, huh? So many people! Hey, is that a TV crew?”


      Kano’s head spun all around, her eyes wide and shining with anticipation. Many guests besides us were already here, and one luxury car after another arrived on the scene, from open-top convertibles to limousines, out of which stepped noblewomen and men alike dressed to the nines. Farther back, I saw someone shouldering a bulky camera—must have been from the media.


      It all gave the impression we were about to be joining a fun-filled gala, but we couldn’t forget that we were already in the lion’s den. Any one of these people walking among us could be with the Golden Orchid Clan or Holy Empire. I’d have to remind Kano to keep her wits about her.


      “Is everyone ready?” Kirara asked, putting a Venetian mask over her eyes before setting off in an elegant stride.


      “You bet! I’m starving already!”


      “Hey, Kano, whatever you do, just don’t take your mask off, okay?”


      Kano made no effort to hide her gluttonous ways as she followed Kirara, donning a mask of her own that she took from her small purse.


      She could do with being a little more nervous, I thought. But eh, whatever... When it came down to it, I was looking forward to dining on some good food too. Whatever they were going to serve at this shindig, it would no doubt be stuff that a commoner like me didn’t even know the names of. My diet was important and all, but I was hardly going to come all this way and not indulge myself just a little.


      My little sister pumped her fist into the air with a shout of “I’m gonna stuff my face!”


      Behind her, tummy rumbling, I quietly threw my own fist to the sky as well.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: The Golden Orchid Clan Gala


      The building was so tall that I couldn’t even see the top of it from the street, and we passed through the glass doorway into a cavernous entrance hall. Several sparkling chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, below which smartly dressed ladies and gentlemen walked to and fro, engaged in pleasant conversation. At a glance, it seemed as though there were people here of a wide range of ages and backgrounds, but everyone’s faces were concealed by masks.


      I wasn’t sure if it was the thing to hide your face at these clan parties or if masquerades were just hot right now. Either way, it suited us just fine not to have to show our faces.


      Kirara’s mask was inlaid with gemstones that complemented the black of her gown. With the way she kept her back so straight and walked with such grace just ahead of me, she looked every inch the high-society girl that she was. She simply oozed sophistication and intelligence.


      In stark contrast to that, my kid sister was tiptoeing along and swiveling her head around like some kind of cat burglar scoping out the place for a heist.


      I know it’s hard for us to fit in here, but this is ridiculous... Kano’s beautifully adorned, appraisal-blocking mask wouldn’t look out of place at the gala...but her T-shirt with the cutesy animal mascot print and shorts just wouldn’t do. Then again, she hadn’t exactly been able to prepare for this when she hid in the limo’s trunk in her pajamas.


      “Let’s change those clothes of yours first, Kano,” said Kirara, apparently having come to the same realization. “You’ll only draw unwanted attention dressed like that.”


      “Huh? You mean I’ll get to wear a gorgeous dress like yours, miss?!”


      Kirara called over a member of staff who was waiting nearby and began firing off instructions. Kano took advantage of the moment to ask if they had any frilly dresses...among other cheeky requests. I made her apologize, then decided I’d better ask if they had any clothes that would let me blend in better as well.




      I watched my sister skip merrily off into the rented outfit room, then, with nothing better to do, I sat down on a sofa that happened to be nearby.


      I casually picked up one of the pamphlets laid out on the table in front of me—it was all about the building the gala was held in. It talked about how some big shot from some kind of conglomerate had built it to be Japan’s signature hotel, then there was a load of stuff about the hotel’s history with accompanying photos.


      This gave me the bright idea that maybe we could spend the night right here, but on seeing that even the cheapest rooms cost what a commoner earned in a whole month, I folded the pamphlet shut and put it back where I found it. Holy smokes.


      Though a little flustered to discover that I was even more out of place here than I’d imagined, I kept a cool exterior and observed my surroundings. As I should have guessed, there was no sign of any other plebs like me among the invitees. Everywhere I looked, I saw only money.


      What stood out to me most were all the nobles ordering the many servants they’d brought with them to do all kinds of stuff. Among these sorts, being seen as poor would hurt your bottom line, so no expense was to be spared in a situation like this. But judging from how there were even more nobles here than I’d expected, the Golden Orchid Clan must have been doing very well for themselves indeed.


      As I peered through my mask to look around at what other kinds of folks were around, some strange partygoers in particular caught my attention.


      One old man’s eyes had the piercing look of someone about to embark on an assassination mission. Despite the cane he held, his center of gravity remained perfectly balanced. With him was a woman, flashily dressed and wearing several jewels—probably magic items. They weren’t all that conspicuous, but the pair, clearly not your average revelers, stood apart from everyone else.


      Members of an Assault Clan, maybe.


      It was said that, including those that were self-designated, several hundred Assault Clans existed in Japan. The majority were just people hoping to make an overnight fortune. There were also those such as Colors that aimed to reach the greatest depths of the dungeon, those that acted as private militias for the highest-ranking nobles, and those that traveled from dungeon to dungeon around the world.


      However, the clans that appeared in DEC only represented a small portion of the total, and even a player like me only knew a few adventurers by name and face.


      Even so, I had been surveying the scene for a short while now wondering if I might recognize at least one person, but with everyone behind masks, I soon decided to give up.




      “Mr. Narumi. Please, have a program for the evening.”


      I was gazing up at the ceiling when a female staff member offered me a folded piece of paper. The word “program” was printed on it...an internal document? I looked up to thank the woman, but she’d already disappeared. Well, if she knew my name, I figured she must be a member of the Red Ninjettes and I didn’t need to sweat it.


      I cast my eyes back down to see that the piece of paper detailed the order of the gala’s proceedings:




      GREETING → TOAST → DINNER → SHOW → CLOSING




      Nothing really there to raise an eyebrow. If the Golden Orchid Clan were going to announce their “big news,” it would probably be part of the greeting or the toast. While I was concerned about what kind of information they might spring on us all, the best thing for it was just to sit back and hear what they had to say.


      What I ought to be thinking about was the Samurai leak and how it might come about. If things unfolded as they did in DEC, the intel would be given away by an executive member of Colors. Ordinarily, even one opening their mouth to spill the secret should have been enough for the contract to kick in and kill them all, but the Holy Empire had a certain “means” of freeing him from those shackles.


      So, what could these means be? In DEC, the main character first learns of the Samurai leak from a TV news report. However, the only detail read out by the reporter’s dispassionate voice is that the intel was leaked to the Holy Empire and nothing more. The exact details of what went down here were unknown even to the likes of Risa and me.


      Nevertheless, I could imagine how the Holy Empire would have gone about pulling this stunt. If they nullified a magical contract, they probably did so with a curse-lifting skill.


      Generally speaking, the magical contracts of this world worked on the same principle as the curses employed by the dungeon’s fairies. It was the fairy custom that, in exchange for lending someone their power, the other party must have terms of the agreement etched into their very body and abide by them. In turn, humans had invented magical contracts by reverse-engineering these so that a curse would be activated upon the terms being violated.


      It was therefore necessary to perform a dedicated curse-lifting in order to nullify a contract. Even then, just to break a curse placed by a low-level fairy called for advanced skills held by those with expert jobs. On top of that, unlike a fairy’s curse, the curse that would be activated here would result in instant death—it was magic that was both sophisticated and powerful in the extreme.


      One of the conditions for attaining an expert job was to be level 50 or higher, and it was hard to imagine that the Holy Empire had any adventurers who had accomplished this. If they did, this world would have long since fallen into their hands.


      One other remote possibility, I pondered, was that the Holy Empire had brought the Holy Woman along to help out, but that, too, was hard to imagine. Their Holy Woman was currently vilified as a war criminal by the major countries of the world, and there was no way the Holy Empire would so flippantly send their national symbol on an espionage mission to a remote island like ours. Though I couldn’t rule it out entirely, I decided it was safe to assume this wasn’t the case.


      That left just one possibility for the method they’d use: drawing a curse-lifting magic circle and activating it with a massive influx of magic. This was the same principle as when I performed Manual Activation to make use of expert skills. But then that raised the question of how they had learned to draw that magic circle in the first place.


      A magic circle would naturally fail to activate if drawn incorrectly or incompletely, but if the caster were unlucky it could also blow up in their face or release an uncontrolled torrent of magic. I expected that death was also a possibility when attempting to nullify a magical contract, so I shuddered to think of the countless times the Holy Empire must have had to repeat their inhumane experiments until they happened upon the correct pattern.


      In any case, if things were going ahead as I imagined them, there was already a gigantic magic circle set up somewhere in this building. It would need a significant influx of “live” magic in order to get started, but that could be sourced from all these attendees.


      If anything stands out as shady on this program...it’s the “show.”


      I didn’t know what kind of “show” they were going to put on, but I wagered that it would involve a forced collection of magic with which the caster would activate the circle.


      However there was no report in DEC of there being any fighting or fatalities. It was looking like the Holy Empire wouldn’t be using rough methods, and might instead leave it at a few people passing out due to being drained of magic.


      But that didn’t mean I was going to let the Holy Empire have one shred of either Kano’s or mine. We should probably just stay for the food, then beat a hasty retreat before this so-called “show” could begin.


      “Well? Pretty or what, huh?” said Kano, emerging from the changing rooms with a twirl. “Do ya see me in a new light?”


      In total contrast to Kirara’s elegant gown, Kano was now wearing a light rose-pink dress that was a similar color to her hair. She had large, frilly ribbons tied in her pigtails and around her waist, and even her makeup screamed “little girl.”


      Then again, with her baby face and nonexistent bust, she had no hope of achieving a charm similar to Kirara’s, so this was probably the best approach for her.


      With a cheery Kano still making repeated demands for compliments, we finally set out for the upper floors where the party was to be held.
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      I showed my invitation to a member of staff at the very back of the building, and after a simple pat-down, we were ushered to an elevator that would take us directly to the gala. It was one of those glass ones that gave a view of the outside.


      Tokyo’s nighttime scenery gradually revealed itself as we ascended. Kano and I stood side by side, our foreheads glued to the glass. With its scarcity of tall buildings and reserved use of decorative lighting, this was clearly a different Tokyo from the one I’d known.


      It was by no means inferior. If anything, the number of unfamiliar buildings to discover only made me all the more excited. I got the impression that Kano was game to come along, in which case I thought I might get her to show me around. But then the elevator stopped at our floor, and the doors opened.


      “Miss Kusunoki’s party, yes? This way, please,” said a member of staff waiting by the elevator doors, head bowed deferentially.


      Straight ahead of us, I could already see an open doorway at the end of a long corridor, beyond which sat countless tables with partygoers around them. The hall looked like it could accommodate a thousand people or so.


      According to Kirara, there was a seating plan, with your proximity to the front determined by your importance to the Golden Orchid Clan and your social standing. That being the case, I expected Kirara to be seated somewhere near the front row, her being from a viscount family and all—but the seats we were guided to ended up being about a fifth of the way back.


      As I started craning my neck around to see who on earth all these important people could be to be in front of us, I noticed an area up ahead that was covered in cameras and microphones. Was there going to be some kind of press conference?


      Kano leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Big bro, that’s the person from the Golden Orchid Clan I was telling you about.”


      Looking in the direction she pointed, I saw an unmasked pair, one man and one woman, restlessly busying themselves with something. She apparently recognized one of them, but...


      “That’s him, is it? The idiot who kicked Satsuki and tried to hurt you?” I whispered in response.


      The guy must have been around thirty, and he had a golden medal on his breast... Daigo Kaga. He’d been doubling up as the leader of Soleil, a tertiary clan, during the Battle of the Classes, but he must have gone back to the Golden Orchid Clan since then. Either way, for a member of an Assault Clan to infiltrate a high-school exam and perpetrate violence against the kids taking it was about as low as it got.


      As I felt rage bubbling inside me and glared daggers at Kaga, thinking about how I might take him out if I got him alone, a man in a hakama smoothly glided into a seat at our table. Who’re you?


      “That resplendent emerald hair, and alluring proportions... You’re my darling little Kirara, are you not? Fancy seeing you here.”


      “Oh? And you must be...Shinguu, no?”


      The man’s hair was a deep indigo, and he was of a slight build—not the kind of musclebound body honed through rigorous training that you saw so often at Adventurers’ High. He was wearing a black fox mask, but he lifted it up for a moment to give a glimpse of what lay beneath. He had the kind of soft, handsome features that an older woman might like.


      I could tell he was a member of the nobility from the golden badge with a family crest pinned to his lapel, so it was no surprise that he would be at our table. But what struck me more was how he referred to Kirara with such familiarity, like we players did.


      Shinguu, was he called? Where have I heard that name before...?


      “Ah, where are my manners? My name is Subaru Shinguu. I have a small business out in the provinces, and I go way back with Kirara here. I don’t recall seeing you two before—are you members of the Kusunoki family?”


      He looked from me to Kano inquisitively. Most nobles took a condescending attitude to members of samurai families like Kirara’s, and if you weren’t that they might not even treat you like a fellow human. So, what was the move here? The wrong response could spell a lot of trouble.


      “This is a younger student at my high school, and his little sister,” Kirara answered for us. “She’ll be taking the entrance exam next year too, I understand.”


      “Yup, yup! Those suckers won’t know what hit ’em!” declared Kano, raising a hand energetically.


      Shinguu simply nodded, showing no hint of contempt for us whatsoever.


      “Well, how about that! If you’ll be taking the exam next year, that means you might be a freshman with my own little sister.” Shinguu now turned around. “Hey, come sit down and say hello.”


      As if from nowhere, a girl in a kimono and white fox mask suddenly emerged. She also removed her mask to introduce herself, and I found myself breathless.


      She had long, straight hair that reflected the light with a navy-blue sheen, and bright eyes. The color of these features were the same as her older brother’s, but where his face was childlike, hers had a more mature beauty. This was...


      “I’m Chizuru Shinguu. How are you, Miss Kirara?”


      “Very well, thank you. You look well too, Chizuru.”


      Chizuru Shinguu: Currently in her final year at Adventurers’ Middle School, this super rookie would enter Adventurers’ High next year as the top of Class A. Oh, and she was a DEC heroine. I sure didn’t expect to run into her here.


      The young girl finished her introduction without ever making eye contact, then replaced her mask and began chatting with Kirara as if nothing had happened.


      “I look forward to seeing you next year, Chichi!” said Kano, butting into their conversation with a friendly smile.


      Sadly, all she got for her troubles was to be completely ignored by “Chichi,” and when the latter turned away the dejected Kano puffed her cheeks. Right, I forgot her shyness made her come off as cold like this.


      This here was a tsundere heroine who would push away anyone she wasn’t completely at ease with, and was therefore extremely difficult to romance. She was a character you could only meet in the game after the following school year’s induction ceremony, and the elder Shinguu was only ever referred to in passing. It seemed that unlike the game’s story, in this world, who you met was also a question of timing.


      I was still contemplating how to deal with this surprise encounter when my train of thought was broken by the venue lights suddenly dimming. Without my noticing it, all of the seats around me had been filled.


      The gala was getting underway.


      “There he is—the big boss,” said Kirara, her expression hardening.


      “It’s largely due to that man’s strength that Colors is known as the strongest clan in Japan,” said Subaru. “Take a good look, Chizuru.”


      “Yes, brother.”


      Following the Shinguu siblings’ keen gazes, I saw a man in a pinstripe suit make a dashing entrance, flanked by several attendants. He savored each step of his ascent to the stage, his presence greeted with growing applause.


      The man was around fifty years old. The bulge of his chiseled muscles had his suit begging for mercy, and his tan face had the kind of expression worn only by those who’d stared death in the face many times over.


      This was the Golden Orchid Clan’s leader and Colors executive, Kazumoto Kuki.


      Beside me, Kano must have also sensed his sheer power, as she tensed up a little. That was just the effect this guy had on people.


      Not only did he have a wealth of experience battling monsters, he was also skilled enough in fighting other adventurers to be able to go blow-for-blow with the secret society Umbra, not to mention his extraordinary leadership that had brought the Golden Orchid Clan back from the brink of collapse. As the elder Shinguu had commented, Kuki had been the deciding factor of the success of Colors, taking it from being just a young upstart clan to what was now regarded as the mightiest in all of Japan.


      With a plethora of lights and cameras trained on him, Kuki looked out at the mass of attendees before him, cracked a smile, then made an exaggerated bow.


      “I’d like to thank you all for being here this evening. Without any further ado, let the Golden Orchid Clan gala commence!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: The Big News


      “Without any further ado, let the Golden Orchid Clan gala commence!” declared clan leader Kazumoto Kuki, and those in attendance replied with a round of applause.


      Casting my eyes toward the front row, I saw Countess Mikami, leader of the Red Ninjettes. She had clearly spared no expense regarding her wardrobe, and wore a meek, ingratiating smile.


      What kind of person would it take for Mikami to suck up to them? I wondered.


      I was curious to see who she was with, but the dim light and the masks they wore made it impossible to discern their identities.


      Once the applause died down, Kuki slowly surveyed the hall and began speaking into the microphone with his deep, booming voice.


      “I could give you some long, boring welcome, but I’m sure nobody wants to hear me ramble. So we’ll skip that and get straight to announcing what you do want to hear, and then you can all enjoy your drinks.”


      I was sure that Kuki was going to make the announcement himself, but then he gestured with his chin to one of the attendants behind him before making a prompt descent from the stage. In his place appeared a tall man with slicked-back hair dressed in a dazzling white suit. His exact expression was obscured by a pair of shades, but his face looked to be untouched by age.


      He lowered his head slightly to remove his shades, then, at the same time he lifted his head back up, he gazed out at his audience with a wicked look in his eyes. The man was no upstanding citizen, that was for sure—no, this guy was definitely giving off gangster vibes.


      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Sousuke Kirigaya, vice-leader of the Golden Orchid Clan. Allow me to pick up where Mr. Kuki left off and share our announcement with you.”


      Sousuke Kirigaya. I already had the lowdown on this guy. He was the founder of Soleil and current number two guy within the Golden Orchid Clan. In his Soleil days—which would have only been about a few months ago—he had a reputation for picking fights with anyone and everyone, even spending more time battling other clans than he did dungeon crawling. His nickname of Mad Dog couldn’t have been any more on the money.


      What the hell were they thinking, taking a thug like him under their wing?


      But then I realized that not only had the Golden Orchid Clan taken Kirigaya in, they’d even let him ascend to the second seat of the organization. It was nothing if not weird.


      The Golden Orchid Clan may have been on its knees at one point in time, but it was now a major Assault Clan with multiple subsidiaries. For Kirigaya to have gone from an insignificant child clan to being the second-in-command, he must have pulled off something big to convince Kuki and those around him of his capability.


      The entire hall fell completely silent to hear what Kirigaya had to say. Everyone—including me—was keen to hear the “big news,” about which rumors had long been swirling. I strained my ears to pick up every little detail I could.


      “We, the Golden Orchid Clan, have discovered a new area of the dungeon.”


      A series of still images began to be displayed on the screen behind Kirigaya as he announced the news in a flat tone. At the same time, the hall was lit by a burst of flashes from cameras large and small, while the hall became abuzz with murmurs.


      The various photos on the screen showed a fort, an abandoned village, skeletons, golems, and more—all very familiar places and monsters to me. Also recognizing them, Kano spoke to me under her breath to confirm what we were seeing.


      “Big bro, that’s gotta be...”


      “Yeah,” I whispered. “They must have reported it after all.”


      This was the DLC area on the seventh floor of the dungeon, which also happened to be where I had my first fight against a fellow player—Volgemurt. I hadn’t been there once since that deadly encounter.


      On the other side of our table, the Shinguu siblings were just as enthralled by what was shown on the screen as all the other partygoers. Was it really all that noteworthy?


      “As far as I recall, it’s been ten years since any new area has been discovered,” remarked Subaru enthusiastically. “And at such a low level at that—incredible, is it not?”


      “It is,” nodded Chizuru quietly. “This could boost the Golden Orchid Clan’s reputation even more, and they’ll have been handsomely rewarded.”


      Dungeon associations at home and abroad offered substantial cash rewards to those who reached new depths of the dungeon or discovered new areas. Chichi pointed out that the Golden Orchid Clan’s recent momentum may have been down to this discovery. It looked like Kano didn’t quite get it though, and she tilted her head to one side.


      “Hey, um...if they only discovered a new area in the Japanese dungeon, why would dungeon associations from other countries give them money?”


      Kirara kindly answered Kano’s question: While there were dozens of known dungeons around the world (though there were, in fact, even more yet to be found), the structures and monsters residing within were more or less the same as Japan’s, making it possible to apply the same assault strategies worldwide.


      In other words, there were Granny’s Goods in foreign dungeons too, complete with Furufuru. As for whether these were all the same Furufuru, and what the deal with people like Arthur and Volgemurt was—well, that’s a question for another time. In any case, this was apparently the reason dungeon associations and guilds across the globe were willing to pay out rewards for a new area found even in the Japanese dungeon.


      The hall erupted with excitement. Some rose out of their seats to give a standing ovation, while others were unable to conceal their astonishment. A few others still were rejoicing that Japan might shake off its reputation for being behind the times when it came to dungeon exploration...but to be honest, this announcement was beyond anticlimactic to me.


      Since we’d run into those Soleil dumbasses in that area, I had made allowances for the fact that word of it would at least get out, even if it did sting somewhat not to have the DLC area all to ourselves. This was a place where treasure chests spawned and monsters that could be used for experience farming appeared, after all.


      Now that we were over level 20, we no longer needed it. I couldn’t care less that the secret was out at this point.


      More importantly, could this information have been all Kirigaya needed to climb his way over the heads of the old-timers to secure his position as the Golden Orchid Clan’s second-in-command? It was hard to believe this knowledge was all that valuable. He must have some other secret, I decided as the screen behind him changed once again.


      “It is our intention to make this new area available to everyone, and for free,” he continued into the microphone. “Treasure chests and valuable monsters appear here, but we will not exercise our right to charge admission. But of course, this trifle isn’t what we invited you all here for. I now invite you to watch the screen behind me.”


      The clamor only grew at the notion that a new dungeon area was as anticlimactic as I thought it was. The incredulous spectators, myself included, stared at footage of crumbling ruins set amid a desolate landscape, in front of which a group of men were waving at the camera. It must have been a live feed—they were interacting with Kirigaya onstage.


      I know those guys. They’re the Soleil dumbasses!


      I looked to Kano for confirmation and she gave me a nod. Eventually, the men entered a decrepit church-esque building, then pointed at a cracked, patterned wall and placed their hands on it. Wondering what on earth they were going to do next, Kirara and the Shinguu siblings were on the edge of their seats. Kano and I, meanwhile, were just on edge.


      “Big bro, you don’t think...?”


      “Yeah. This ain’t good.”


      The inscriptions on the wall were, without a doubt, the magic circle of a gate. His hand still on the wall, one of the men made some kind of incantation, after which a blinding purple light was emitted from the engraved pattern before the whole screen was filled with violet. A few more seconds passed. When the light faded, the screen now showed the group in a dimly lit, different location.


      It seemed that not many in the gala hall had comprehended what they just witnessed, prompting Kirigaya to clear his throat with a smug smile and begin his commentary.


      “As I explained previously, what we are seeing here is live footage. These gentlemen were just now on the seventh floor of the dungeon. Their current coordinates give their location as the first floor. That is to say, we...”


      ...have found out how to teleport, I finished in my head.


      The hall was in uproar. Everyone in the place must have been desperately trying to wrap their heads around what Kirigaya had just told them. Even the elder Shinguu, who had been so full of conversation, was now stunned into silence. Kirara simply kept her eyes on the screen with a grave look on her face. I had been given plenty of food for thought myself.


      I can’t believe they even found out about gates...


      The seventh floor’s DLC area being found out was within the scope of my expectations, but the existence of gates and even how to use them being exposed was nothing if not a shock. I sensed the Holy Empire’s hand in the Golden Orchid Clan figuring out that those inscriptions were a teleportation circle.


      Added to that was the fact that I now saw the first floor’s gate room up on the big screen. By appearances, it was the same one that was in DEC. This was in spite of the fact that I had failed to find it when I first went looking for it, taking for granted that it would just be there. Could it be that something had been affecting my perception somehow?


      And if the first floor’s gate room had been found, what would that mean for the gate room in the school’s basement we had been using so far? Would we still be able to use it? That was just one of the many questions racing through my mind, but listening to the rest of Kirigaya’s explanation had to come first.


      “These teleportation devices are not just on the first and seventh floors. We have also located others elsewhere in the dungeon. The use of these will drastically reduce travel time within the dungeon and bring about a revolution in dungeon-diving.”


      The hall broke out into yet another buzz, and Subaru tore off his black fox mask. His excitement was evident in the way his light eyes shone brightly as he began to speak—the total opposite to my own deflated feeling.


      “Does this mean that as long as one of these devices is there, you can travel however deep one likes in the dungeon in the blink of an eye? If so...”


      “Dungeon exploration will advance by leaps and bounds,” Kirara said, finishing Subaru’s sentence for him. “It will be like night and day compared to what came before.”


      Even the members of Japan’s leading Assault Clan, Colors, couldn’t get above level 30 or thereabouts. There were a number of reasons for this, but the main obstacle was that journeying to the appropriate hunting grounds was a major expedition that took months at a time, meaning they had very little time they could dedicate to leveling up.


      Having gates would not just greatly reduce the time it took to reach hunting grounds, but would also make the process massively safer by eliminating the need to face the dangerous monsters and traps on the standard route. To claim that this would revolutionize dungeon-diving was no idle boast.


      We players, who knew the effects of the gates better than anyone else, could hardly disagree. The question was, how would this revolution affect us and society at large?


      Then Kirigaya dropped another bombshell.


      “Moreover, applications are pending for the Golden Orchid Clan to be registered as the official discoverer of each teleportation device we have found, but we have no intention of keeping them for our use only. To ensure a smooth dungeon-assault experience, we will charge a reasonable fee for each use of a device,” he explained, pointing to the screen, which now showed a price chart.


      A one-way gate trip would cost ten-thousand yen multiplied by the floor number you were traveling to, with an extra charge added for especially deep floors. What was more, the Golden Orchid Clan hadn’t just registered this system in Japan, but with the world’s dungeon associations, meaning they would be levying a fee on dungeons across the planet.


      Kirigaya went on to state that there would be an estimated 50 million annual users, and the profit forecast for the first year alone was thirty trillion yen. The Golden Orchid Clan had also already secured partnerships with various governments and organizations, leaving no obstacles to what was sure to be a money-making machine, apparently.


      Making trillions with a few gates? What the hell is this guy on?


      Not even the entire membership of the Golden Orchid Clan and its subsidiaries amounted to more than a thousand, so I had no idea where they were getting these astronomical figures from. And that wasn’t even mentioning that the pricing system of multiplying by the floor level was completely unaffordable for commoners, who made up the majority of adventurers. It also seemed just as implausible that the world’s governments and organizations would happily cough up these exorbitant fees. This sorry excuse for a business plan was just one pipe dream built on top of another.


      And yet, when I saw the list of governments and organizations they’d supposedly partnered with, it was filled with the most developed countries and heaviest-hitting clans. Could this plan really be viable after all? Subaru strove to make sense of it all too, judging by the look in his eyes.


      “Under international law, the discoverer of a new area or structure is entitled to three years of priority use, but there hasn’t been a discovery worth exercising that right for in decades.”


      “Yes...the discovery of a teleportation device is a major one. And now the Golden Orchid Clan is claiming priority in dungeons across the world. Then by paying a commission to the local bodies and governments, they’re able to monetize each one. They’re seeking enormous profits here...” added Chichi, still in her white fox mask.


      There were many international agreements in place regarding dungeons, one of which was something called the right of priority use. It was written into law with the aim of safeguarding adventurer rights and furthering dungeon exploration, but hardly any new areas had been found on any but the absolute deepest floors, and even then not one of the areas found was useful enough to be turned into some kind of money-making enterprise. As Subaru explained, the system had existed in theory but not in practice.


      But gates would change all that. They were an extremely beneficial discovery that adventurers the world over—particularly Assault Clans and government agencies—would be willing to pay a fortune to use. Priority only lasted for three years, but it seemed that the Golden Orchid Clan intended on making a mint for themselves in that period.


      But paying commission alone didn’t account for how the Golden Orchid Clan had managed to get the world’s governments and organizations on board in such a short span of time. Surely this hadn’t all been planned and put into action by Kirigaya? I mean, that would explain his rapid rise to the Golden Orchid Clan’s number two spot, as well as why they’d put their vengeance against their mortal enemy Umbra on the back burner...


      “These teleportation devices will massively bolster the Golden Orchid Clan...and at the same time, they can prevent any individuals or organizations whose views don’t align with their own from using them, putting them at least three years behind the times. I think this is a landmark event both for Japan and the world. But what do you make of all this, Miss Kirara?”


      What did the future look like now? Kirara didn’t have an immediate answer for Chichi, her only response a slight shake of the head—not that I’d have any idea how to answer that question myself.


      The one thing I did know was that the idea that the Golden Orchid Clan could decide the fortune of any nation or organization, purely on a whim, was pretty screwed up. Was that the kind of future we had in store?




      There was another barrage of camera flashes; the buzz in the hall showed no signs of subsiding. It seemed that the meat of the announcement was now over and Kirigaya would be taking questions. Various journalists stretched their arms practically out of their sockets in a bid to get the first one in.


      This news far surpassed anything I’d imagined. The Samurai leak event was still lurking on the horizon too, but now I was starting to suspect that the Holy Empire might be looking to double-cross the Golden Orchid Clan just as the latter had its sights set on throwing its weight around on the world stage.


      Once the questions were over, it would be time for the dinner I’d been so looking forward to, but now my appetite was shot to bits, and I felt a strong impulse to grab my sister and get the hell out of here. However, with all of this looking to have such massive implications for society, the game’s story, and our future operations, that was something I just couldn’t do.


      Kano was sitting still and uncharacteristically quietly at my side. When she didn’t understand or took an interest in something, she normally threw a million questions my way, but she seemed to be thinking about something behind that ornate mask... Well, that was convenient enough for me.


      First things first, I was going to gather some intel. The Shinguus seemed like they were up to date in all things adventuring, so I decided to start by asking them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: Behind a Cool Smile


      Up on the stage, Kirigaya was still picking out media representatives with raised hands to ask their questions.


      “You say you’ve found teleportation devices on floors other than the first and seventh, but could you be more precise?”


      “At present, we have discovered one on a high floor and one on a low floor, both of which have been registered. They’re still being prepared for use, so the exact details will be announced at a later date.”


      Kirigaya pointed to another reporter.


      “Do you believe there are other teleportation devices out there besides the ones you’ve found?”


      “Absolutely. On that assumption, we are working with partners in Japan and overseas to locate more.”


      “You will be exercising your right to priority use, but can you tell us if the Golden Orchid Clan will be denying use to any organizations, and if so, which?”


      “We already have the full cooperation of the Japanese government and other partners with regard to priority use, and talks with dungeon associations all over the world are progressing smoothly. We have no plans to deny the use of the teleportation devices to anyone but criminal organizations, nor do we expect this policy to change at any point in the future.”


      Kirigaya was speaking matter-of-factly, but those last few questions and answers contained information that would have a big impact on us.


      The gate room on a high floor of the dungeon that he’d alluded to was probably the one on the fifth floor, and the low one the thirtieth. The safe bet was to assume that these were now compromised.


      Conversely, the tenth-floor gate room could only be accessed by finding a hidden passage and then passing right in front of Granny’s Goods; the fifteenth floor one was at the far end of a DLC area; and the twentieth floor one was currently serving as Arthur’s bedroom. We hadn’t heard anything about any of these being found.


      All the same, the question still remained of why one gate room after another was being located.


      Up to this point, a kind of mind control had been at work that prevented all but players from getting anywhere near a gate room, let alone an actual gate. I decided that we should probably assume that this mind control had come to an end—in which case it was perhaps only a matter of time until the rest were discovered too.


      Either way, one thing was for sure: The leveling arms race was about to heat up. In the worst-case scenario, the level of adventurers on the front lines would shoot up from around 30 to around 50. This in turn would bring about major changes to the world order.


      Thus far, my plan to strengthen my family had been working on the basis that from level 30 or so, we could ride out any trouble thrown our way, be it natural disaster or nefarious organization. I was confident that they could all attain those levels, and in a safe manner. But to reach level 50, even with my insider knowledge, the fatality rate was so much higher it wasn’t funny. Could I really expose Kano and our parents to those kinds of risks?


      On the other side of the table, the Shinguu siblings were similarly grappling with what all this might mean.


      “With the exception of criminals, they’ll let anyone who pays use the teleportation devices...or so he claims. How much can we take him at his word, I wonder?” mused Subaru. “From now on, everyone will have to stay in the Golden Orchid Clan’s good graces.”


      “Most definitely. And it’s doubtful that they’ll charge no more than just the floor number multiplied by ten-thousand. I expect that, depending on the customer, they’ll demand outrageous sums...”


      If the Golden Orchid Clan decided they didn’t like you, there would be nothing you could do to talk them into letting you use the gates. Any organization this happened to would no longer be able to remain competitive. The Shinguu siblings reasoned that in order not to be turned away by the Golden Orchid Clan, it would also be essential to pay massive bribes to keep them sweet.


      Huh... Well, I’m pretty sure that being too eager to butter them up is pretty risky in its own right.


      The Golden Orchid Clan’s head honcho was the wickedly cunning Kuki, with Mad Dog Kirigaya as his right hand. It was a given that they’d be out for more than the official admission fee, and if they sniffed any opportunity to do so, they’d shake you down for every last coin.


      It was a shame to see that the nobility and Assault Clans were going to have to brownnose the Golden Orchid Clan, but if they were going to seize control of the gates we weren’t going to get out of this scot-free either.


      “I got a question!”


      As I sat slumped against the back of my chair with arms folded, racking my brain about what was to be done, the previously subdued Kano leaned forward and shot her hand up. Some more useless prattle was going to come out of her mouth, no doubt.


      “It’s just, listening to him talk, I had an idea. They still haven’t found all of the gates—I mean, teleportation devices yet, right? So, let’s say I found the rest—could I get stinking rich?”


      Even now, my sister was plotting how to make her own fortune. She was even looking proud of her idea, chest puffed out and everything. It was probably to be expected, but man was she shallow-minded.


      “You would certainly be able to claim priority use, but it might be difficult to monetize them without having the resources to employ people around the world to manage them.”


      Subaru was right. To have a global revenue stream, you’d have to turn to an enormous corporation, not to mention that this would mean us getting dragged into a battle for the rights as we drew the attention of organizations the world over. Not knowing when to give up, Kano only clasped her hands together and doubled down on her original point.


      “Okay, so, um... What about if I had the help of Big Sis Kirara and the Shinguu family?”


      The Kusunokis and Shinguus were both viscount families with resources and influence far beyond the average person, and Kano evidently had high hopes that, with their backing, they might just be able to turn a profit.


      It was Kirara who answered the question. “Japan would be one thing, but we don’t have the personnel or capital to set up an operation overseas. Besides, without the all-important first floor device under our control, I think it will be difficult to make it viable,” she concluded with a slow shake of her head.


      What Kirara meant by this is that the first floor gate room was key to monetizing any of the others.


      For instance, even if Kano tried to make a quick buck as the discoverer of the twentieth-floor gate, it would cost a pretty penny just to send an adventurer down there. Okay, so use the teleportation device on the first floor, right? No. You’d only get stung with a fee by the Golden Orchid Clan that killed any chance of making it profitable.


      Ultimately, the way the gates were laid out simply meant that whoever found the first floor gate room won. Hence the Golden Orchid Clan going public with this now, Kirara added.


      But then we do have an ace up our sleeve in our school basement gate room...


      If we could use that, then we would be able to thwart the Golden Orchid Clan’s ambitions, at least in Japan. For that matter, we could even make it free of charge so that commoners with no money and those in Class E could use it, which would accelerate Akagi and Kaoru’s level-grinding.


      In fact, we needed to do that or all those guys would wind up completely left behind. I’d have to rope in Mikami and Kirara and convince them to manage this free-to-use gate.


      From the way Kano still seemed deep in undeterred thought, I guessed that the idea of our basement gate room had occurred to her as well, but I gave her a shake of my head to let her know this wasn’t the time. Anyway, there was no need for us to have more money than we’d know what to do with. We only needed enough to look after our family and those dear to us.




      Looking up once more after mulling things over, I found that the media Q&A had concluded, and throngs of wait staff were streaming their way out of some doors at the back of the hall. The trays they held were covered with bottles and glasses, but as minors, we all asked for the sparkling juice alternative.


      “We have prepared some very special food and drink for you this evening. Now, eat, drink, and be merry! And if you please, raise your glasses to this leap forward for the Golden Orchid Clan, and even greater prosperity for all of you—cheers!”


      Following Kuki’s lead, all present held their glasses high and led out a resounding “cheers” as, right on cue, several trolleys laden with aromatic dishes were wheeled out.


      “Oh yeah, I’ve been waiting for this!”


      First to be set on our table were vibrantly colored vegetable dishes. It was clear just how much Kano had been longing for this moment by the way she instantly hoicked a morsel into the gaping mouth beneath her mask, then began writhing in ecstasy, repeating “yummy” over and over. Trying some for myself, I found that the vegetables were coated in an exquisitely sweet-and-sour sauce, and... My oh my. There was something about these veggies that made them completely different from the ones I was used to eating. “Delicious” didn’t even begin to cover it.


      My guts growled out for more. Not to be outdone by my sister, I shoveled more of the vegetable dish into my mouth as Subaru looked from me to Kano then began to speak.


      “Say, Kirara mentioned you were a younger student. Are you also a member of the Thief Development Club by any chance?”


      “I’m curious to know too,” added his sister, eyeing me with interest from behind her mask.


      Kirara was a relative of Haruka Mikami—a highly influential figure even among fellow nobles—and was heir to the Kusunoki family, one of the higher-ranking viscount families. It was understandable that the Shinguu siblings would be curious about what someone like her, who stood out even at Adventurers’ High, would be doing associating with a Class E student like me.


      Granted, that was something that perplexed me as well.


      For her part, Kirara pulled a wry face beneath her Venetian mask and responded, “I invited Narumi to join the Thief Development Club, naturally. But he declined.”


      “He declined an invitation...directly from you? But why? I don’t believe it,” said Chichi, her white fox mask moving up and down with the movement of her head. She was eyeballing me the way you would someone shady.


      As one of the Eight Dragons and only admitting the school’s movers and shakers into its membership, the Thief Development Club was highly prestigious. It appeared the younger Shinguu couldn’t conceive why anyone would turn down an invitation straight from its president.


      That reminds me, Chichi joins the Thief Club when she starts at high school next year, doesn’t she? For all I know, she’s already been given an unofficial offer.


      But the main reason I wouldn’t sign up for Thief Club was that it was fully within Mikami’s web of influence. That, and the fact that it would only get in the way of my desire to lead an inconspicuous school life. There was drawing attention to yourself, and then there was going straight from Class E to the Eight Dragons.


      “In that case, you must be quite the capable student. What do you say—would you like to come and work for us once you graduate?”


      By “come and work for us” here, Subaru meant “serve as a vassal to the Shinguu family.” Seemingly stunned by this, Chichi immediately turned on him.


      “Brother! We don’t know the first thing about him, and he’s so obviously wea—ah, he doesn’t seem at all like someone who could be of use to us.”


      I mean, if you asked me whether I looked weak or not... Okay, I certainly didn’t look strong. Heh heh...


      Kano, who had been patiently listening, butted in as she speared a bean on her fork.


      “Goes to show what you know, Chichi. My big bro’s tougher than anyone.”


      “Than anyone? So he’s stronger than not just me, but Miss Kirara and my brother as well?”


      “Course he is. Oh, here’s the next course!” Kano sang.


      While Kano and Chichi were going back and forth, the wait staff laid out the main course on our table: a beautifully presented meat dish. Thanks to Kano’s big mouth, a certain pair of eyes beneath a white fox mask were now boring holes into me. Even with this fancy food right in front of me, I couldn’t enjoy the moment in peace.


      Yes, if I had unlimited access to all of my skills, I might be able to beat Kirara or Chichi in a fight. But telling a noble upfront that I was stronger than them would spell nothing but trouble. Martial prowess wasn’t everything in this world. For now, I politely declined Subaru’s offer, and explained that I didn’t consider myself adequate enough to join the Thief Club.


      Not that my kid sister gave a damn about any of my nuanced reasoning, busily cramming her cheeks full with hunks of meat... Eh, I’d just give her a talking to later on. First things first, I was going to devour all this top-notch meat that was lying before me. My knife slipped straight into the tender cut, and the juices came oozing out. I could tell this was some damn good stuff before I even took a bite.


      “Mmm-mmm! It melts in your mouth. Hey, big bro—see the table in front of us? Right there. Sanada’s here!”


      Just as I was savoring the taste of heaven, Kano began frantically pointing at the table in front.


      Isn’t that where Mikami’s sitting? Oh...I see.


      Sat deep in his chair and sipping from a glass was a morose-looking young man in a blue robe. I had expected he’d be here, actually.


      “Yukikage Sanada, the second most important figure in Colors and leader of the Blue Sky Clan, who are of equal standing to Golden Orchid,” commented Subaru. “I’d heard rumors that he and Kuki were on bad terms, but it seems that was all they were.”


      “Yup. I heard that too, so I didn’t think he’d turn up. But our mom’s a huge Sanada fangirl, so I’m gonna go get his autograph. If I can’t get that, I at least wanna say hi to him before we go home!”


      This was merely one of the several silly comments made by my silly little sister. This was the second-in-command of a major Assault Clan she was talking about—even if he wasn’t a noble himself, the guy was a staff officer in Japan’s most powerful clan, which made him a cut above your run-of-the-mill nobleman. No sooner had I told Kano that he was far too important for someone like her to approach, Kirara told her it was fine.


      What in the hell?


      “Countess Mikami’s at the same table, so let’s go say hello together,” she told my sister with a sweet smile. It seemed she’d been keeping an eye out for an opportunity to head over herself.


      “Yaaay! Kuki’s from Colors and he’s kinda scary, but I’m sure Sanada and Kotarou are sweeties!”


      Kirara was no doubt making this offer to Kano out of the goodness of her heart, but on taking a closer look at the table in question, I saw it was filled with characters who it was about as advisable to approach as nuclear waste. I’d be damned if I was going to let my sister anywhere near them.


      I was about to politely refuse Kirara’s offer, but Kano had already all but bitten her hand off. And what was more, even Chichi was eagerly asking if she could join them. I had lost all control of the situation. Since letting Kano go by herself was out of the question, I had no choice but to tag along too.


      I had polished off a luxurious seafood dish and was nibbling on dessert when Kirara rose.


      “Shall we head over, then?”


      A giddy Kano and Chichi followed her, and, telling myself that nothing untoward would happen if it was just a quick hello, I also stood up. Behind us, I saw the elder Shinguu smiling meaningfully, but I decided to pay it no mind.


      “Oh, hello there. Everyone, this is my niece,” said Mikami, her smile as radiant as the many jewels she was draped in.


      At this, Kirara lifted her skirt slightly and gave a perfect curtsy. “I thought I’d come and say hello. I’m Kirara, eldest daughter of Viscount Kusunoki.”


      Motioning toward Kano and Chichi behind her, she explained that they were some younger friends of hers. I was glad she’d left it at that.


      Chichi, noble as she was, also knew how to give a perfect curtsy, but there was no way my common-as-dirt sister could pull off such a genteel gesture—or so I thought, but she somehow managed a passable imitation. Nice one, Kano.


      Seriously though, what a terrifying lineup...


      Seated at the table was leader of the Red Ninjettes, Countess Haruka Mikami; beside her, Colors’ number four man and leader of the Golden Orchid Clan, Kazumoto Kuki; and on the opposite side, a woman in a loose kimono with her long, voluminous hair tied up was glaring at us over her glass. This was...


      “Hey, you two girls and the guy in the back. Take those off so we can see your faces.”


      She was an executive member of Japan’s largest Assault Clan, the Ten Devils, and the strongest fighter in the Adventurers’ Guild: Shigure Rokurogi. She must have been pushing fifty, but without a single wrinkle on her taut skin, she looked like she was still in her twenties. It seemed that she was the muscle sent in by the Adventurers’ Guild to deal with the threatened Samurai intel leak.


      In blissful ignorance, Kano cocked her head to one side and looked at me to see if I approved of her removing her mask; whereas Chichi, who knew Rokurogi all too well, shrank under her piercing glare and menacing tone. This girl would enter Adventurers’ High as the top-performing student next year, but the difference in strength between the two was comparable to a fully grown adult and a baby.


      I’ll give Kano a shake of my head for now.


      Depending on how the story progressed, both the Ten Devils and Colors were potential enemies, so I wasn’t keen to show them our faces if we could avoid it. But would we be able to evade the inevitable questions from Rokurogi, who was nervously vigilant of the Samurai leak? As such, the only thing for it was to reveal my face and plead mercy for Kano alone.


      Ready to get down on my knees at any moment, I let my shoulders soften and was about to take a step forward when a gentle, baritone voice intervened.


      “Rokurogi, someone of your standing will only terrify these poor children with that scowl. You’re better than this, aren’t you?”


      “Come again? Are you telling me what to do, you little...”


      Utterly unbothered by the even more hostile glower that Rokurogi swiftly fixed him with, the man who’d spoken up narrowed his eyes to us with a smile. “You’re all right now,” he told us. In his signature collared blue robe, this was Yukikage Sanada.


      A backer of leader Tasato since before the formation of Colors, it was Sanada and his ability to devise strategies and tactics for group combat that had been behind the clan becoming known as the mightiest in Japan. His fighting skills and smarts alike were the real deal. On being told by the man himself that she would be all right, Kano was now dancing a little jig.


      But this guy’s sketchy as all hell...


      The gentle smile Sanada now wore wasn’t one of sincere emotion like Akagi’s, but rather a carefully measured facsimile.


      How did I know this? Because it was none other than Sanada here who would leak some of Japan’s most valuable intel.


      If the Holy Empire were going to make any kind of move, I expected it would center around him. What was he thinking behind that cool smile of his?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: Escape Game


      Mikami engaged everyone with a blooming smile. Meanwhile, Sanada would speak a little when spoken to, but was otherwise silent; similarly silent was gala host Kuki, sitting with his legs crossed and more engaged with his drink than conversation. As for Rokurogi, there was more than a hint of murder in her gaze.


      Needless to say, we were not in particularly pleasant company.


      All four major players at this table were either monitoring each other or looking out for an opportunity to bring one another down. This kind of seating plan was hardly conducive to lighthearted party chitchat.


      Despite the oppressive mood, Kano was fidgeting with excitement at having met Sanada, while Chichi was staring holes into Kuki through her white fox mask. Could it be that the two of them had a thing for older guys?


      In any case, this table could well be ground zero for the leak event, so the threat level was at maximum. If everyone was done here, we ought to make ourselves scarce, and pronto. Just as I was thinking of telling Kirara something had come up, a small light on Sanada’s wrist terminal began to flash.


      As all eyes present narrowed to look at him, Sanada placed the terminal to his ear, and, after nodding a few times, the ten-second call ended without his gentle smile fading.


      “If you don’t mind, I’ll have to excuse myself briefly. My apologies that we weren’t able to talk more, ladies.”


      He gave a smug wink to Kano and Chichi, then with a flutter of his robe he was off. A toilet break? No, he’d taken a call, so he was probably going to meet some Holy Empire agent who was waiting nearby. In which case, here and now, the Samurai intel leak was going to happen just as it did in the game.


      Not that I had any intention of sharing that with Kirara or Mikami. The leak event was part of the canon—it not happening would only spell future headaches for me.




      “Awww,” Kano moaned. “I wanted to talk some more with Sanada...”


      I felt like delivering a karate chop to the back of her head, but then again, I would no doubt believe Sanada to be a pleasant young man too if it weren’t for my knowledge of the game. Still, I was all but certain that the guy was betraying Colors. I hadn’t told Kano or our mom about any of this, so I hoped the news wouldn’t be too much of a shock for them.


      Walking lightly on his feet, Sanada disappeared behind a staff-only door, which seemingly prompted several waitresses elsewhere in the venue to spring into action. I guessed that Mikami had communicated with them somehow. The Colors top brass were all prime suspects, so there was no way Mikami was going to let the watchful eye of the Red Ninjettes off of any of them.


      It was then that Rokurogi asked a question of the other Colors executive present.


      “I was told the two of you hated each other’s guts, Kuki. So why would Sanada accept your invitation?”


      “Hell if I know. Anyway, I’m more surprised to see you here. Was word of our ‘big news’ enough to entice you away from the clan and Guild duties that keep you so busy?”


      Kuki the staunch realist, and Sanada the chaser of ideals—these two conflicting personalities had a tempestuous relationship that had seen them butt heads over Colors’ direction. But as Kuki had answered, Rokurogi’s presence was all the more bewildering.


      No wonder he’s surprised that the Adventurers’ Guild’s ultimate weapon would show up.


      The Adventurers’ Guild was more than an administrative body; it also mediated and intervened in quarrels between Assault Clans. It wasn’t utterly toothless either, boasting the strength to make high-level adventurers back down, and the greatest weapon in their arsenal was the woman known as Shigure Rokurogi.


      It seemed that Kuki was also curious to know how someone who was always spinning the plates of managing her Ten Devils clan and her work with the Guild had managed to find the time to attend this gala.


      While it could have been inferred that this attitude meant Kuki had no involvement with the leak, his reputation as a devious double-dealer made his curiosity liable to be mistaken for a bluff.


      Well, if Sanada’s gone, there can’t be much time left, I reminded myself. We’d better get a move on.


      “Kano, time to get out of here,” I whispered.


      “Huh? But I wanted to look around some more— What’s that?!”


      Both of us struck by a sudden sense of something being not quite right, Kano and I peered around to see what had happened.


      At a glance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. However, I could clearly hear the buzz of conversation around us, my vision became sharper, and I felt a smarting sensation on my skin. My senses had heightened.


      Also picking up on this abnormality, Chichi drew in close to her brother to check what was going on, while Mikami’s and Kuki’s eyes darted around the hall. This was the same feeling you got when entering the dungeon.


      In other words, the place was now brimming with magic.


      The likely cause of this was the Holy Empire activating an item that generated magic fields. Creating a magic field in a civilian area like this was strictly prohibited by international law, so those guys could really have done with a lesson in consideration for others.


      Some partygoers stood up to see what was going on while others rushed to tighten their personal security. The creation of a magic field was generally a sign that a hell of a fight was about to break out, so the caution was warranted. Then, as the screen turned on at the worst possible moment, the tension in the air became even more palpable.


      Already fed up, I turned to the screen to see what kind of lowlife was going to take credit for this, and was met with the image of a Western man wearing a bow tie and tuxedo. He gave a slight wave then spoke in a friendly tone.


      “Hello, ladies and gentlemen! I know this is all very sudden, but we will now begin the game! Please pay attention, because here are the rules!”


      With an energetic twist of his upper body, the man pointed toward a board behind him. He said the rules of the game were written on it, but...


      Dinner was supposed to be followed by a “show,” which I’d expected to be some kind of performance, but did it actually mean this “game”? Besides, the dinner was scheduled to last another half hour. What was the reason for cutting it short?


      Whatever the case, the fact that a magic field had been generated here meant there wasn’t long to go until the Samurai leak. There wouldn’t be any fighting if it went anything like the game, but just in the interest of staying clear of trouble, making a swift exit was for the best.


      As if to show contempt for these plans of mine, the man in the tuxedo continued, “Now, all of you will be playing the escape game. There are ‘its’ stationed at key points, so you’ll have to do your best to avoid them as you make your way out.”


      The rules were as follows:


      
        	The objective is to escape from the building.


        	The use of elevators is not allowed.


        	The “its” stationed at strategic points must be either defeated or bypassed.

      


      From the looks of it, this was an audience-participation event. You won by making it outside, but since the elevator we’d ridden up here was off-limits, we’d have to take the stairs.


      The rub was that we were currently on the fifty-third floor. Who knew how many steps lay between us and the exit? Plus, with these “its” or whatever he called them stationed along the way, heading straight down the stairwell was likely a nonstarter—we could expect to be going up and then down again a fair bit. The stairs didn’t offer a particularly good view of anything, nor did I expect to have an ounce of fun playing this game. And what were these “its,” anyway?


      Being in the magic field meant that my physical enhancements were already active, so I would be able to take care of myself. But wouldn’t this all be way too intense for people whose levels weren’t as high? Looking around, my suspicions were confirmed by attendees making their displeasure known.


      “I won’t be joining in with this nonsense. What is the meaning of this, Golden Orchid Clan?”


      “I can’t go down the stairs in this dress...”


      “I was looking forward to some theater—an escape game? Pah!”


      Thus protested many different voices, but I doubted this was the Golden Orchid Clan’s idea, mostly because Kuki himself was currently barking into his terminal and demanding to know what was going on. Based on that, there was a high likelihood that the Holy Empire was acting alone here.


      Apparently able to see this scene unfolding, the man in the screen smiled to see the people responding as he doubtless predicted they would, and gave several pronounced nods of his head. Then, tapping the face of his watch, he said something that I really couldn’t believe.


      “By the way, in one hour’s time, at eight o’clock sharp, this building will be destroyed. Not a trace will remain. Good luck, everyone—you’ll need it,” he chuckled.


      After a sarcastic bow from the man, the screen flicked off. At the same time, an angered roar rang out from all in attendance. I also wanted to know what in the world the Holy Empire stood to gain by putting us through a game like this.


      What did he mean by “not a trace”? There wasn’t a single fatality at the Golden Orchid Clan’s gala in the game, and definitely no leveled building. As far as I knew, the evening finished uneventfully, and the Samurai leak only happened after the fact. It was hard to imagine that all of this had in fact taken place in the world of the game.




      “Explain yourself, Kuki,” demanded Rokurogi. “What was that on the screen just now?”


      “Dammit, why won’t Kirigaya pick up?! Hey, you!”


      Unable to conceal his growing irritation, Kuki called over some nearby Golden Orchid Clan members in an astonishingly loud voice. He quickly gave his understanding of the situation and barked at them to find Kirigaya.


      Meanwhile, Mikami held some kind of communication device to her right ear. Her Red Ninjettes had already infiltrated the gala, so right now she was probably trying to find out everything she could. I had hopes that she’d at least learn something, but they were soon dashed.


      The smile with which Mikami had only recently been gracing us all was replaced with a grim expression as she confirmed the situation.


      “They must be jamming the signal. I can’t even get through to anyone outside, let alone my people.”


      By her “people,” Mikami meant the Red Ninjettes she’d had tailing Sanada. So, we were completely cut off...


      Telecommunications in this world didn’t work on the same principle as my old one, where electromagnetic waves were transmitted and received at set frequencies. Instead, signals were carried on minute amounts of magic emitted by the small magic crystals inside wrist terminals.


      If they were jamming this kind of communication, they must also be using some kind of magic of their own. An item? No—the whole building was closed off, so maybe it was a magic circle. But with almost no information to go on right now, it was impossible to say for certain.


      “I can’t call for outside help, and we apparently have only one hour,” said Mikami. “I think it’s best if we get moving too. Oh, and Kuki, you wouldn’t happen to know who it is we’re dealing with here?”


      We couldn’t be sure if the man on the screen had been telling the truth, but if the building was destroyed, there was no telling how many would be hurt. As Mikami said, if we were going to go, the sooner the better. As for Kuki, he let out a heavy sigh that suggested he knew the answer to Mikami’s question.


      “Yes... The Holy Empire, probably. Kirigaya introduced me to them. They left nothing to be desired in their scale or influence over the world’s adventurers. I knew they weren’t to be trusted...and here I am with a knife in my back.”


      In order for the Golden Orchid Clan to establish a global revenue stream for the teleportation devices into which they’d so heavily invested, they needed the help of an organization that could operate on a global level. However, there were only so many entities around the world that met those criteria, all of which could be expected to demand an unreasonable share of the profits. A worldwide hunt for a suitable business partner was underway when Kirigaya brought along an offer with favorable terms from the Holy Empire, Kuki told us.


      The table was reaching a consensus that the principal offender was Kirigaya, with the Holy Empire operating behind the scenes, but I thought they were a bit off the mark. Taking my DEC knowledge into consideration, since Sanada was the one with ties to the Holy Empire, I decided that Kirigaya had probably just had the idea put into his head. But, as it would be weird for me to point this out, I wasn’t going to interrupt the conversation.


      “I’ll make this Kirigaya brat, whoever he is, tell me everything I want to know later,” spat Rokurogi. “But do you have any clue how they plan to destroy the building? A bomb? Magic? What’s the security like?”


      “I have a few dozen of our junior members posted on the floors above and below us. But as you can see, I can’t establish any damn contact with them,” said Kuki, pointing to his terminal that was trying in vain to make a call.


      We were isolated. This jammer was a real pain in the ass.




      While my mind passed from one thought to the next, a steady stream of Golden Orchid Clan members and staff appeared behind Kuki and whispered reports into his ear. Rokurogi repeatedly asked him what the latest news was, but with comms down we were still just as clueless as we were at the start.


      “That being the case...if you’ll excuse me.”


      His brow deeply furrowed, Kuki stood up and directed the Golden Orchid Clan members to continue aiding the guests in evacuating and gleaning what information they could. Finishing, he raised his voice and ordered them to prepare for battle with the Holy Empire. It probably wouldn’t be possible to calm everyone down entirely, given the sheer panic erupting in the hall, but I was hoping he’d show his mettle as a clan leader.


      All right, then... I guess I’ll get on it, I thought, letting out a sigh.


      What was the Holy Empire trying to achieve here? Did they really plan to level the whole building? Rather than just letting the Golden Orchid Clan do all the digging, I should be using my insight from the game to put together a picture of what was likely to go down.


      In truth, Kano and I could probably have made it out of there alone, but I didn’t know what kind of negative effects it might have on the game’s story if Kirara or the Shinguu siblings ended up losing their lives. Above all, that would just be too horrific to conceive of. That kind of worst-case scenario was to be avoided at all costs.


      But then I cast my mind back to that niggling thought: It was really hard to believe that such a mayhem-inducing event also happened in the game.


      I knew from playing the game that the Samurai intel would be leaked, and I had some idea of how it would happen. In short, “live magic” would be harvested from the gala guests without their knowing, which would in turn be used to activate a magic circle that temporarily negated the magical contract engraved into Sanada’s body. With all that done, he would divulge the information.


      Then, with everybody none the wiser that a leak had just occurred, the gala would end. It was only at a later date that the news would break, sending everyone into a frenzy. From what I knew of DEC, that was all that should happen.


      But now that I found myself in the place where it all went down, there was a death game that had all the partygoers running around like headless chickens. If something like this had happened in the game, surely it would have been headline news...which meant there was already a strong possibility that we’d taken a major diversion from the canon storyline.


      If possible, I wanted to find out what the reason for that was, but my top priority right now was finding out whatever it was that would destroy the skyscraper we were in.


      If the Holy Empire were serious about razing it, they’d need either high-level magic or an enormous magic circle. The former would be a challenge even for the Cardinal, so the latter was more likely. The chance of them using a bomb was not zero, but they’d have their work cut out planting it in the building without being caught, not to mention the fact that it was hard to imagine adventurer supremacists like the Holy Empire relying on conventional weaponry to do their dirty work. It was probably safe to ignore that possibility.


      In which case, where was this giant magic circle? It would have to take up an area roughly the size of the very hall we were currently in, which left the lobby on the first floor as the only other place with a similar capacity inside the building. But I’d passed through there earlier, and I didn’t remember seeing any such thing—not that I was the only one capable of recognizing one.


      Was I better off abandoning the giant magic circle theory? No, because there was in fact one other place on which one could be drawn: the roof. Access to it could be restricted by sealing off the stairs, allowing the magic circle to be easily drawn and activated without being seen by anyone. If there was a magic circle, that was where it would be. I had to make every second count.




      “Kano, whatever you do, stay with Miss Kusunoki,” I whispered. “If in doubt, don’t hesitate to charge that escape item I gave you with magic, okay?”


      “This flat stone thing, yeah? But what are you going to do, big bro?”


      “I’m just going to scope things out. I’m pretty sure there’s a magic circle around somewhere. I’ll come find you as soon as I’m done.”


      “Okay, gotcha,” said Kano with a big nod and her little hand balled into a fist.


      I had half expected her to insist on tagging along with me, so I was relieved that she would do as told. With the likes of Rokurogi and Mikami close at hand, she ought to be safe even in a fight against the Holy Empire, but just to be sure I reiterated that she was to use her escape item at the first sign of danger.


      That just left Kirara to talk to.


      “Kusunoki, would you mind looking after Kano? I need to head off for a minute.”


      “You’re going off alone?” she responded, matching my own hushed tone.


      “I need the bathroom.”


      Apparently recognizing this as the most obvious lie ever, Kirara scrutinized my face in an effort to find out what I was really up to, but I had bigger fish to fry than worrying about that.


      Kirara had transferred some data on the building to me back in the limo, so I shouldn’t get lost if I kept an eye on my terminal. I opted to go through the same “staff only” door that Sanada had disappeared behind earlier. I expected there’d be some stairs leading to the roof that way.




      Opening the door and taking a step inside, I left the commotion of the hall behind for dead silence all around. From here on out, Holy Empire killers could be lurking around any corner. I’d have to be on my guard.


      I thrust my hand down, palm facing the floor.


      “Magic Sense,” I said under my breath, activating the detection skill.


      I’d learned it in case I ever needed to get away from an enemy, but I certainly never expected I’d end up using it to sneak into somewhere. With this, I would easily pick up on any magic within a few meters of me.


      So, say, if there was someone behind me, it would—


      “Let’s get going then. Remind me, what did you say your name was?”


      Twisting my head around, I saw a man in a hakama and a black fox mask standing over me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 14: Subaru Shinguu’s Grin


      “So, uh...why did you follow me?” I asked the young man.


      Subaru Shinguu removed his black fox mask and his face broke into a grin. “You’re wondering what Sanada’s up to as well. I was just thinking that he might be involved with the escape game when I saw you leave. We’re all friends here, aren’t we? It wasn’t very friendly to head off on your own like that.”


      I was far from considering us to be friends. I had in fact only just met him today, not to mention that I was a commoner and he was a noble—a viscount at that. As far as I was concerned, we were worlds apart. But, on seeing the grumpy look on my face, Subaru began wagging his finger and tutting.


      “Despite appearances, I do have just a smidgeon of confidence in my fighting skills. I am a graduate of Adventurers’ Middle School, after all,” he boasted, running his fingers through his hair and puffing his chest out like some kind of narcissist. He added that he couldn’t attend Adventurers’ High due to family matters, but his level was nothing to scoff at.


      However, since the Shinguu family home was very far from the dungeon city, it didn’t sound like he’d gone diving since he graduated middle school. That is to say, he hadn’t progressed at all since then.


      Facing the Holy Empire’s battle-hardened fighters with only that much to work with would be too tall an order. His younger sister, who’d be the top freshman of Adventurers’ High next year, might have proven a welcome addition, but Subaru would do nothing but slow me down.


      The question now was, how was I going to get rid of him? I got the impression that trying to persuade him would be like talking to a brick wall. I would have liked to just tie him up and toss him back into the hall, but the guy was still a viscount, so treating him roughly probably wouldn’t work out too well for me. Time wasn’t exactly on my side, but somehow or other I was going to have to convince him to—


      Hey, what the?!


      Just as I was wondering how to reason with him, Subaru was on the move.


      “My instincts tell me this way. Come on—no time to dawdle!”


      Guess I’ll have to get rough with him after all. I found myself all the more tempted.


      Another option would be to ditch him somewhere and keep going on my own. Then again, I couldn’t abandon a DEC heroine’s brother to his almost certain death either. The only thing left was to try and keep him safe.


      Sigh.


      “Viscount Shinguu, please put this robe on at least. It makes you harder to see, so we’ll be safer moving around.”


      “Oh? Is this a magic item? Very well.”


      I handed Subaru the presence-suppressing robe, and as he slipped into it his eyes lit up as if he were departing on some grand adventure.


      “Now, onward we go,” he said.


      I had taken him to have a little more going on, but it now seemed he’d grown up a sheltered rich kid. I felt the strength almost drain from me, then remembered we were already deep in the danger zone. I got my head back in the game and pressed on.




      My Magic Sense detection skill reactivated, I was carefully walking along one of the hotel’s corridors as I checked for the flow of magic within a set range.


      There had been a staircase leading to the roof straight ahead of us, but I’d picked up on several distinct movements of magic in that direction. It would have been all right if they were Golden Orchid Clan members, but it would have meant instant combat if they were with the Holy Empire, so I had been forced to take a detour.


      Strolling casually beside me without even bothering to sneak was Subaru, hand placed on his chin as though in thought.


      “I see,” he said. “So it wasn’t so much that you were concerned as to where Sanada was heading, but rather that you went to check if there’s a dangerous magic circle.”


      “Right. Then I’ll know if they’re serious about blowing the building up. I also want to see if the signal jamming is being done with a magic circle.”


      Without a care in the world, the guy kept trying to go off down whichever way caught his fancy, meaning I’d had to repeatedly rein him in and keep him occupied by talking to him. Thanks to that, our pace was slow, and my stress levels were skyrocketing. But if Subaru wasn’t going to be of any use, I’d just have to be twice as alert.


      Concentrate, man. Concentrate.


      I pressed my back to the wall and used a compact mirror to peek around a corner.


      “You really seem to know what you’re doing,” an impressed Subaru mused. “Have you snuck into places before?”


      “No... I’m just taking precautions because this is a dangerous place to be in.”


      Back in DEC, infiltrating enemy bases on your own to assassinate someone or loot treasure was commonplace. I probably averaged about a hundred such missions per year. But doing it in real life with my neck on the line like this naturally got my heart pounding. I wondered if I would ever get used to this. Not that I wanted to.


      Opening up the building plan on my terminal to check our current location, I nudged open the emergency door at the end of the hallway, which led to a ladder leading up. This would take us to the fifty-fourth floor, and from there only the roof was left.




      I checked the ladder’s stability and began to slowly ascend. I heard Subaru get on behind me then sniff.


      “Oh? I smell something unpleasant. We’d better brace ourselves,” he murmured.


      I paused for a moment and took a whiff myself. It was almost like rusted metal... Blood. There had already been a fight here. I honed in on the flow of magic and tightened my focus when, of his own accord, Subaru got off the ladder then opened a nearby door and stepped through it. Suppressing the urge to scream at him to be more careful, I followed him in a fluster.


      The other side of the door was dim, and the stench of blood even more potent. Shining a light around, I saw that blood was splattered all over the walls and floor. This wasn’t so much a fight as it was a massacre.


      “How awful,” said Subaru. “It’s probably more accurate to say they were toyed with than slain.”


      The remains of what were once people lay scattered in all directions. I found it hard to look directly at the senselessly disfigured bodies, but Subaru squatted down to get a good look at them, remarking dryly that he wondered if they had been tortured.


      There certainly wouldn’t be any need to inflict this much damage if you were only fighting to incapacitate an opponent. It was possible to immobilize someone with a strike to a vital area, and most would lose the will to fight pretty quickly just after losing an arm or leg. Even if the intent was to kill, this assault was beyond excessive.


      The other concern was that the bodies’ clothes looked an awful lot like the uniforms worn by the wait staff, and judging by the weapons now only half-concealed beneath them, there was a strong chance these were some of the Red Ninjettes mobilized by Mikami.


      I was pretty sure that there wouldn’t be any survivors, but took another look around all the same—and spotted one victim whose wounds weren’t as severe as the others’. She looked young enough to be a high schooler. For all I knew, this could even be a schoolmate of mine.


      I rushed over and checked her pulse; it was faint, but still there. However, her right arm was gone from the elbow down, her left foot was hanging on by a thread, and blood was gushing out of deep gashes on her stomach and thigh. She couldn’t have had more than a few minutes left to live.


      Let’s give it a try.


      Back in my old world, there wouldn’t be anything I could do to stop these wounds being fatal. But in this world? Well, never say never.


      I put the casualty’s nearby arm and partially severed foot back in their original positions, then retrieved three potions from a pocket I’d converted into a magic bag. I poured them where her limbs had been cut and on the deep lacerations, upon which a mist of blood came spraying out and the girl’s body began violently convulsing.


      “Gah...aaagh!”


      Spitting out the blood that had accumulated at the back of her mouth and throat, the young woman was breathing once again, if raggedly. The way her arm and foot were moving suggested that they had been successfully reattached, and the color rapidly returned to her face.


      “Wow, how remarkable! Those must be some very pure potions.”


      These were some of the potions I’d stocked up on back at Granny’s Goods, but Subaru and I alike were surprised at their potency.


      Sweat cascading down her face and consciousness regained, the girl sprang to her feet and surveyed her surroundings. As soon as she comprehended the full horror of what she saw, though, she froze in place and her eyes filled with despair.


      “Viscount Shinguu... And you must be Mr. Narumi. I owe you my life. I can’t thank you enough...” said the girl, still unsteady on her feet, but presenting to us all the same with a deep bow.


      It seemed that the Red Ninjettes knew every last detail, right down to the masks each attendee wore.


      But this was hardly the time to be shocked. When I asked her what had happened, the girl told us that they had been tailing Sanada when a woman wielding a weapon they couldn’t identify appeared and a fight broke out.


      I knew the Red Ninjettes as a hell of a fighting force, but the girl told me that they were completely overwhelmed, and her squadmates died in abject terror. The Holy Empire’s fighters must be something else.


      “I was completely helpless... My commanding officer and comrades are gone... I’m a total...”


      “You survived, and gave us vital information. I’d say that’s an accomplishment,” Subaru reassured her.


      I could only imagine how terrible the girl must have felt not only to have failed in her mission of tailing Sanada, but to have her whole squad so brutally slaughtered. But thanks to the account she gave us, I now knew for certain that the Holy Empire and Sanada were up ahead. It seemed like my hunch about the magic circle on the roof was on the money.


      “You can grieve for them later. Right now, leave this to us, and go report everything to Countess Mikami. Can you do that?” Subaru asked.


      “I can,” she said, then paused. “And please have this, Viscount Shinguu. It’s not working right now for some reason, but it’s one of our terminals.”


      It seemed the Red Ninjettes were using discreet pen-type terminals to communicate with each other. It wasn’t any use right now due to the jamming, but it would be good to have on hand in case it made it easier to contact Kirara later.


      Anyway, what do you mean by “leave this to us,” Subaru? Something tells me it’s gonna be me doing all the legwork here...




      The girl gave another deep bow and departed, the effects of her near-death experience still clear on her face. Once she was out of sight, Subaru began to think aloud, more serious now than when we had left the hall.


      “So, the woman who killed them is with the Holy Empire...and she’s working with Sanada. Right?”


      “I think that’s a strong possibility.”


      Kirara had already confirmed that the building was infested with Holy Empire agents and/or fighters. Then, since Sanada and the Holy Empire were in bed together in the game, it was natural to assume that the same was true in this world.


      “And the Holy Empire must have double-crossed the Golden Orchid Clan so they could have the teleportation devices all to themselves,” Subaru went on. “But I wonder what they could be so desperate for that they’d kill with such savagery. Do you have any idea?”


      “It was completely over the top, wasn’t it? Like they wanted to scare people.”


      To extract profits from their teleportation devices around the world, the Golden Orchid Clan would need plenty of manpower and capital. Their solution was to enlist the aid of the Holy Empire, but the latter never had the first intention of maintaining a partnership. They were going to take it all by force.


      So, with the Golden Orchid Clan as nothing but an obstacle to be cleared, maybe the plan was to eliminate every last one of their members (along with those invited) when they all got together in one place for the gala. That would explain why they had killed so brazenly with no attempt to hide the scene of the crime.


      I said as much to Subaru, only for him to tilt his head and raise another question.


      “Then why go to the trouble of all this ‘escape game’ business? If they wanted us all dead, they could have just brought the building down on top of us already.”


      “You’re right. That’s something else we’ll have to get to the bottom of.”


      The best way to kill us all would be to blow the building up without all this fuss. That way would leave less evidence behind, as well as give the Holy Empire a more secure monopoly on the teleportation devices. So why would they bother with this dumb game? Surely anyone getting out of here alive would only be risky for them, right?


      Had all this been thought up by Sanada? Or maybe it was the Cardinal. Without any lead to go on, all we could do was heap speculation upon a pile of conjecture. Alongside locating the magic circle, we had to find out the truth about that.


      But first, I need to warn him.


      “Viscount Shinguu. From here on in, things could get pretty nasty. As you can see, they have no issues with brutality.”


      “So it seems.”


      Previously, I had assumed that, as in the game, nobody would be killed at the gala. But now I had seen how few fucks they gave about restraint. If we ran into anyone from the Holy Empire up ahead, there was a high likelihood that, also unlike DEC, it would result in a fight to the death. I wasn’t going to be taking their threat of destroying the building as a bluff either.


      Eight o’clock sharp, right? That gives us about forty-five more minutes.


      Obviously, I planned on doing my best to avoid any encounters or combat, but if we did come across anyone, I wouldn’t be able to ensure Subaru’s safety anymore. If things got hairy, I was leaving him behind.


      Even as I told him this, his smile stayed plastered on his face, and he didn’t show the slightest sign of fear. Instead, he resolutely crossed his arms and looked me square in the eye.


      “As a member of this country’s nobility, I cannot permit outsiders to barge in and do as they please. Besides, my dear little sister and Kirara are in this building too. If it means saving them, I’d give my life in a heartbeat.”


      The guy had some serious guts to say that right after the gruesome display we’d just witnessed. Maybe he was more than a sheltered rich kid after all. In that case, I was going to count him as a fellow fighter.


      “I’ll take point,” I told him after a pause. “Please follow me. Magic Sense.”


      “All right. I’m counting on you.”


      I could sense several sources of magic moving around up ahead. We’d have to get past or through them all if we were going to make it to the roof, but this latest turn of events got me worrying about Kano. I wasn’t going to have the luxury of patience here.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 15: The Other Side of the Vent


      The smell of blood’s getting stronger again...


      As we advanced down the hallway, I once again detected that same rusted metal stench. Remaining aware of the movement of magic around me, I peeked into a room to find two dead bodies lying within, both badly mutilated.


      The corpses looked to have been struck by some kind of heavy, bladed weapon, as their wounds were large and deep. It was a stark contrast from the bodies of the Red Ninjettes, which had been covered in countless small cuts, so this was likely the work of a different killer. However, while there were blood splatters in the room, there were no signs of a struggle, so it could be assumed that these two victims were either caught unaware or didn’t put up any resistance.


      Subaru turned the bodies face up to see if we could glean any other information, which revealed a familiar badge on their breasts. They were Golden Orchid Clan members.


      “These must be the junior members that were guarding this area. It looks like they were all killed, but the main force is still intact, so a counterattack should be... Hang on, look at that. Did they move the bodies?”


      Subaru pointed to a trail of blood that led out of the room as though a body had been dragged along. But the fact that two bodies had been left out here in the open meant that this hadn’t been to hide the murder. So what was it for?


      Subaru went to follow the trail, but, sensing several sources of magic in that direction, I hurried to stop him.


      “Viscount Shinguu, there’s a staircase that way that the Holy Empire probably has locked down.”


      “But how are we going to reach the roof without taking the stairs?”


      “We’ll take the ducts. Over there.”


      The building had a large network of air-conditioning ducts spanning its entire height, with openings large enough to admit a person. From the look of the hatch near us, even my husky self would be able to fit...but, pulling the hatch my way, I was put off by the thick cloud of dust that followed.


      Well, it wasn’t as if we had any other options.


      With the duct’s many twists, turns, and junctions, it was impossible to tell where exactly on the roof we would end up emerging. There were exhaust vents offering a view of the outside here and there, so we should just check each one until we found the best spot to come out.




      So, we were heading to the rooftop in the expectation of finding the Holy Empire bastards there. But if we were going to spy on them, there was one thing that needed doing first.


      “Viscount Shinguu, can you understand the Holy Empire’s language?”


      “Hmmm, maybe some textbook phrases... But what’s that? Some kind of magic device?”


      “Something like that. It will let us understand what they’re saying.”


      Subaru eyed the green gem that I had taken out of my magic bag-ified pocket with fascination. It was something I’d been sure to pack for the evening, having been aware of the high likelihood of talking with people from the Holy Empire. Simultaneous translation was also possible with a piece of software on my wrist terminal, but the magic item was far more convenient.


      A whistle emitted from the gem as a slight breeze fluttered about it. When I gently charged it with magic, a green gust of wind shot out from it, enveloping us. Then, a soft chuckle could be heard coming from nowhere in particular as the wind dispersed.


      “This should translate anything we hear, no matter what language it’s in,” I told Subaru.


      “That’s quite the nifty tool. Your grades would be through the roof if you used it in a school test.”


      Technically, this wasn’t a magic item into which a magic circle had been carved, but rather a rare item inhabited by a gossip-loving fairy. While having a fairy whisper a translation of everything you heard into your ear sounded convenient, as fairies can only use their abilities within magic fields, it couldn’t be used on vacation. And though it could be used at Adventurers’ High since it was in a magic field, it would only translate voices—no cheating on written tests.


      “Okay, I’ll get in first. Please take care not to be too noisy,” I instructed.


      “Got it. Let’s do this.”




      My masquerade mask was restricting my vision, so I stuffed it into a pocket and wrapped a handkerchief over my mouth and nose as a replacement disguise, then climbed the ladder inside the dark duct. I was crawling my way along, struggling to keep track of our location and change direction accordingly, when I spotted a faint light filtering through an exhaust vent up ahead.


      I poked my head out just enough to see outside and heard several different voices speaking. They looked...Western. Their speech was being translated for me, so I knew they weren’t Japanese.


      “...what kind of...are we dealing with?” I heard one of them say, only able to make out parts of the conversation.


      “Level 20, so...should be enough...to begin with.”


      There must have been about ten of them. Despite the humid summer heat, they wore long white coats, and each one had a different weapon on their backs: I saw a sickle, longsword, halberd, staff, and more. An eerie light shone from a few of them, so they were most likely magic items. Did they have plans to go and fight a floor boss or something after this?


      Several monitors and computers had been set up around the group, regularly switching between images of what I assumed to be locations in the building. I saw the hall where the gala had been hosted, the lobby, and what looked like footage being shot on the move. Thankfully, it didn’t look like the route we’d taken here was being covered. The only problem was...


      There they are! I can’t see them too well from here though.


      The building’s roof served as a giant helipad, in the center of which I spotted several magic circles, large and small, drawn on top of one another. Some of them had already been activated, but I didn’t have the angle to make out what spells they were for.


      I was keen to find a better spot so I could examine the magic circles more closely, but now that damn Subaru was repeatedly prodding me in the butt and demanding to have a look too. My view from the small vent would be hindered even more, but I decided to let him share it with me.


      I made a small amount of space for Subaru by twisting my body around within the narrow duct, and, licking his lips, he eagerly peered at the scene outside.


      “White coats with what looks like cuneiform writing...” he muttered. “That’s the uniform of the Holy Empire’s military. And there’s Sanada, along with...”


      “The Cardinal. So he is here.”


      Two men stood in the center of the group of coated figures. One wore a blue coat and spectacles—Yukikage Sanada. That was no surprise; I’d expected to find him here. What warranted all the more caution was the presence of the man facing him—a white guy with a striking appearance. His face was partly obscured by a hood, but there was no doubting it. This was the Holy Empire’s Cardinal, Mikhail Maxim.


      If only he could be taken out of the picture, all this trouble could probably be easily solved. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that kind of strength. Even then, it didn’t seem likely I’d be able to get him one-on-one with all those white coats between us.


      Not only that, but lying at Sanada’s feet was a man on his stomach, his face badly swollen and a leg contorted in an unnatural angle.


      I recognize that suit...is that Sousuke Kirigaya?


      “Gah... Sanada, you bastard! Why did you betray Colors?!” Kirigaya snapped, straining to speak.


      His perfectly set hair was now a shaggy mess, and his immaculate white suit was soiled with dirt and blood. Sanada, for his part, couldn’t have had a cooler demeanor.


      “Betrayed?” he asked. “My heart never belonged to Colors in the first place. Anyway, I think it’s about time you shut up.”


      With that, he delivered a ruthless kick straight into Kirigaya’s raging face, and he rolled right over before falling completely still.


      I inferred from what I’d seen that Kirigaya had indeed been suckered in by Sanada to steer the Golden Orchid Clan in the direction that he wanted. And now that he’d served his purpose, he was being removed from center stage.


      Cross-referencing this with my game knowledge, I was certain that it was Sanada who had brought in the Holy Empire and plotted out everything that had happened thus far.


      But why had he acted so differently now from his game counterpart? Questions such as that could be looked into further after I’d had a chance to do all the necessary digging. Right now, I needed to check what kinds of magic circles we were dealing with, and, if possible, find an opportunity to destroy them. Kirigaya...could be left as he was for the time being.


      Sanada casually adjusted his collar like nothing had happened, and then a cool smile crept across his face as he addressed the Cardinal.


      “Sorry about that,” he said, now speaking in Holy Imperial. “Now, shall we begin?”


      The Cardinal paused, then replied with a question of his own. “And you’re absolutely certain you don’t want Cleric?”


      “I am. I’m sick and tired of babysitting those talentless hacks,” said Sanada, shaking his head. “I seek more profound mysteries in my quest to master the way of magic.”


      The “Cleric” they were referring to was an advanced support-type job. With the method of attaining it known only to the Holy Empire and certain other nations, the highest support-type job available in Japan was the intermediate Priest. In DEC, it was because Sanada felt held back by his Priest job that he leaked the Samurai intel in order to become a Cleric. So what was the story behind him turning the Cardinal’s offer down?


      “Then let us proceed. Get ready, all of you.”


      On the Cardinal’s order, the white coats all sprang into action at once.


      “Certainly, Your Eminence,” said one of them. “If you’d stand here, Mr. Sanada.”


      Subaru and I looked at each other, both wondering what they were going to do. Then they began placing objects in a ring around Sanada.


      “Those are the magic spheres they have at the Adventurers’ Guild, right? Are they planning on doing a job change now?”


      “It sure looks that way,” I answered.


      A crystal the size of a softball sat on a pedestal. This was a “job change magic sphere,” a precious magic item whose use was strictly regulated by the Adventurers’ Guild. Most adventurers used the Guild’s crystals to carry out their job changes, but they were also available at Granny’s Goods, so I’d done mine there.


      Three dead bodies lay in a row before Sanada. Their condition varied in degree from grievously mutilated to relatively intact. Members of the Red Ninjettes and Golden Orchid, if I had to guess. Finally, a clump of flesh from which dense magic emanated was added.


      “What is that?” hissed Subaru. “Some kind of organ... A heart?”


      The clump was a black-tinted red and slightly larger than a fist. From the various tubes coming out of it, it looked to be a heart as Subaru surmised. When changing to an advanced or higher job, it was necessary to have a selection of special items on hand, which must have been what this grisly assortment was.


      Three corpses and a heart emitting highly potent magic. Which job was... There’s no way!


      “Now...I shall begin.”


      With that, Sanada produced a dagger and made an incision in his left arm without so much as flinching. He then let the blood drip onto the bodies and heart below before finally uttering some kind of incantation and placing his right hand on the crystal. The crystal began to shine eerily as if in response, and streams of murky black magic surged out of the three corpses.
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      Sanada looked down on the corpses, studying them, then stopped still in front of the female one.


      “This one seems to be the best match for my own magic,” he said. “Come, empty spirit...surrender to me and become my servant. Soul Capture!”


      Dark streams of magic had been circling all three bodies until now, but the moment Sanada made his selection, the other two dissipated. Presently, the body of the badly wounded Red Ninjette slowly sat up, then rose to her feet with jerky, unnatural movements.


      The way blood dripped from her mouth as she let out an agonized groan was straight out of a zombie movie.


      “Guh...urgh...”


      “I see. So this is the chain of command, is it? Excellent. Return Dead!”


      Sanada thrust his arm out and incanted a new skill, a magic circle appearing at the corpse’s feet. A moment later, it was seemingly sucked in and vanished.


      He had used Soul Capture, a skill that placed the target corpse under the caster’s control, and Return Dead, which enclosed the deceased in a separate dimension. When changing jobs, knowledge of the new job’s quirks and how to use its accompanying skills were crammed into your brain. Sanada really seemed to be excited by all of this, and his face twisted with glee.


      “I won’t be needing these anymore,” he muttered in Japanese, tossing aside his signature glasses that gave him his intellectual air. Had they just been for show?


      “Such sinister magic. Does that come with the job?” pondered Subaru.


      This job was at the very top of my list of jobs I did not want to acquire in this world: Necromancer. The requirements for the job change were a lich’s heart, multiple bodies of people who had been level 20 or higher into which rigor mortis had not yet set, and to recite the opening passage of the Stygian Scroll repeatedly, verbally or mentally.


      Back in DEC, Necromancer was pretty easy to get by advanced job standards. Killing a few players and bringing their bodies along was a piece of cake, and with the Stygian Scroll’s full text readily available online, there was no need to actually get your hands on the item.


      But in this world, gathering the bodies necessary for the ritual meant committing murder. As if that weren’t enough, the Stygian Scroll was a forbidden item that could destroy your psyche just by looking at its contents, not to mention reading it aloud. Sanada must have really had a screw loose to be so giddy about messing with a job like that.


      I had been sure that he would become a Cleric just like in the game, so I could hardly believe that he opted for its polar opposite.


      What’s so damn holy about the Holy Empire, teaching him an evil job like this?




      The job change successfully completed, the Cardinal slowly applauded and began to speak.


      “Congratulations. You are now...officially an enemy of humankind.”


      “It is an honor,” said Sanada, reverting to the Holy Empire’s language. “Truly, I feel like a new man. I can’t wait to go and source some better servants.”


      Ah...he’s going to collect servants?


      Right. Now all that escape game nonsense made sense.


      Sanada’s new Necromancer job was one that made puppets of dead bodies—called “servants”—to fight on their behalf. The servant’s combat experience and abilities that they’d had in life could still be used to an extent, meaning that the higher the corpses’ levels, the more fearsome the Necromancer was. Corpses with a higher level than the Necromancer themselves couldn’t be controlled, of course, but there was another crucial factor that determined their fighting ability: how much fear, despair, and pain they suffered as they died.


      Fear and despair strengthened the servant’s muscles, while pain increased their defense and HP. The standard method in DEC was to trap your chosen monster in an enclosed dimension to maximize their fear, then make sure they were defeated while suffering from as many status conditions as possible. Did Sanada mean to do this to real human beings?


      Essentially, the purpose of the escape game wasn’t to make people flee, but rather to make them feel fear and despair so that they would make for better servants. The excessive wounds on the bodies of the Red Ninjettes we’d seen on the way up here must have also been inflicted to strengthen their corpses, I guessed.




      “Now, we will proceed as planned. What are you going to do, Sanada?” asked the Cardinal.


      “I think I’ll join you. That way I can stake my claim on any promising material we come across. Oh, and...I ask that you let me be the one to put Kuki out of his misery. He and I have unfinished business.”


      “Very well. Let’s go,” the Cardinal ordered his fighters as he slipped his silver mask on.


      All at once, they applied buffs to themselves and began transmitting messages to fighters stationed on other floors by some means. Sanada, meanwhile, kept his eyes fixed on the image of Kuki on the monitor as he asked to have some corpses for himself. Were they seriously planning on starting a war right in the middle of Tokyo?


      However, Rokurogi, Mikami, and Kuki, plus plenty of Golden Orchid Clan members were sitting tight in the gala hall. It was hard to imagine getting through them too easily, but all the same, I was worried about Kano.


      I had given her the escape item just in case, but if a massive battle broke out, it was entirely possible that she’d get caught in the cross fire—and there was no telling how much harm might be done. I needed to do something about the magic circles and get out of here ASAP, but...


      “Now they’re all gone. This could be our chance,” Subaru whispered. “We’re destroying those magic circles, right?”


      The Cardinal had headed off with Sanada and his henchmen, leaving only a handful of others still on the rooftop. And as luck would have it, the ones that had remained were busy working on something with their backs to us. Just like Subaru said, this was our chance to destroy the magic circles.


      I could see three kinds of magic circle from our current location. Even if we couldn’t destroy them entirely, disrupting the flow of magic or removing parts of them would hinder their effectiveness.


      At the very least, I wanted to destroy the magic circle that would blow up the building and the one that was jamming signals. Doing so would get rid of our eight o’clock deadline as well as enable us to call for outside help and bring in the cavalry. Holy Empire or not, I’d like to see them try to deal with the entire Japanese military and thousands of adventurers coming down on them.


      Foremost in my mind, however, was the question of why I had been put into this predicament. I mustered my fighting spirit to blow that thought aside and sharpened my mind.


      If we get spotted here, it’s game on...now focus!


      Doing my utmost to keep my hand from trembling, I eased open the vent’s hatch and slowly—ever so slowly—crawled out. My heart was beating hard enough to hear, yet I managed to make it across without being seen. I breathed a sigh of relief, then, visualizing the task ahead of me, I took a step forward—




      CLANG! KER-KLANK!!!




      “Agh! My hakama got caught. Oh dear... I suppose this kind of outfit really isn’t suited to an infiltration mission.”


      Subaru’s clothes had caught on a sharp edge of the vent, the man tumbling to the floor with considerable force and taking the metal hatchway cover with him. Now he was sitting up and rubbing his butt, sheepishly looking at me with his tongue hanging out. Was he...trying to charm his way out of this?


      The Holy Empire workers would have heard all that noise for sure. Even so, hoping that by some miracle we hadn’t been busted, I fearfully turned around. And, my hopes thoroughly shot, they were already on us with weapons drawn, licking their lips with sadistic glee.




      Damn it all to hell. Well...it was do or die time.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 16: Servants


      The white coats’ words were translated into my ear as they leveled their weapons at us and grinned like predators spotting new prey. “If the guests are gonna come to us, that means we’re free to get in on the fun too.”


      “They’re young though...and they look kinda weak.”


      “Eh... As long as we fill them with enough fear and despair, they might make good servants yet.”


      The three of them were a musclebound man wielding a double-edged axe, a woman holding a wand with a skeleton for a tip, and a tall guy enthusiastically waving a slender sword around.


      Their weapons and appearances were all completely different. The only things they had in common were their white coats and their malicious curiosity toward us. Each of them turned Aura on full blast, and my body was assaulted by a violent surge of magic.


      Judging by the rattling I felt deep within my chest, these guys were the real deal, each standing at over level 30. In other words, I was going to have to take on three people who outmatched me all at once.


      The situation wasn’t completely desperate though. I had someone else on my side. If we could work together well as a team, we might just be able to—


      “Eek! H-He forced me to come with him! Please, at least spare me!”


      Overwhelmed by the surge of magic, foolish nobleman Subaru Shinguu had been knocked over backward and was now begging for his life. I knew that being subjected to the Aura of someone much more powerful could easily break your will, but to do an about-face so readily was really something else.


      I’d gotten the impression that the guy was at least somewhat capable from the way his smile had remained so implacable despite my constant reminders that we were facing the Holy Empire, and from how he’d been undeterred by the sight of the mutilated dead bodies...


      Perhaps he just hadn’t been thinking at all. I was the fool for believing in him.


      I glanced up at the white coats to see if it might not still be too late to get on my knees and plead for mercy...but their twisted smiles and bloodthirsty glares told me that they weren’t about to let us off the hook. The situation was desperate.


      “Oh, I just love the look on the face of that boy in the traditional wear,” said the woman white coat. “But I don’t need any weaklings for servants. Let’s just kill him.”


      “Weren’t you the one who said you wanted at least one Japanese pet? Why can’t we just hang on to him for the time being?”


      “I-I...must live!!!” yelled Subaru in Holy Imperial.


      He had now been completely devoured by the malice—I could almost feel it coiling around us—and attempted to flee for the stairs on his hands and knees, screaming something incoherent.


      “Leave him to me,” said the tall man, going after him.


      There was nothing I could do but watch, the reason being...


      “Now come forth! Raise Dead!” incanted the woman, flicking her wrists back.


      The black Aura enshrouding her turned into two skulls that melded into the concrete below. In their wake appeared two magic circles that alternately flashed red and black.


      No sooner had that happened than pallid, half rotten arms shot out.


      What came crawling out of the magic circles were the corpses of a magician-looking man wrapped in barbed wire and a woman who had been cut haphazardly all over and looked like she had been a ranger. With an unnatural, jerky movement of their heads, they fixed their sights on me and slowly assumed fighting stances.


      “This kid might be a new friend of yours. Why don’t you play with him?”


      “Ah...agh...”


      “Oorgh...”


      The reanimated bodies were covered in deep lacerations that oozed black blood over their gray skin. I wondered what kind of warped mind it took to not only hurt another human being so badly, but then walk around with their bodies in tow. Was there even any point in going so far to make servants out of humans?


      Servants couldn’t recover from any damage sustained, meaning that unlike summoned creatures or fairies, they were fundamentally a consumable item. Accordingly, rather than basing your game plan around unique human individuals whose abilities could vary wildly, your fighting potential would have more long-term stability if you instead caught monsters, due to their consistent abilities and ease of capture.


      Besides, there was also the issue of humans’ crappy resilience. There were plenty of monsters available with several times higher HP and vitality that could withstand attacks even from more powerful monsters.


      There were certain benefits to having human servants, of course. For instance, weapons could be shared with them, and they allowed for the use of unique tactics. Even in DEC, there were some deviants who enjoyed attacking and collecting humans, but the downsides still heavily outweighed the upsides, so this was well in the realm of self-imposed handicaps.


      It was possible that the white coats hadn’t fully grasped all the quirks that came with being a Necromancer. Either that, or they were just out of their minds.


      “The kid doesn’t look too scared, Svetlana. I knew those bodies looked too puny,” the man with the axe mocked, waving his weapon about.


      Seemingly irritated by this, a quiet rage now exuded from the woman he’d called Svetlana. “Watch your mouth, Kafka. They’re both formidable soldiers who slew many of our countrymen in the EU war. The kid just doesn’t know what he’s looking at.”


      By the sounds of it, they had an opening for a servant and wanted to see if I fit the bill. Svetlana and Kafka were openly debating about the best ways to make me feel despair. Well, it was going to be a hard no from me no matter what they decided.


      Having said that, it looked like a fight was now inevitable. While the pair were still occupied with their discussion, I removed the handkerchief from my face, took a deep breath to ready myself for battle, then retrieved my sword from my pocket. It...doesn’t look like I’ll be able to help Subaru, I thought, sneaking a glance in the direction he’d run off.


      He’d been a rare type of noble to deign to talk to a commoner like me so amicably. Not a bad guy at all. I wanted to go after him, but I wasn’t going anywhere unless I dealt with these scumbags first.


      “Aaagh...agh...” groaned the servants.


      They had already been reacting sensitively to my magic flow—to send the message that they weren’t about to let me escape, I figured. The two of them made a tragic sight, enslaved by the Holy Empire as they were. I wanted to free them if I could...and if I was going to do that much, I wouldn’t even rule out saving Kirigaya, who was still unconscious on the floor. But my own survival had to come before I could help anyone else.


      If I went into this four-on-one fight like it was a regular one, defeat was guaranteed. Escape didn’t seem to be an option either. However, as if he were in no rush to start using that axe of his, Kafka now addressed me leisurely, and well, if they were going to give me time to think, I was grateful for every second.


      “So, who are ya? Some Golden Orchid runt? And can ya tell what we’re saying?”


      “What do you want?” I replied, in automatically translated Holy Imperial. “Why are you doing these things? You’ve caused so much—”


      “Huh, looks like he can understand us, then,” Kafka cut me off, apparently not interested in answering my questions.


      They now knew I could understand Holy Imperial—granted, using an interpreter—and Kafka gave a smug grin as he pointed to a monitor, saying, “Look at that.”


      It showed more of the Holy Empire’s white coats, in front of whom lay what looked like a noble lying in a pool of blood with their head cut off. In fact, the whole area was drenched in blood, hinting that there were plenty more victims. There were a few people who were still alive, but from the way they were hunched down and crying out, the situation seemed hopeless. The number in the top-left corner of the screen told me that this was taking place on the thirty-seventh floor.


      “They’ve begun, then.”


      “It’s a warning to the nobles who tried to run straight out.”


      Kafka and Svetlana were paying me absolutely no attention, even though I was so close by. Some gall they had. Just as I was silently hoping that I might be able to slip away unnoticed, I saw a man on the monitor launch a daring attack.


      With a series of feints, he maneuvered around the white coats’ backs too fast for the camera to keep up with, then unleashed a weapon skill in one smooth motion. I could tell the man had considerable experience just by the way he moved, but the Holy Empire fighters had him pegged. One of them deflected his slash, then the rest rushed him in a pincer attack as he was pierced by one sword after another.


      I was shocked to see someone as capable as him be beaten so soundly, but the real shock was yet to come.


      A nearby white coat thrust their hand out and chanted something. The man, who had collapsed on the floor with blood pouring from his mouth, now limply rose to his feet in a shroud of black flames. There wasn’t a hint of life in his pale face, and blood gushed from the wounds where the many swords were still stuck. The zombie movie effect was completed by his herky-jerky movements.


      Unable to suppress their horror, the crowd of gala guests collectively screamed. But this would only be momentary, as the Holy Empire’s newest servant pulled a sword from his chest and swung it across the onlookers in a flash. Along with a spurt of fresh blood, the monitor showing the thirty-seventh floor fell silent.


      The shocking footage seemed to be playing in the gala hall as well, as on a monitor labeled as the fifty-fifth floor I saw partygoers throwing their hands on their heads in terror. It was a scene of total chaos, with some crouching down while others ran to the elevator in a bid to escape. I expected that Kano would be in that same room, and I wondered if she, too, might be trembling in fear.


      “Damn it all,” cursed Kafka. “That last guy was with the Golden Orchid Clan, so I thought he’d have a little more in ’im...but it looks like this country’s got nothin’ but punks.”


      “I don’t think we can expect much from anyone who isn’t on the list. Such a shame.”


      Apparently the skilled fighter who’d just been made a servant was still a disappointment to these guys. He had let himself be lured into getting surrounded, so his timing could have used a lot of work, I supposed.


      On the other hand, you could make the point that the only hope of turning that situation around was to make a do-or-die effort like he had. More to the point, I would need to watch out for the fact that the Holy Empire’s people were more agile than I’d imagined.


      “I can’t get my head around that Sanada fellow, though—subjecting his former allies to a horror show like this.”


      “I ain’t complaining. All the more toys for us to play with.”


      “Indeed! There’s plenty of experimenting to be done, and all the test subjects we could wish for!” said Svetlana, practically singing.


      I took it from their conversation that all the most important people in the building had been put on a list, and the building would serve as a laboratory for their strategic new Necromancer job before being leveled. The Golden Orchid members were thus the perfect opponents both as a source of servants and for data collection.


      Live footage of gala guests being massacred then began to appear on other monitors. In the short time I’d been watching, I’d already seen over twenty people killed. The escape game looked to be fully underway, and the “its” were the Holy Empire’s fighters.


      By cutting the building off from the outside world with a magic circle and then setting a time limit, they had sent people into the depths of terror and despair. That Sanada had likely devised such an inhumane method showed just how much he despised the Golden Orchid Clan and Colors. But...


      This is way too different from the game. What made it change so dramatically?


      There was the Golden Orchid Clan gala in the game, which ended peacefully without anyone dying, and then there was...this. I could do nothing but shudder at the incredible contrast. What could have caused such a massive deviation from DEC’s story? Was this a consequence of the gates being discovered? Maybe it was even me who had pulled the trigger without realizing it.


      Seeing me stand dumbfounded before the monitors seemed to please Kafka, who kicked his discharge of mana up a notch before making a throat-cutting gesture with his axe.


      “Feelin’ a little more desperate now, huh? No one in the building’s gettin’ out alive. Not even ya boss Kuki, or Rokurogi. She’s one of your country’s precious Samurai, right? Hey, what level’s this brat?”


      Prompted by Kafka’s question, Svetlana brashly trained an Appraisal item on me. However, since I was concealing my stats, she wouldn’t be able to see my actual skills or job. As expected, she threw up her hands in resignation when she failed to find anything of value.


      “He’s level 25, but I can’t tell you anymore; he’s got Fake. Could be that he’s not with the Golden Orchid Clan, but one of Japan’s underground societies.”


      “Aw man, I kinda had my hopes up ’cause he made it up here, but he’s just a level 25 wimp? What a bummer.”


      “Regardless, I’m sure we could find a use for him if he has a set of covert skills. Let’s see what he can do. Put some effort in, all right, potential servant of mine?”


      With that, the two of them sat down to watch me fight their servants as if I were their personal jester. I was gonna give them a piece of my mind for totally disregarding me this whole time...


      The moment I had that thought, a dazzling light flashed from somewhere behind me.


      I lost a few hairs from my head, but I managed to twist my upper body out of the way of a surprise attack. The ranger was already rushing me, skimming the ground with her survival knife held in front of her.


      She brought a follow-up slash downward, which I hurriedly blocked with my one-handed sword. The violent clash sent sparks flying. We remained with our weapons locked against each other’s for a hot second, but the servant was gradually gaining the upper hand.


      Her strength stat was higher than mine, her core was rock solid, and she was a skilled fighter. She must have been insanely strong before she died.


      It was never a good idea to let someone with plenty of brute power stay on you like this, so I started pushing to make some space between us, whereupon we clashed weapons a few more times—and all the while, I was dodging the magic thrown at me by the magician off to the side. I slowly worked my way around to put the ranger in a position that blocked the magician’s line of fire and incanted Flame Arms, a strength-boosting skill.


      “He knows his stuff, huh,” Kafka grunted.


      “He knows how to fight a group,” said Svetlana. “The boy must have fought in a war or two. But my servants are level 30. There shouldn’t be any way for them to lose to a 25...”


      I grazed the ranger’s side with my sword, and with the wound spitting black blood now she continued to go at it with me. I was outnumbered two to one, but it was clear that I was the one setting the pace.


      Even with Flame Arms in effect, the ranger still had higher strength than me, but she was fighting with a monotonous rhythm and making no attempt to throw me off. Owing to that, it was all too easy for me to read her attacks and keep her under control.


      Svetlana did nothing to intervene, relaxing next to Kafka, even though they could see exactly how the fight was going. It didn’t look like the woman had a deep understanding of the Necromancer job.


      With duller wits than when they were alive, the unfeeling servants were little more than automatons—they weren’t capable of putting even half of their lives’ combat experience to use. It was standard practice for a Necromancer to make up for these shortcomings by giving detailed directions based on their own combat experience, making for a combat style that favored taking one hit to deal an even greater one in return.


      These two, meanwhile, were chilling on the sidelines, letting the servants do all the work and failing to recognize that I was getting the better of them. I wasn’t about to share a few pointers though. No, I was going to wrap this up in one go.


      “Agh...Lightning Sting...”


      Directly ahead of me, the ranger hunched over and activated a dagger skill. The knife in her hand then turned to three thunderbolts, and she launched herself at me.


      “You can go right back...”


      Due to the lack of Necromancer direction, however, there was no twisting motion in her slash. Then, using magic projectiles to keep the magician too busy to launch a major spell, I took a powerful stride forward of my own and accelerated toward the ranger.


      I spun about as I made my way in. The first thunderbolt just missed the tip of my nose, while the second I deflected by holding my sword at an oblique angle to block its trajectory. At the same time that I closed the distance, I activated my own weapon skill.


      “...where you belong! Vorpal Thrust!!!”


      In three high-speed slashes, I sliced through the final thunderbolt along with the servant who had cast it. Dense magic spurted out as I cut clean through her neck and torso. For the briefest of moments as her head fell to the floor, I almost thought I could see a glint of intelligence in her eyes.
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      I didn’t have any time to confirm it. The magician was still aiming at me, having charged up a tremendous amount of magic, so I shifted my focus. He was trying to take advantage of my skill’s cooldown rendering me immobile.


      “Fire...Lance...” he groaned.


      A hellish lance enshrouded in pale magic spat flames at me in a brilliant flash of light, but I had another skill that would cancel my cooldown.


      “Sway!”


      Firing off basic spells, I closed the distance between us one step at a time. Going spell for spell with a superior magician was not in my plans for this evening, so I went to get up close and personal.


      There were a dozen or so dazzling clashes as I managed to make it to within a few meters of my opponent, but I was unable to get any closer. I could tell by the magician’s footwork alone that he had fought many a warrior in his time, but...the way we were walking in circles to put the other off-balance...it was all still so mechanical.


      I let myself take the slightest misstep, and just as predicted, the magician practically pounced on the chance to unload. A minuscule magic circle appeared at my feet, but before I knew it, it had expanded in size to about two meters wide and began shining with a blinding light.


      “Flame...ough...Strike.”


      Flame Strike was a fire-type, ground targeted spell that released heat in excess of a thousand degrees along with light too bright to look at directly. I was a little flustered by the speed at which the thing erupted, but it was no problem. Like with the ranger, I was the one in control, so I was already in a forward-leaning stance and ready to move. From there, I kicked off the floor and bum-rushed the servant.


      He extended a fist at me right as I got into melee range, so I just cut it off. Even with black blood spurting from his wrist, he attempted to cast another spell with his remaining hand as a parting gift, but I chopped his head off before he got that far, and it was over.


      What had once been a magician collapsed to the floor in a heap, and his magic rapidly dissipated. Undead or not, cutting down a real human being like this made me feel sick.


      At least it’s probably better than doing those guys’ bidding, I told myself.


      I settled my breathing to prepare for what was to come next, and saw Svetlana practically pulling out her neatly arranged blonde hair. My victory had evidently not been what she expected, and her blue eyes were now filled with murder.


      “That’s two of my servants gone! How could they be beaten by a level 25?! Don’t tell me he’s spoofing his level too!”


      “Nah, you can’t fool Appraisal about your real level,” said Kafka. “The skills he used weren’t nothin’ special either. Anyway, now we know he’d make a decent servant, so at least ya can recoup some losses.”


      “You’re right. But I won’t grant him an easy death. We’ll have to make him feel pain and terror with every last fiber of his being...”


      Kafka flung off his white coat, and, with a wicked grin, charged some of his mana into his apparently magic axe. Svetlana then applied a buff to herself while glaring at me with hate-filled eyes. It was almost like they thought I was the one in the wrong here.


      Well, here goes. This one’s the main event...


      I had been able to dispatch the two servants with relative ease, owing to the fact that they hadn’t been able to exert their full potential. Things wouldn’t be that simple with these guys. My gut was telling me that engaging them in battle right now could very well end in defeat for me.


      But something didn’t quite add up.


      We were right in the heart of Tokyo. There were more than a few people outside of this building on high alert, wary of what the Holy Empire might pull. In that kind of situation, surely they ran a serious risk of being found out by causing all this pandemonium. And even if it wasn’t all the commotion that drew unwanted attention, I would have thought there was more than a decent chance that adventurers and the military would come running once they noticed communications were down.


      These guys didn’t give one shit. They had been openly holding a Holy Empire meeting up here for the world to see and showing off the skills of the secret Necromancer job. Weren’t they afraid of an intel leak? I put this question to them, and it was worse than I expected.


      “It ain’t just signal jamming. We got magic circles to ward people off, to create a magical force field, and to create illusions too. Even if you knew you were in danger, they wouldn’t pick up on it. They couldn’t even make it to the building, let alone come running.”


      “That is to say, the magic circles prevent anyone from seeing or listening in on what happens on this rooftop,” added Svetlana in her sing-song tone. “Call for help as loud as you like, boy. Cry your little heart out. Nobody will hear you. Do. You. Get. It. Now?”


      The pair’s faces contorted with deranged pleasure as they explained everything in detail: Nobody could detect what was going on in the building, or even approach it. Not even the open rooftop could be seen from outside. Now it made sense why they would place monitors and hold meetings up here.


      As I took a look at my surroundings, reevaluating the situation based on the information they’d so readily shared, Kafka began to laugh as if he’d just seen something funny.


      “Ya still not scared? Then lemme show ya why they call the Holy Empire the mightiest adventuring nation in the world,” said Kafka, raising his double-edged axe overhead. “Berserk.”


      Blackish-red magic radiated out from him, accompanied by the screeching sound of the air itself being distorted.


      “Raise Dead. Come forth, my masterpiece: Hero Rasha!”


      A spout of magic shot out vertically from a black-hemmed magic circle, out of which crawled a figure in full silver plate armor that gleamed even in the darkness.


      Did she just say Hero Rasha? I couldn’t recall anyone from the game who fit the bill. Who the hell’s this dude?


      The skill Kafka had activated and this servant now summoned by Svetlana were likely some of the Holy Empire’s most closely guarded secrets. With no fear of their secrets getting out, they were really cutting loose.


      But man, those eyes... They were the eyes of someone without a shred of doubt in their own victory; the eyes of killers who thought of nothing but how to terrorize and slaughter their prey.


      There had been a fair few people with extraordinary strength back in DEC, but all of them had sought out other powerful rivals in a tireless and earnest effort to reach ever greater heights, whereas all these scumbags wanted was to torment those weaker than them. To actually find myself in their presence like this was nauseating.


      Even if I didn’t give them what they had coming, one of the game protagonists—be it Akagi or Pinky—would get rid of them sooner or later, once they had grown stronger. Then again, there was always the risk that the Holy Empire would take the lives of many more innocent people before that time came. And besides that, I was partly responsible for this turn of events, so I had a duty to stop them here myself, even if it meant putting my neck on the line.


      “Now, are ya ready to fall into the pits of despair?”


      “I’ll take my sweet time with you, hon. You try to last as long as you can, all right? No giving up hope right away. Iron Maiden!”


      Baring his teeth, Kafka smiled and delivered a thrust of his axe and its deranged magic. Meanwhile, Svetlana recited a spell that caused the sound of a bell to ring out above us, seemingly prompting Hero Rasha to spew blood from his mouth. I recognized this as a buff spell that would greatly increase the servant’s magic—magic that was, in every sense, unbelievably repulsive.


      You guys aren’t the only ones who can cut loose. If anything goes here, I’m not holding back either. I’ll give you a taste of what a seasoned DEC player can do!


      But before that...




      “Um... I’m not quite ready yet. Would you...mind waiting just a little longer?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 17: Fine Tsundere Vibes


      Kano Narumi


      I listened to the jazz band’s leisurely music, a dinner made with top of the range ingredients laid out before me. I’d never before experienced, or even seen, such indulgence in my life.


      At the table next to us, a group of fancy ladies adorned with jewels the size of ping pong balls gossiped with their fancy words.


      The subject of their gossip was, you got it, the gates—how this would net the Golden Orchid Clan astronomical profits, how the day of the Golden Orchid Clan was at hand, and so on and so forth. For my family, plus Big Sis Satsuki and the rest, using gates to get around was an everyday thing, so I assumed everyone knew about them... Imagine my surprise when I found out I was wrong.


      So if the Golden Orchid Clan were going to make all that money, why couldn’t I bag myself a fat wad of cash too? But it was just as I started trying to figure out what my business plan would look like that I took a bite of the food. The thick sauce and melt-in-your-mouth meat totally evaporated all other thoughts. This really was the taste of heaven.


      A previously unknown world now opened up to me in Technicolor. I had a new big sister in Kirara Kusunoki, who was the absolute embodiment of high society; and I had gotten to know a girl by the name of Chizuru Shinguu, who I had earmarked to be my rival next year. All I had to do was pass my entrance exam for Adventurers’ High, and another new world would open up for me.




      But then something just had to spoil all the fun, didn’t it?


      At the sudden announcement of an “escape game,” the gala hall was in an uproar. Some nobles made parting threats before dashing out of the room, while some ladies heaped hysterical abuse on the Golden Orchid Clan people.


      Mikami, deep in her chair, reckoned that this might have been planned by people from a country called the Holy Empire. She seemed larger than life, keeping her cool in an emergency like this. Then again, she really was a larger-than-life figure in the adventuring world; a celebrity who was covered in all forms of media. Her enticing beauty even outshone the huge jewels she wore.




      But the person Mikami was speaking to was pretty special in her own right. The woman had long hair and wore her kimono casually loose.


      “That’s...the real Shigure Rokurogi,” I whispered.


      She was a Samurai (just like Colors leader Kotarou), and was the top enforcer of Japan’s biggest assault clan, the Ten Devils. This superstar was everything I imagined when I thought of the perfect adventurer.


      My impression of Rokurogi from what I’d seen in magazines and on TV news was that she was a composed woman of few words, but the woman I saw now was on edge. Her eyebrows were raised high as she tapped the table hard with a finger. I wasn’t holding out hope that I’d get a chance to talk to her.


      The other person I’d wanted to talk to was Kotarou’s buddy Sanada, but he’d gone off somewhere a while ago and not come back. Maybe he had indigestion?




      One waitress after another came to our table to whisper things in Mikami’s ear. I took it that they were gathering information on the escape game, but there was nothing I could do since they weren’t cluing me in on anything. No, while all this was going on, Big Sis Kirara had brought some delicious sweet treats over for us, so my only job was to shovel them into my piehole along with Chichi next to me.


      Speaking of Chichi, where had her big brother gotten to? I was worried that he might’ve gotten caught up in all this mayhem. I was pretty sure he went through the same door as big bro, but all the same I had to wonder.


      “You needn’t worry yourself. My brother went to accompany yours, you see.”


      I had been staring vacantly at the staff-only door, about to tuck into a chocolate cookie, when Chichi started speaking without so much as looking me in the eye. Okaaay, I guess I was worried about my own big bro too.


      I told her, “Actually, it’s your brother I’m more worried about. You see this confusion all around us? What if he got into some kind of—”


      “Nonsense. My brother could handle anyone who might threaten him—that’s a fact.”


      It was obvious Chichi really believed what she was saying, by the way she looked me dead in the eyes to make that declaration. My concern for him had been down to his fragile appearance and Chichi saying that he didn’t go into the dungeon anymore, but from the looks of it, that concern wasn’t worth much.


      That being the case, I was right about to get back to my piehole business, but just as I reached for another treat I heard Chichi mutter something.


      “Don’t think my brother’s a weakling just because yours is.”


      I snapped back instinctively. “Oh, well, my big bro’s pretty darn tough.”


      “Your brother is? All I see in him is someone who’d be right at home groveling on his hands and knees.”


      “Whagh?!” I sputtered.


      How dare Chichi say big bro would grovel?! I almost spat out my food. This was the same big bro who defeated the stinking Demon Lord, mind. He groveled to nobody! And why would he? I had a strong inkling that I was going to have set things straight with this girl sooner or later.


      “If my big bro’s a groveler, then...then your brother’s probably the type of guy to roll over and beg for his life!”


      Chichi’s straight face hadn’t faltered at all so far, but that one was a real zinger that got her spitting out her half-chewed cake.


      “Bwogh...ahem. Impossible. Even if the world flipped upside down, my brother would never roll over!” she fired back rapidly.


      Determined not to be outdone, I tossed a cookie into my mouth and glared right back at her. Chichi tossed two into hers and smiled slightly.


      Well, I was going to toss in three, then.
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      We had both long since ditched our pesky masks—they only got in the way of eating. It was now a full-blown eating contest with bragging rights on the line. Big Sis Kirara was just making an emergency order to replenish our supply of treats when, without warning, the hall’s giant screen flickered into life. The gala guests went from shouting their heads off to dead silence as they turned to see what it was this time.


      The screen showed a shady-looking group of people, all wearing plain masks and long, white coats. The swords they held were wet with blood, and a man in a suit lay face-down at their feet. I thought it was a scene from a movie at first. I was wrong.


      “Saintly robes... The Holy Empire,” murmured Rokurogi, her sharp eyes glistening. “Saintly robes” could often be seen in international news bulletins, so I recognized them too. Those snow-white robes were the battle attire of the Holy Empire’s elite adventurers.


      On an ordinary battlefield, fire from enemy tanks and rifles were the main threat, so your chances of survival were better if you wore camouflage or other clothing that helped you blend in. However, when super elite adventurers were thrown into the mix, the greater danger came from inadvertent friendly fire from a skill or spell. Sticking out like a sore thumb was preferable when it came to them.


      Long coats also had the advantage of hiding your other battle gear, which made it harder for opponents to tell what your job was, and masks made famous adventurers less identifiable. You could argue that, in terms of adventurer-versus-adventurer combat, the Holy Empire’s uniform was optimal.


      Suddenly, the screen showed a man launching a solo offensive against the creepy group of white coats. In no more than the blink of an eye, he had positioned himself behind them and unleashed a flowing combination attack of both sword strikes and a skill. But despite all that, he was then easily surrounded and killed...


      “Looks like he fell for the bait... He should’ve just retreated instead of dying for nothing like that.”


      “Nah, I’m not so sure. I wonder what I would’ve done...”


      Like Chichi had said, the man did end up dying for nothing. But if he’d just run away, the other survivors would all have been killed for sure. What was the right move there?


      It was only possible to get past multiple enemies if you took them by surprise or if they were much weaker than you. Otherwise, you were as good as dead, as big bro reminded me over and over again. The man just now seemed to have been baited into making that attack, and while holding his fire for the right opportunity probably would’ve made his sacrifice more meaningful, making rational decisions would be tougher if he had loved ones with him. But as I thought about all this, ear-piercing screams rang out all around.


      Looking to the screen to see what had happened, I saw the man who had just been killed by the white coats now stagger to his feet and turn his sword on the survivors he had fought so hard to protect, killing them himself.


      For a second, I wondered if he had somehow done this by mistake. But then I remembered how many times he had been stabbed through the chest and knew he must have died. And after all that blood he lost, his pale face was nothing if not a corpse’s.


      Leaning forward with her eyes glued to the screen, Chichi broke the silence on our table.


      “Is that...a skill that makes puppets of the dead?”


      Big bro had taught me about all sorts of jobs and skills, but I’d never heard of anything as evil and creepy as this.


      “It must be one of the Holy Empire’s hidden skills. I think they’re taking advantage of the signal jamming to use it openly like this, knowing that no word of it will get out.”


      It sounded like Big Sis Kirara didn’t recognize this skill either, but her guess was that it was one of the Holy Empire’s secrets. I didn’t love the idea of living in a world where a skill like that became widespread, so I wished the Holy Empire would’ve kept it a damn secret.


      The screen switched to a different location, and we saw more white coats killing more people. They used that puppeting skill again, provoking screams and sobbing here in the gala hall. Kuki ordered his men to help people evacuate, but the panic was only rising.


      Big Sis Kirara, meanwhile, was talking to Mikami to see if Chichi and I could evacuate the building via a different route. But as long as big bro still hadn’t come back, I wasn’t going anywhere.


      Besides, if we started moving about aimlessly, there was a good chance we’d bump into those white coats we’d seen on the big screen. If I was going to evacuate, I’d be better off waiting until I was reunited with big bro first—he knew how to deal with all kinds of freaky skills.


      As such, the best thing for me to do was...actually nothing at all.


      I helped myself to some chocolate in a gold foil wrapper and took a look around the gala hall. Here and there were people preparing for battle by putting on armor that they’d kept hidden who knows where, applying magical buffs, and unsheathing weapons. Was I going to see a fight play out right in front of me?


      But not only were there tons of adventurers here, we also had the very best of the best. We had people like Golden Orchid Clan leader Kuki, plus adventuring greats Mikami and Rokurogi.


      And if they still come despite that...


      The Holy Empire must have known full well what kind of threat they were dealing with. So if they were going to attack all the same, that meant they believed they could overcome all the firepower we had in here. But how could that possibly be?


      As I grumbled to myself, I felt a soft, gentle air envelop me. I now noticed that Chichi had taken out a staff with a large magic gem attached to it and was casting some kind of spell.


      “It’s Mana Protection,” she explained. “As long as I have magic left, no harm will come to you.”


      I’d heard of this before—it was a defensive spell that took away the caster’s mana in place of the target’s life force if they were attacked. But mana was a magic user’s lifeline. Casting this spell on anyone but yourself was a massive risk. So why was Chichi going to the trouble of protecting me when we’d been at each other’s throats just a minute ago?


      “Don’t get the wrong idea. My brother gave me strict orders to keep you safe,” she said...before quickly adding, “It’s not that I want to.”


      With that, she haughtily whipped her head around to look away from me. What an honest kid... On top of that, I was getting some fine tsundere vibes from her. She was looking more and more like the rival I needed.


      I wondered what kind of face she was pulling. I tried and failed several times to move around fast enough to get a look before she turned away in a huff again, but then I was startled by the sound of a huge explosion.


      Turning to face the direction it came from, I only saw Big Sis Kirara, who had put on a protector at some point, standing in front of us with arms outstretched. I knew she was doing this to protect us from any debris that might fly our way, but, in spite of the situation, I couldn’t help thinking how darn cool she looked.


      Over by the entrance to the hall, broken chunks of wood from the tables lay scattered beneath a cloud of dust. Out of it appeared about fifteen of the white coats, sauntering along as if they owned the place. So, the Holy Empire really did show up here.


      The bigger shock, though, was that Sanada was among them, seemingly under their protection. The glasses that gave him so much of his charm were gone, as was the kind smile I’d seen on TV and in magazines. Instead, he was looking decidedly mean.


      “He betrayed us, then,” concluded Kirara with a heavy sigh when she spotted Sanada.


      Meanwhile, Chichi’s expression didn’t shift one bit. She slipped on a delicately embroidered black robe and pointed her staff toward the new arrivals.


      “It’s hardly a surprise. I never trusted Colors to begin with.”


      From the way she practically spat the name, I guessed that Chichi had some history with the organization.


      For me, though, the knee-buckling shock of it all was too much to bear. I wanted nothing more than to ditch everything and go crawl under my blanket. I didn’t want to believe it...but like the others had said, Sanada being with the white coats could only mean one thing.


      Aw... What a shame.


      The white coats were all different shapes and sizes, but I couldn’t tell what jobs they had thanks to their masks and robes. It was Kuki’s Golden Orchid Clan who were the first to greet them.


      The Golden Orchid Clan was a battle-hardened Assault Clan, with its elite members pulling double-duty in parent clan Colors. He was here too...the guy I’d fought before. I wanted to believe that this would be no cakewalk, even for the Holy Empire and Colors vice-leader Sanada.




      Everyone, me included, had their hearts in their mouths. An assistant standing beside Kuki handed him an enormous sword. This was the Japanese national treasure said to have once been used to cut a dragon clean in two: the Zanryuutou. The thing must have easily weighed a few hundred kilos, but Kuki grabbed it with one hand and twirled it around like it was nothing, then thrust it down.


      “Tell me this,” he said. “Why did you betray us?”


      “You are mistaken, Kuki,” responded Sanada with a slight shake of his head, but also a hint of a sneer. “I didn’t betray you. How could I, when I never once considered Colors my ally? Now, if you wouldn’t mind dying as miserably as you can—your body will make a fine tool for me.”


      “I see. One more thing—what have you done with Kirigaya?”


      Kirigaya...that was the mean-looking guy who’d given the talk on gates. I wasn’t sure if he was the culprit who’d invited the Holy Empire here, or if he’d just been tricked by Sanada. According to big bro, he used to be Soleil’s clan leader, so my impression of him so far was all bad.


      “Oh, him? I did try to convince him to join me, but the stubborn fool refused to see sense. I had to give him a good beating just so he’d stay put.”


      “So he’s still alive. Then I’ll go and wake his ass up once I’m done with you. He is the future of Colors, after all.”


      “Oh?”


      This former Soleil hooligan, the future of Colors? I was dead set against that idea. Definitely not for me, thanks. But I set that thought aside for now and watched the situation progress.


      Spouting huge surges of magic, Kuki made a horizontal swipe with the Zanryuutou, releasing some kind of vortex that sent the nearby chairs and tables flying. Only someone with a strength stat far superior to mine could pull off a feat like that.


      Kuki was supposedly even better at fighting other adventurers than Colors leader Kotarou, and based on the sheer fury and magic radiating from him I could believe it. Even from several meters behind him, my body was itching to get out of Dodge. I probably would’ve fainted if he’d glared at me up close.


      However, no one on the Holy Empire side showed any sign of being afraid of Kuki. Far from it, in fact, as one of them cracked their neck while drawing a long-sword, and another shrouded themselves in a thick veil of magic. It was as if they were spoiling for this fight to get going as soon as possible.


      The group’s massive Aura billowed, then raged like a windstorm. Things were about to go down any minute. As far as I could tell, the white coats had the edge in terms of mana.


      “Kano, this way.”


      I was watching the scene unfold, not even remembering to breathe, when Big Sis Kirara led me away by the hand. Tables had been put up in the corner of the hall to make a kind of barricade, and magic users were holding staves aloft over it.


      There were guests at the gala who either weren’t adventurers or hadn’t leveled up all that much. The kind of powerful magic that top adventurers fired off could corrode the minds of those kinds of people, so this was a quick and easy way to shield them, apparently.


      Once inside the makeshift shelter, I found Rokurogi tightening the strings on a gauntlet with her teeth, and a now unmasked Mikami fastening a simple protector over her dress.


      “Looks like Kuki’s not involved after all... Hmph. But this’ll be more than he and his people can handle. I’ll join them,” grunted Rokurogi, then hopped over the barricade as she unsheathed a sword that burned with magic flames.


      “If anybody here can fight, please accompany Lady Rokurogi and me. I’ll provide support as needed.”


      One by one, adventurers stood up to answer Mikami’s call. They had some seriously high-spec gear, from pure mithril armor to magic items. That was all I needed to know that they were just as tough as the Golden Orchid Clan members.


      But there was so much we didn’t know about the Holy Empire’s fighting techniques, and they probably had some pretty high levels. This was going to be one ferocious battle, that was for sure.


      Actually, scratch that—there was even a chance they’d all be wiped out before it even got that far.


      Maybe so many followed Rokurogi in spite of that because their backs were against the wall. Or was it patriotism? Or that they’d calculated that the odds were in their favor? Whatever the reason, there wasn’t a hint of doubt in the eyes of the adventurers stepping out there to risk their lives. If anything, their looks of determination gave me confidence in them. It was the least I could do to say a silent prayer for them to come back safely.




      The two sides, both over a dozen strong, faced each other down in the center of the hall. Their thirst for one another’s blood was palpable. Violence was going to erupt at any moment, yet it was so silent in here that I could hear my heart beating.


      For a second I thought time had stopped. But that same instant, the standoff was broken by a skill that looked like a flash of lightning.


      There was a rumble and a crash that sounded like a car accident, then, without slowing down, shards of concrete flew into the barrier in front of me before dropping to the ground. The Holy Empire had tried to end this with a single massive weapon skill.


      In the clouds of rising dust, the Golden Orchid Clan—centered around Kuki—moved to the right, while Rokurogi and the other adventurers went left. Against an opponent whose individual fighters were all highly skilled like the Holy Empire, you had to operate in units of at least two. They were doing this to make the most of their numbers. I was blown away by how they were able to get on the same page like this despite not having the chance to get a game plan together beforehand.


      Now that the fighting had begun, the gala staff tried to hurry us out of a back door to safety, but Mikami decided against it. This was because the white coats were also patrolling the other floors, and if the battle here was lost, the Holy Empire fighters would only end up catching up and killing everyone anyway.


      Ultimately, this showdown was going to decide everything. That being the case, Mikami had probably reasoned that it was easy to keep everyone safe if they stayed where she could see them. Regardless of whoever won this fight though, there was another way to avert a bleak future.


      “He said there would be magic circles, right?” I muttered to myself.


      And if they were going to tear the whole building down, there would have to be a powerful, attack-type magic circle. Plus, remembering what I’d been told, there would be a signal jamming circle to isolate us. If we could just do something about those, we could call for all the help we needed and open up a future where we lived.


      Only, we would need the time it would take to disable the magic circles and for help to arrive. Against a foe like the Holy Empire, was it really plausible that we could buy that kind of time?


      Watching the fight play out, the Holy Empire’s fighters were even better than I’d guessed. Kuki and Rokurogi were slashing away with their swords, but nobody was going down. What was more worrying was that Sanada and the big boss-looking guy with him hadn’t even gotten involved yet.


      Sanada was the very best supporter Japan had to offer. His incredible healing abilities could cure anything short of instant death, which allowed for his clanmates to make bold power plays; and the many buffs he applied to both their offense and defense gave a huge boost to the entire party. Sanada was effectively the one really behind the wheel at Colors.


      Then there was that one white coat in the striking silver mask. He wasn’t emitting any magic, but my intuition told me that he was the one to watch out for most. It also looked as though Rokurogi was making sure to stay out of his range.


      I didn’t know why they weren’t joining the battle, but I was grateful for the extra time it gave us...or so I thought.


      Not even a minute since the fighting had begun, casualties were beginning to pile up. Having them lie immobile on the floor would only be a hindrance in a group fight like this, so Mikami quickly instructed the gala staff to carry them off to the sidelines. The real question was what would happen once fatalities occurred. The Holy Empire’s puppet skill was liable to force our side into making some hard decisions.


      The fighting grew even more frenzied, and the once lavishly decorated hall was torn to pieces and became unrecognizable. In the center, Kuki drew several white coats in closer as he swung his enormous sword around, while Rokurogi rained down magically charged slashes like a woman possessed.


      The Holy Empire side, however, didn’t back down one inch against Japan’s best adventurers. Each and every one of them was just too good for that. Their relentless onslaught meant that people on our side continued to get wounded, and before long there were visible gaps in their formation. I was struck by a horrible feeling that they’d end up losing if I kept doing nothing but watch.


      Maybe the girl in the kimono next to me was feeling the same way, as she’d been charging her magic up like crazy for a little while now.


      “Hey, Chichi, you gonna fight too?”


      “It’s Chizuru. And if it comes to it, I’ll buy some time while you escape through the back door.”


      She kept her gaze fixed directly on the fight even while answering me. I saw determination and resolve in those big eyes of hers.


      I’d had her pegged as a pampered little princess who’d crumble when the going got rough, but it turned out she was a tougher cookie than I thought. If my future rival was ready to risk her life and fight, I could hardly just sit back and do nothing. But what could I do in this situation?


      Big bro had repeatedly told me never to fight with my all where I would be seen, so that was a no-go. But he had also said that I could use a fraction of my full power if my life was in danger. Surely my life was in danger right now, right?


      What skills can I use without being caught? Ooh, I know... Maybe that one.


      It was one I’d performed as a party trick a few times, but never actually used in a real fight. Even so, big bro had taught me the basic principles, so that wouldn’t be a problem. I looked around for a decent place and spotted somewhere out of sight by the piled up tables and rubble. Stealthily, I began to let my magic flow.


      “Come on out, my super cute, super strong...Handmade Golem!” I chanted under my breath.


      The pale light of a magic circle shone from the floor, and out of it crawled my golem sneakily, its silver armor making not the slightest sound. It was about the same height as me, and its pure mithril armor was polished to a mirror sheen.


      Though golems were vulnerable to magic, they could tank physical attacks like a champ, making it a strong addition to a battlefield with a lot of frontline fighters like this one. I’d taken some cues from Big Sis Tenma’s full plate armor when I came up with it, so it would look like nothing but a regular adventurer to everybody else. Nobody would know it was actually the product of a skill. If I could take down even one white coat with this golem, who was to say it might not turn the tables? Heh heh heh.




      Imagining it going on the rampage in the hall, I turned about...only to find Chichi, eyes like dinner plates and staring right at my golem.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 18: Out Here on Our Own


      Kano Narumi


      For the first time, I was witnessing a battle between two groups of elite adventurers. Amid the chaos and carnage, they were still able to expertly gauge the range of their skills and constantly maneuvered themselves to never leave their backs open.


      Despite being thrown into this situation with no time to prepare, the fighters on our side were moving about in perfectly coordinated smaller groups to deal with the Holy Empire’s superior strength. It was impressive enough to see that from the Golden Orchid Clan, but that Rokurogi and the other solo adventurers who’d followed her were doing it too was something else. It was a whole other flavor of high-level combat from big bro’s own advanced counter-adventurer techniques.


      And, of course, the most fascinating ones to watch were Kuki and Rokurogi, who were whirling around like there was no tomorrow. Under constant pressure from the white coats, they darted freely from the floor to the walls to the ceiling of the crumbling gala hall, each offensive and defensive movement of their swords enhanced by dense magic. This also meant that the concentration of magic around each of them was going kind of weird though.


      I had thought that the sight of big bro getting serious was breathtaking, but seeing this fight made it clear as day that these people weren’t called Japan’s top adventurers for nothing. If I went out there, I for sure wouldn’t be able to keep up with their speed or power—I would wind up getting my butt kicked without getting a single hit of my own in. But even little old me had a way to fight.


      The guy I’d fought back in the Battle of the Classes—Daigo Kaga, if I remembered right—was working with his unit to go at it together with some white coats. Despite the skill gap, his team was working to stay in their opponents’ blind spots. They’d be able to contain them as long as they kept that up, even if they couldn’t win outright.


      Still, I realized that Kaga’s tactics here were worth taking some pages from: Don’t try to block a stronger opponent’s blows head-on, only worry about stopping them from activating a weapon skill, and keep moving so as to not limit what areas you can target. I may have been victorious when we’d met in the Battle of the Classes, but this guy clearly knew more than me about group fights.


      It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to throw every move I knew and the kitchen sink at the Holy Empire, but big bro had been dead serious about me not getting into any fights unless it was with someone I was comfortably stronger than. I wasn’t going to join in if it wasn’t completely necessary.


      In contrast to our guys, the white coats showed no cohesion or teamwork. None of them cared to help each other out of tight spots. Each one was just attacking however and whenever they felt like it. Yet, far from falling apart, their fearsome techniques meant they were slowly gaining the upper hand.


      The biggest pain in the butt was the white coat swinging around what seemed to be some sort of invisible whip. It was impossible to tell the scope and path of his attacks, but he was able to strike from miles away. This magic item of his had been causing casualties on our side for a while now. It just wasn’t fair!


      Thanks to him especially, our rescue and healing teams were overloaded. The fight was a stalemate at a glance, but things were gradually getting worse for us—and that was without Sanada and the eerie, menacing man in the silver mask getting in on the action.


      Observing the battle from my hiding place behind the table, I was, among other things, wondering how much more time we would need to buy, and whether the supporters’ mana would last, when someone called my name.


      “Say, Kano. Who do you think it is under that suit of armor?” whispered Big Sis Kirara, pointing to the silver-clad warrior sprinting around the hall to rush wounded fighters to safety.


      Collecting the injured required running headlong into where some of the world’s most dangerous adventurers were unloading on each other, so it came with some pretty hefty risks. On the other hand, being too cautious could mean the injured being killed before you got to them, then turned into puppets against their own allies. It was a dangerous job, but hesitation was not an option.


      Golems, however, did not feel fear—and this one’s body was made of pure mithril, so it could easily hold up to a few direct hits from a variety of skills. Sure, maybe it wasn’t a match for the white coats in a direct fight, but casualty recovery was the perfect job for it.


      Thanks to its efforts, the Mikami-led support crew had themselves some breathing room, and the wind was back in the sails of the Golden Orchid Clan and Rokurogi’s adventurers. It looked like having good support was the key to this kind of team battle after all.


      “I’m curious too. What is that...thing?”


      I had been pretending not to have heard Big Sis Kirara, but now the girl in the kimono was all up in my personal space, jabbing a finger at me. This was my future rival, Chichi. She could ask all she wanted, but golems had been designated a top secret skill at a Narumi family meeting, so I really wasn’t at liberty to answer.


      I looked the other way to try and show her I had nothing to say, but a relentless Chichi circled around to keep staring me down—and getting way too close. We were in the middle of repeating this little dance for the umpteenth time when one of those dastardly white coats went and attacked my golem! And to make matters worse, it was that irritating guy with the whip. Maybe he had gotten wise to the fact that it was the golem that was rallying our side.


      This guy was a tricky customer, since not being able to see where his attacks came from meant you had to rely on your magic and sense of hearing to get out of harm’s way. But if my golem could keep him busy, maybe that would help us build up even more momentum? With that in mind, I instructed my golem to chuck the wounded fighter it was holding over to the gala staff, then had it face the whip user.


      Golems generally went about their business automatically, so they couldn’t deal with multiple detailed orders. However, they did have the capacity to respond to simple commands like “scout the area and bring over any enemies you find,” or “retrieve the injured.” Not only that, but my golem could outmaneuver me when we sparred, and was able to adapt on the fly to new opponents and environments.


      That was why I had a good feeling that it might just come out on top against this guy and his weird weapon now that he’d picked a fight with it. Holding on to that faint hope, I gave my orders to the golem, but with two supersonic cracks of the white coat’s whip, it was promptly sent careening into the wall...


      Ah, crap.


      No biggie though. My golem was nothing but pure, solid mithril from head to toe, so I knew it should be able to eat a strike from a level 30 opponent and walk away with no more than a dent. Golems were decent enough fighters, but their true strength was their sturdiness that allowed them to draw a fight out.


      Be that as it may, the gap in strength seemed like it was bigger than I’d expected, and now I wasn’t sure if this was going to buy us any time after all. What was I going to do?!


      “Are... Are they all right?”


      Each time the invisible whip connected with my golem, it was sent crashing into the wall again with horrific force. Big Sis Kirara was also watching, her hands clasped in front of her in worry. Maybe this was the end of the line for my golem. Every inch of its body was dented, and one of its arms was bent the wrong way. Just what kind of whip was this, to be able to beat up the finest metal known to man so badly?


      Even so, my golem finally managed to get a read on the flow of its adversary’s magic to deflect a crack of his whip—but its head had already taken too much punishment, and it dropped to the floor. The sight of it there reminded me of the fairy stories about Dullahan, the headless horseman.


      I gave a frantic order for it to put its head back on, but the jig was up. I heard Mikami and the gala staff gasp in surprise. Fair enough. What they had taken to be an adventurer was actually some thing that they had no way of comprehending.


      As soon as the whip wielder also realized that he was fighting something decidedly not human, he started looking around the hall to try and find who it was who was controlling it (i.e., yours truly).


      He began his search with the Golden Orchid Clan and adventurers currently engaged in a fight to the death, but quickly abandoned that idea, probably because he realized that their hands were too full to be managing a spell at the same time. It was a matter of course that his suspicions would next turn to those of us taking shelter in the corner of the room.


      Leaving the golem where it still stood on guard, the white coat practically flew right for us. Many of those hiding back here had no fighting ability, so him letting loose on us with his whip could end in tragedy. In the midst of the panic caused by this sudden turn of events, a lady in a ballgown went to intercept the white coat with a thrust of her short sword. It was Mikami.


      “Stand down!” she barked when Big Sis Kirara and several of the waitresses drew their own weapons.


      The ensuing fight was, predictably, in a whole other dimension. The invisible whip lashed out every which way, its speed indiscernible. Remembering how each one of these strikes packed enough punch to make pure mithril look like tinfoil, I could see how a bunch of people unprepared to deal with that would only hold Mikami back.


      However, Mikami was able to track these attacks with pinpoint accuracy and warded them off with nothing more than her single little sword. Taking the full brunt of the strikes with her weapon would see it shatter easily, so she instead redirected the force by guarding herself at ingenious angles. And just to make it even more astonishing, she was finding opportune moments to hurl kunai too!


      I had assumed Mikami was the type to give orders from the comfort and safety of her office, but now I was seeing that she was the Red Ninjettes’ greatest asset both on and off the battlefield.


      Nevertheless, the whip user had her outmatched in reach and volume. Though Mikami hadn’t taken any damage yet, she was increasingly spending time on the defensive. Big Sis Kirara had long since been white as a sheet and on the verge of fainting. This called for urgent action.


      But what could I do to help this predicament?


      Well, quite a lot, actually.


      I would just use the golem I’d already summoned. That thought reminded me to check in on how my golem was doing. Its arm was still pointing the wrong way, and its head was resting loosely on its badly battered body. That thing was one stiff breeze away from the scrap heap, so it was hardly any good telling it to fight. Then again...


      This is where a Machinist comes into her own! Hee hee!


      My awesomely advanced job, Machinist, had enough latent potential to give Samurai a run for its money, and boasted fun skills aplenty. Big bro himself had said that this job held the key to making many of his dreams a reality!


      I began directing my mana toward the helpless golem and let my imagination get to work. This would be the starting point for my newest creation.


      “A straightforward fix? No...” I muttered. “It needs to be stronger, more aggressive. Here goes! Repair Golem!”


      I stood in the shadows with Big Sis Kirara and Chichi, who were eyeballing me as I unleashed another new skill. One after another, dark gray ingots appeared from nothing at my golem’s feet until there was a whole mini mountain of them, and then they were sucked onto its body like magnets to a fridge.


      I’d already used up my whole supply of pure mithril to make the base, so this new metal I’d summoned was a mithril alloy instead. While it wasn’t nearly as strong, I had it in spades, so I’d be able to make as many repairs as I needed to with my magic.


      But then, doing nothing but fix the golem would be just plain boring. If I was going to do this, I might as well supersize it! Thicker armor and a way bigger frame to give its power and defense a huge boost. Holding these thoughts in my mind as I kept charging it with my magic, the golem grew and grew in all directions, until its head was just shy of the ceiling.


      It now stood over four meters tall, and weighed...probably about as much as a few family cars, if I had to guess. It had gone from being an adorable Big Sis Tenma look-alike to an imposing giant. Sure, it would be more sluggish, but I’d like to see that white coat try and crack this shell.


      “That’s the same kind of colossus that fought in the Arena... So, you can control them too, Kano? I’m sure that will be more than a help to Countess Mikami!”


      “Kano, did you say your name was? I’d love to have a chat after—actually, how about now?”


      Being jostled from side to side, I downed a mana potion and studied the golem. With all that mass to work with, I didn’t think there was any need to summon a weapon for it. Not wanting to waste another second, I gave the order to attack. My golem broke into an earthshaking dash, and slowly raised a gigantic fist way up high.


      Noticing the towering presence closing in on him from behind, the whip user seemed startled for a moment then got way clear. A punch with all that weight behind it must have been a scary prospect even for a tough guy like him. Seeing her chance, Mikami went back on the offensive and advanced.


      Ding-ding—round two!




      With a deafening crack, the invisible whip struck my golem, sending sparks flying as chunks of the mithril alloy armor fell to the floor. This was nothing more than superficial damage though, as there were several layers of armor, and the golem’s tremendous weight meant it barely budged. Taking down this giant with physical attacks alone would be a tall order.


      As such, I had my golem forget all about defense and just try and grab the whip guy, but he was way too quick to get a hold of...or rather, my golem was way too slow. I had a feeling that I didn’t have the necessary magic or experience as a Machinist to get all that bulk moving at a decent speed, but who knew—maybe big bro would have been able to?


      Groaning to myself as I tried and failed with various approaches, I was just wondering if there was any way to break this deadlock when a jumpy Big Sis Kirara spoke to me.


      “Kano, it won’t be for long, but Countess Mikami is going to keep him still. Do you think that will be enough for you to do what you need to?”


      So, Big Sis Kirara had received some kind of signal from Mikami. I didn’t know how she was going to stop someone so nimble as that whip guy from moving, but I was going to need a move that could finish him off in the blink of an eye—which, as luck would have it, I had. I told Big Sis Kirara as much, after which Mikami closed in on her opponent as if daring him to take her on at close range.


      With my golem swinging its huge arms away between them, Mikami stepped in with a shortsword weapon skill as the white coat responded with a combination skill. The outpouring of magic turned into purple flashes of lightning, and gusts of wind tore through the whole room.


      Lumps of concrete were reduced to a fine dust, limiting visibility to the point that I could only just make out the giant golem. But all the while, the heavy clanging never stopped.


      The two elite fighters exchanged one blow for another, risking their lives each time. They evaded lethal strikes by the skin of their teeth, parried, slipped, and charged up their magic to go in for the kill once more. It took me right back to the time I’d watched big bro go at it with the “Demon Lord.”


      But unlike then, I was more than just a passive observer this time. So I could give my golem new instructions at a moment’s notice, I didn’t even let myself blink, trying to keep my eyes on the action. And, while doing so, I saw something strange.


      Huh... Is it me, or is Mikami’s magic gradually transferring to whip guy?


      What kind of skill could this be? In any case, it was going to activate soon. Several of the other white coats were making for the shelter, but Rokurogi and her adventurers moved to block their path.


      Everyone looked on nervously, knowing that the risk of us getting attacked had grown. It was then that Mikami slowed down just a touch, and the whip user seemed to slow to a crawl in response... This was it!


      “Now, Kano!” hissed Big Sis Kirara.


      “Here’s the biggest, baddest skill I know right now! Go, go, Rocket Punch!!!”
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      I gave the command, shooting my index finger out in front of me, and was drained of most of my magic. It was channeled straight into the golem’s arms, and there followed a high-pitched whining sound before its two fists were fired at explosive speed. This was Rocket Punch, the most powerful attack skill in a Machinist’s arsenal.


      Flying fists might not sound like much, but my golem’s weighed in at several hundred kilos each. They had an initial velocity comparable to cannon fire too, and caught the whip dude just right. In no time flat, they carried him all the way to the back wall, then broke right through it in the next instant. Not out of steam from just that, they broke through yet another wall in the room next door, before I saw them finally get stuck in the far wall of the room after that.


      Big bro had taught me that Rocket Punch got more powerful the bigger your golem was...but to be honest, I never imagined it could punch through multiple layers of thick, reinforced concrete.


      “Yay, Kano! Way to go!” cheered Big Sis Kirara.


      “I have to give it to you... It looks like maybe you do know a thing or two,” said Chichi, which gave me a bit of a high, though for some reason she looked the other way when Big Sis Kirara hugged me.


      I was basking in my little victory. It may have only been one guy, but taking out that particular white coat who’d given us so much grief was a huge win.


      This would be just the morale boost we needed to turn the tables.


      Things ain’t gonna go your way anymore! I thought to myself hopefully, scanning the gala hall with determination, when... Huh? How did that happen?


      Several of the adventurers who had been fighting on our side were down on their knees, while some had been turned into puppets, weapons still lodged in their bodies. It soon became clear why things had taken such a turn for the worse.


      “All right, everyone. One last push.”


      Standing in the center of the wrecked hall, a figure in a blue coat was holding a wand aloft as he recited spells.


      Sanada.


      He was boosting the stats and restoring the health of the white coats, deftly allocating the perfect support spells according to each one’s fighting style and current condition. His casting speed and accuracy were beyond incredible, resulting in the tide of battle turning against us before our very eyes.


      This was what made Sanada Japan’s finest supporter, and the man who had turned Colors into Japan’s strongest clan. He was schooling us all in what real support looked like.


      But there was also something very different about him from the Sanada I knew. His trademark blue coat was drenched with blood, his face was twisted with sick glee, and there even seemed to be dark circles around his eyes.


      The kind and gentle air he’d had about him when we’d first met in this same hall was completely gone. I probably would’ve found it easier to believe that this was some kind of impostor than that he’d transformed this dramatically in such a short span of time.


      But right now, a super heavyweight greatsword was tearing through the air straight for Sanada.


      “I’ll see you in hell, SANADAAA!”


      The attack had every last ounce of Kuki’s herculean strength and murderous hatred behind it. Its sheer destructive force was so immense that you could actually see the shock waves.


      I thought there would be no escape for Sanada, but then the man in the silver mask who had been beside him let out a torrent of magic, instantly forming some kind of barrier. When Kuki’s sword met it, it simply stopped dead in its tracks.


      While Kuki paused in total shock, the masked man moved around to his flank and landed a clean kick. Kuki was launched in a straight line to the wall, slamming into it and releasing a huge cloud of dust.


      These few moments were all we needed to comprehend the desperately huge gulf in strength. Those two could have brought about the worst-case scenario for us any time they pleased. We had pulled out all the stops, and on a whim they just...made it all for nothing?


      Some people fell to their knees, giving up any hope of winning. All they’d earn for showing their loss of will to fight, though, was to be killed instantly and turned to puppets before they hit the ground. Rokurogi, knowing this all too well, positioned her sword to guard her allies.


      “Our Holy Woman won’t let this go unpunished,” she spat. “And when that happens, you lot—”


      “We’ll what?” interrupted Sanada with a mocking smirk. “I have to say, you disappoint me, my dear Lady Rokurogi. The Holy Woman couldn’t care in the slightest, however many people die—or even if the whole country should come to ruin.”


      Japan was one of the nations that had a Holy Woman, hence Rokurogi’s warning. But how did he know she wouldn’t care? Could it be that he’d actually met her?


      Rokurogi was about to retort, but Sanada silenced her with an outstretched palm.


      “It’s about time we wrapped up this little game. I’m going to be much too busy working out who has the skill to control that titan. Everyone, take great care not to kill whoever it is.”


      It sounded like he was going to sniff out the person who’d summoned the golem—that is, me—and take them alive. Big Sis Kirara took Chichi and me by the hand.


      “We need to get out of here,” she said.


      I shook my head. Even if we did manage to escape the gala hall, they’d only kill everyone left behind and catch up to us right after.


      However, I did have another way to get away safely. I took a small flat stone, engraved with a magic circle from my pocket and placed it on the palm of my hand. It was the escape item big bro had given me. I wasn’t sure why, but it had been faintly glowing for a little while now, and gradually getting brighter.


      If I used it, I’d be able to get myself to safety. But then I knew I’d have to live with the terrible regret of leaving my perfect rival, lovely new big sis, and everyone else for dead.


      In desperation, I pressed the escape item against my forehead, racking my brain for just one good idea. That was when I heard a distant voice yelling at me.


      “Kano! Charge that thing quick and get over here!”


      I know that voice... It’s Big Sis Satsuki!


      She could apparently see what was going on here, and was screaming over and over for me to use the escape item. Along with Big Sis Satsuki, I could make out Big Sis Risa’s and Arthur’s voices in the background. It seemed that I could communicate with them over this magic item even while signals were being jammed.


      My relief at hearing these familiar voices almost made my knees buckle, but I managed to stand firm and whisper back my reply.


      “There are people I care about here, so no way am I just gonna up and leave them! Isn’t there anything we can do?”


      A number of adventurers who had not long ago been fighting on our side had been killed. Now frightful puppets, they were on their way to attack us. This hellish scenario now forced even the waitresses at the rear to produce their kunai to fight back. The massacre of gala guests would begin if that last line of defense was broken, but the jammed signals meant we were out here on our own. Whichever way I looked at it, I just couldn’t see us turning this one around now.


      And yet, I found myself clinging to the hope that Big Sis Satsuki and the guys might just pull a rabbit out of their proverbial hat. My voice was shaking with anxiety, and I wasn’t exactly coherent, but it seemed that I’d managed to get across how I was feeling.


      “Chizuru Shinguu and Kirara Kusunoki, huh? It could definitely cause us issues if the two of them died right now,” drawled Big Sis Risa.


      “Dammit, what’s Mav playing at, ditching Kano like this? Eh, but if he’s not around, I guess I could go lend a hand...right?”


      All of a sudden, Arthur was asking if he could come over here. But this building was dozens of kilometers away from the dungeon, and sealed with a magic circle. And even if not for that, didn’t the fiend’s curse prevent him from leaving the dungeon full stop?


      “Actually, I have been out once before, you see.”


      Arthur then got excited at the prospect of seeing the outside world for the first time in ages, and asked if there was any food left. Even as we spoke, our allies were risking their lives in one last desperate attempt to keep the Holy Empire at bay, but one after another, they fell. They were on the cusp of annihilation.


      But maybe—just maybe—we would still stand a chance if Arthur came. I all but bit his hand off at the offer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 19: Crab Leg


      Kano Narumi


      The dual sword-wielding white coat plunged a blade deep into a Golden Orchid Clan member’s side, then twisted and gouged it out—a near instant fatality. Unable to endure it for even a second, the clan member collapsed without taking another step. Blood gushed from his open wound and pooled around him on the floor.


      But defeat here came at the cost of more than just your life. Another white coat approached, recited an incantation of some sort, and then, with a nauseating groan, the Golden Orchid Clan member who ought to have been dead rose once more to his feet before turning his blade against his comrades.


      The willpower of the ones fighting back against this onslaught was eroding fast, and the overwhelming horror of this battle had terrified those behind our barricade, so much that some had chosen to try escaping via the emergency stairwell.


      I only expected that this would result in them getting caught and killed by whatever the “its” were out there, but I couldn’t blame them for wanting to try their luck given the alternative.


      Kuki and his Golden Orchid fighters had temporarily managed to turn things around, and we at the back had even managed to give everyone a big morale boost by taking down the whip guy. But for all our effort, we had since lost many, and those of us who were still alive were running out of steam.


      At the same time, the white coats were improving noticeably, every slash of their weapons and spell slung visibly brimming with raw power. This was all down to the bespoke cocktail of buffs Sanada had provided for each and every one of them, which also served as a reminder of just how big a part an excellent supporter could play in a group battle.


      Kuki and Rokurogi are still in good shape, but the writing’s on the wall here... Okey dokey, then.


      Taking my eyes off the fight, I hid behind a table and chugged a mana potion. I made sure the potion had taken effect by swishing some magic around deep inside my chest, then I placed the flat stone big bro had given me in the palm of my hand...


      “That stone... Is it going to reverse our fortunes?”


      “You did come up with that titan, so I suppose I shouldn’t discount you entirely...”


      Big Sis Kirara and Chichi drew in close to gawk at the stone on my palm, then asked me to explain what I was about to do. “I’m going to call in a friend,” I told them plainly, only for the two of them to look at one another and openly let out big sighs.


      But my friend was stronger than Kuki and Rokurogi...and maybe even stronger than big bro. I told them as much, then added that he was just the backup we needed to turn this situation around.


      Things were getting desperate, and fast. Ignoring the skeptical looks I was getting from both sides, I thrust my arm out and set to discharging my magic.


      Here I am, Arthur! Get on over here!


      I clutched the stone and made my wish just as Big Sis Risa had shown me, and right in front of me there took shape a magic circle of a color I didn’t know how to describe. It was almost, but not quite, blue, red, and yellow all at once. My magic flowed into it, but...


      Huh? The magic doesn’t seem to be filling it up at all.


      It was like trying to fill a bottomless bucket. I wondered if there was something wrong with the stone or if I had screwed up somehow, but a closer look revealed that the magic was pooling just a little...maybe. Perhaps I needed some crazy amount of mana to get this magic circle to activate?


      Frantically, I downed another mana potion, which only left one more in my pocket. It hardly seemed likely that drinking this would give me all the magic I needed... What was I going to do?


      “You need more magic, don’t you? Please, use mine,” whispered Big Sis Kirara, placing her hand over mine as it trembled above the magic circle.


      I felt a warm, electrical tingling flow through me. I was surprised that someone else’s magic could feel so pleasant when there were no bad intentions behind it, then looked hopefully at the magic circle to see how much it had accumulated.


      It was...showing no sign it would fill up anytime soon. Even with two of us working at it, it hadn’t even reached ten percent capacity. This may well have been enough to get me out, but a magic circle to summon a being as powerful as Arthur was going to need a heck of a lot more.


      Seeing cracks appear in this last hope I’d clung to gave me a terrible sinking feeling. Just as the pangs of dread and anxiety made me think I couldn’t hold my arm out any longer, I felt the addition of an astonishingly powerful flow of magic. Chichi.


      “I sense a tremendous presence on the other side of that magic circle. I’d love to see what it is.”


      So she claimed, but I’d bet my bottom dollar that she just couldn’t bear to see me struggling like that. I gave her my cheekiest grin and a warm “Welcome!” in English. A vein in her temple bulged and she looked the other way, but she kept pouring in her magic all the same. This girl scored seriously high on the tsundere chart.


      Now there were three of us. We still had a long way to go though...until I was quickly proven wrong. I blinked and the magic circle had grown much brighter, and any magic that didn’t dissolve into the air was racing around it.


      From the look of it, the magic circle had shot up to around thirty percent in one go. That meant Chichi’s total mana capacity must have been around ten times my own...


      What the heck?!


      Even if she had some kind of job that specialized in magic, there still shouldn’t be such a massive gap in mana! A safer bet was that she was at least ten levels higher than me...or, more likely, that she had some kind of unique skill. Either way, I couldn’t be more grateful.


      But that didn’t change the fact that we were still falling way short of the amount of magic we needed. On Big Sis Kirara’s request, a bunch of gala staff rushed over to join in the charging, but it only amounted to a few drips’ worth and added to my impatience to get this thing filled.


      Over in the gala hall’s center, Rokurogi had been forced into a three-on-one fight, and the sounds of explosions and metal grinding against metal were intensifying. When she attempted a heavy-hitting skill, two of her opponents would check it while the third snuck around to strike her from behind. This was the same tactic the Golden Orchid Clan used to beat a stronger enemy.


      Speaking of which, Kuki was having a rough time as well. He’d unleashed several blows of his sword ferocious enough to open up massive holes in the concrete walls, but the white coats ate the full force of them and just kept swinging. Kuki should have been able to outmuscle just about anybody, so he was probably only getting pressured like this because of Sanada’s buffs.


      As for Kaga, though he was still breathing, he was completely on the defensive now that his unit had all been turned into puppets. Looking at what was left of the Golden Orchid Clan, almost half of them had been killed, and the ones who hadn’t appeared exhausted. It was only a matter of time until they were totally routed.


      Paired with the fact that the magic circle still wasn’t even half full yet, I felt like panic was going to completely get the better of me. I guzzled my final mana potion—which was also the fourth one of the evening, so my tummy felt fit to burst—and instantly released my newly replenished magic. That was when I heard an inappropriately cheery voice.


      “Oh my, doesn’t this look interesting? I wonder if you wouldn’t mind sharing what it is you hope to do with that magic circle?”


      Turning to see where it came from, I saw Sanada slowly walking in our direction. He was cloaked in black magic, his wholly unsettling vibes complemented by a sick smile.


      “Now now, no need to be so tense. Let’s talk once we’ve loosened you up a little—Raise Dead!”


      Sanada’s black magic swelled upward, then transformed into the likeness of a skull and shot into the floor, leaving a magic circle in its wake. Did that pattern mean it was a summoning spell? Something creepy and downright terrifying was about to come out of there.


      First to emerge was a bloodstained hand, followed by a wound-ravaged body. I heard Big Sis Kirara gasp beside me. But that was to be expected, because the puppet that had just crawled out was one of the gala waitresses...under whose torn clothes the uniform of the Red Ninjettes was visible.


      Her face was as pale as a sheet, and, with blood still dripping from her mouth and body, she bowed her head and knelt before Sanada. This seemed to enrage clan leader Mikami, who turned on Sanada with a look that would’ve scared anyone else out of their wits.


      “Sanada. Not only do you lower yourself to betraying your country, you even dare to murder my Ninjettes? Prepare to meet your maker!”


      “Meet my maker? You must be joking. You think the likes of a mere assassin could—”


      Mikami didn’t wait for Sanada to finish before launching a kunai at him, but he didn’t even bother trying to dodge it. Instead, he just stood and smiled as the puppet moved in from beside him to swat the projectile down. Taking a closer look, I saw that the puppet’s body was positively overflowing with magic, so I assumed that she was being enhanced by a skill of some sort.


      She was then joined by two of the white coats: the man with the two swords and a woman wearing vermilion gauntlets. Both were formidable enemies responsible for eliminating many of our allies up to now, but Mikami was the sole member of the evacuation crew who could give them a fight. Be that as it may, taking them on all at once by herself was clearly a reckless idea.


      Even so, Mikami’s dress fluttered as she took up a guarded stance, brandishing a previously concealed weapon, and glared at her foes with grim determination. Big Sis Kirara’s heart must have been in her mouth, but she’d only get in the way if she tried to involve herself in this duel between masters. It was because she knew this all too well that she was pouring her mana into the magic circle instead of stepping out there.




      The fighting began, and at once a cannonball-like skill exploded right by Mikami. The blast of air and dust that followed reached all the way over here, but I barely even registered the dirt clinging to my hair and dress. The only thing on my mind was getting the magic circle filled up as soon as humanly possible. After all, that was what keeping Mikami—and by extension, the rest of us—alive hinged on.


      I had my eyes screwed shut and was focusing on emptying every last drop of my recently replenished mana when Chichi prodded me in the cheek.


      “Um...Kano? There’s something that looks like a...crab leg...growing out of the magic circle,” she said, pointing with a white finger, untouched by the sun.


      Out of the middle of the magic circle was poking a single, white, tufty stick-shaped thing. A crab leg...? No. That was a spider’s leg. Was that Arthur?


      He’d said he was going to come here in his spider form, but that leg looked waaay bigger to me than when I’d last seen it.


      Actually, never mind that. Is he trying to barge his way through when the magic circle’s not even half full?!


      Well, this was a new one—shoving a limb through the magic circle that was meant to summon you and activating it yourself.


      I paused and found myself wondering what the point of summoning spells even was at this point, but the magic pouring out of that white leg was so far off the charts that I snapped right out of it.


      I heard quaking, like the earth itself was trembling from the deluge of magic. Rapid vibrations shook the floor, walls, and ceiling, and it felt as if the whole skyscraper was swaying.


      “S-Such immense magic... What could this thing be?!” gasped Chichi, her already large eyes opening even wider in amazement.


      The frankly ridiculous amount of magic had not just Mikami, but also Sanada and the white coats stopping in their tracks to see what the deal was. I could hardly blame them.


      This reminded me—hadn’t Arthur once bragged that all he needed was a split second to “waste” the Nether Lich King that had taken Colors’ entire force to defeat? If that was true, maybe he was capable of magic the likes of which no one in Japan had ever seen before.


      While everyone gawked at the magic circle in an effort to make sense of what was happening, it only got fuller and fuller. The small hole that was only just big enough for one of Arthur’s legs grew just a fraction, allowing dense particles of mana to flow into the room. There was now a direct link between the depths of the dungeon and this gala hall in Tokyo.


      The number of legs poking through grew to two, then four, until eventually the rest scrambled out along with the rest of the “body.”


      The final spurts of magic turned into purple bolts of lightning that raced around in a circle. After just a few seconds they were gone, and a terrible silence descended. The snow-white spider that had emerged was not the one I was imagining.


      “Aaahhh! I finally made it over here!”




      The thing had the upper body of a girl of about five years, then was all spider from the waist down. What had previously been small enough to perch on my shoulder was now about the same height as me. I couldn’t be certain if this was even Arthur.


      The half-spider, half-girl thing let her arms drop from the double fist pump pose she had been holding, then took in her surroundings. Once she clocked my head peeping out from behind a table, she began nimbly scuttling over on her eight legs at an alarming speed.


      “Hey, Kano, I made it! I was going crazy back there, trying to fit through that stupid little hole, and... Whoa, you lovely ladies must be Kirara and Chichi, am I right?! The name’s Arthur—”


      “Hey, um, Arthur, would you mind taking out all those guys in the white coats?”


      Yep. This girl with the lecherous look on her face was Arthur, all right. There was something weirdly fascinating about this new form of his, but I didn’t like the creepy direction things were headed in, so I butted in to get things back on track. The situation was as serious as it gets—I had to fill him in, and fast.


      “The building’s gonna explode! Those white coats have killed loads of people...and big bro went off and hasn’t come back yet!”


      “Gotcha, I was watching through that stone so I know the score. But what does that jackass Mav think he’s doing going AWOL when things are this bad, huh?!”


      It turned out the escape item big bro had given me wasn’t just for traveling between two set locations, but was also a nifty little tool for transmitting video and audio. The two spaces at either end always stayed linked, so it was still possible to communicate and teleport even when signals were being jammed.


      Apparently, big bro’s original plan had been to sneak into the clan gala by his lonesome, while Big Sis Risa and the guys at the base would break down the data he sent them over the stone and use it to plan their next moves. I couldn’t believe they hadn’t clued me in to any of this... I was going to give them a stern talking-to to make sure they let me in on the action next time.


      However, they hadn’t anticipated a battle breaking out at the gala, so now Big Sis Risa and Big Sis Satsuki were rushing to get ready for a fight, or so I was informed. We had been pushed to a cliff edge, but knowing that my trusty friends would soon be by my side made my feelings of helplessness vanish as if they’d never been there at all.




      Everyone was frozen on the spot, trying to figure out what Arthur even was. The first to move was, unsurprisingly, Sanada.


      “First a titan, then a monster that speaks human language. I never knew such extraordinary skills existed in Japan... This will make a fine addition to my collection,” he said, eyeing up the half spider, half girl.


      Arthur moved each of his eight legs in turn and wheeled around. Not to be outdone by Sanada, he licked his lips and pulled a mug every bit as mean.


      “Not happening, bud. I’m gonna smash you right here, right now.”


      “You’ll ‘smash’ me, will you? You monsters really don’t know your place, do you? Perhaps for all your ability to talk, you’re still just stupid beasts.”


      “Sanada. If you just leaked the Samurai intel and quietly dipped outta the country, I’d have let you off the hook. But now that you’ve gone on this killing spree, I’m gonna make you pay!”


      “How... How did you know that?”


      Sanada hadn’t lost his cool demeanor even when provoked before, but now a sudden homicidal intensity fell over him. He gestured for the ten white coats who were still mobile to gather around him, then issued orders. But what was this Samurai leak Arthur just mentioned?


      The white coats formed a semicircle around Arthur, then assumed fighting stances while Sanada buffed them. That they were taking up something resembling a cohesive battle formation for the first time after their prior every-man-for-himself attitude went to show just how wary they were of Arthur.


      Ten white coats—all of them tough enough to go blow for blow with our country’s best in Kuki and Rokurogi. Their opponent: a little spider girl who was emitting none of the magic you’d expect from anyone who was a serious threat. Big Sis Kirara threw an anxious look my way, which I answered with a firm nod.


      There might not have been a single adventurer in all of Japan who could hope to stand up to a murderers’ row like this. But if I knew Arthur like I thought I did...


      First to move was the dual-wielding white coat, who came swinging for Arthur so fast that he almost left an afterimage. Just a heartbeat later, the hand-to-hand fighter and shortsword wielder attacked from the left and right with an explosion of mana. Three full-tilt weapon skills were coming at Arthur simultaneously.


      Then the second wave came and the remaining white coats all began charging at him at once. Faced with all these blades flying in his direction at the same time, however, Arthur did nothing but hold his arms overhead and gaze at the ceiling. He didn’t so much as glance at any of the attacks.


      Imagining the brutal sight that was sure to follow, I instinctively shut my eyes tight, but the sound of a weapon skill hitting its mark never came. I slowly opened my eyes, and saw the white coats frozen in place, their weapons mid-swing.


      “You know, your problem is that you only use your eyes to see. You don’t have any fundamentals—and that’s why you’re stuck.”


      Arthur’s mouth twisted into a smirk, and he let out some magic. Like an illusionist revealing his trick, countless threads became visible all around him. The white coats struggled to free themselves from his web, but then Arthur spread his arms out again.


      “All right, y’all! It’s slurpy-slurpy magic time!”


      With that, the white coats fell limp and stopped moving altogether. Arthur had sucked up all their magic through his web.


      The threads were too thin to see with the naked eye and would only have been detectable with magic, yet they were still too strong for the white coats to cut through. And if that wasn’t enough, they even came with the added bonus of draining the mana of anyone caught on them. To think he’d spun so much of it in that one instant...


      I almost recoiled at the sneakiness of it all, but then I heard cheers of celebration ring out from behind. Not even the Golden Orchid Clan or elite adventurers had been able to handle the white coats, and Arthur demolished them in a single moment. It really was incredible. Of course I would have to join in the cheering, which I did with some vigorous fist-pumping—alongside Chichi next to me, who was doing the same.


      “That was a little skill called Echo,” said Arthur. “It lets me make decent use of even nasty magic like yours. But I could still do with topping myself up a little mo—”


      A blinding light filled the hall, and Arthur made a slight twisting motion with his upper body. Some kind of attack spell?


      It must have been packing some crazy energy, as the flash didn’t just vaporize the threads that the white coats had failed to cut through, but even turned the concrete wall behind Arthur bright red before it melted away. An aftershock then rocked the whole building.


      “Get back. That thing’s too much even for you.”


      “Very well...but it seems to know a lot about us. Please, be careful.”


      Sanada gave a deep bow, then withdrew. Stepping out to replace him was the man in the silver mask who’d just unleashed that scorching beam of light. That spell of his was so fast and powerful that I wouldn’t even have known I’d been hit, let alone have time to dodge it. There was no doubt about it: That man was the big boss of the Holy Empire’s side in every sense of the word. Even just his presence was extraordinary.


      Then again, Arthur was extraordinary himself. Despite normally coming across as irresponsible, he had insight to rival big bro’s, and I knew full well that the spider-thread skill he’d used was nothing more than a taste of what he was capable of. And just to prove it, far from flinching at that magical ray of light, Arthur hadn’t even let the mean look on his face twitch.


      “Sup, Mikhail Maxim? It’s our first time meeting in this world, right? If you don’t mind, I got some business with Yukikage Sanada over there.”


      “So, you know my name... Then I’ll make you tell me everything else you know.”


      At the mention of his name, Mikhail Maxim tore off the silver mask and robe that had been serving as a disguise to reveal that he was a Westerner. There wasn’t any armor under the robes though—just a business suit. I found it odd how, even though he was about to be in a fight, he stood in a rigidly formal posture and meticulously adjusted his tie.


      Mikhail began slowly walking this way, and with a horizontal sliding motion of his left hand a barrier materialized around him. He also flipped his right hand upward, which caused his body to glow from green to red, then blue and even more colors.


      Must be a defense spell and a lot of buffs.
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      As for Arthur, small dark clouds had at some point appeared over his head, which he thrust a hand into—and I was dumbstruck. An absurd amount of magic flooded the hall and a piercing wail rang out as Arthur pulled down a gigantic scythe.


      That thing was far too powerful to even call a magic item. Next to me, Chichi’s eyes were filling with tears. What the heck did you just pull out?! I wanted to ask him.


      “Catch up later, Kano! This guy’s gonna give me just a wee bit of trouble, so send Mav my way to help out once he’s back, okay?”


      Arthur twirled his scythe around and began walking over to Mikhail, humming as he went. Two groups of elite adventurers had been putting on a breathtaking spectacle until not long ago, but what was about to unfold would take things to another dimension. Not that I thought for a second that big bro would refuse when I told him to join in.




      Checking the time on my watch, it was just coming up to 19:40. That only left twenty minutes until the building’s threatened destruction. All I could do was think about what I could do to help...and brace myself for the coming fight.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: Herald of the Beginning


      Satsuki Oomiya


      We were on the thirty-eighth floor of the dungeon and in the innermost part of the Devil’s Keep: the throne room.


      Each side of this cavernous chamber was several meters long, and in one corner a fire stacked high with kindling crackled as it lit the surrounding area with an orange glow.


      A flat stone, small enough to fit in the palm of your hand, had been placed next to the fire and was projecting footage onto the wall. It showed a cute young girl in a smart party dress, her bright pink hair tied up in pigtails—Kano Narumi.


      But despite going to the trouble of wearing this resplendent outfit, she had now hidden herself behind a barricade fashioned from tables, over which she just had her head poking out with a grim look as she kept an eye on things. The sounds of impacts and metal on metal could be continuously heard coming from nowhere in particular, so there was no doubt that this was an extremely tense situation.


      “Kano’s in serious trouble! What are we going to do, Risa?”


      “I think it’s fair to say this wasn’t on our bingo cards... I still can’t believe it.”


      My own braids swished around as I looked back and forth between the projected footage and my best friend Risa. But in contrast to my sheer panic, all she did was cock her head to one side, barely troubled. How could she keep her cool so well?


      Well, because she was Risa.


      The original plan had been to spread out the food and snacks we’d brought and have a nice chat while we watched the projection, almost like a picnic in the park...but then that all changed when we learned the gates had been discovered, and suddenly an “escape game” was being put on. And now, the Holy Empire was attacking. It was relentless.


      “And Kano’s golem... We know how tough that thing is, but they made light work of it. I guess that’s just who we’re dealing with, huh?” drawled Risa.


      Kano had made a plucky contribution to the battle with her Handmade Golem, but it appeared totally outmatched by a Holy Empire fighter with a unique weapon, which Risa had broken down with much fascination. And yet the golem should have been just as adept at close-quarters combat as its summoner, Kano... Were these opponents simply that formidable?


      According to Risa, the Holy Empire side were specialists in fighting human foes with real battlefield experience, and thus boasted as many—or perhaps even more—capable fighters as Japan’s mightiest clan, Colors. It wasn’t as though I didn’t believe her when she’d told me this, but on actually seeing the full extent of their power with my own eyes, I felt an unshakable dread well up from deep within my chest.


      “The plan was for Souta to just gather some intel then get straight out of there, but now he’s gone off somewhere and hasn’t come back... Isn’t there something we can do?”


      “Those two are the problem,” answered Risa, pointing to a pair of figures at the back of the image. “They’d be a little much for me even if I went in guns blazing.”


      Behind her glasses, her expression darkened again. The two she was talking about were Yukikage Sanada, formerly of Colors, and a man in a silver mask directing the Holy Empire forces—the Cardinal, Mikhail Maxim.


      Yukikage Sanada was one of Japan’s leading adventurers, commonly regarded as the nation’s number one in terms of both talent and fame. To have someone of his massive standing sell out his own country and face us in this gala hall as an enemy compounded the problem greatly, as well as presenting a significant obstacle to rescuing Kano.


      However, Mikhail posed an even greater threat.


      “M-Mikhail...” I stammered. “He’s that legendary adventurer, right? Could it really be him?”


      “I can’t say for sure with his face hidden like that, but there’s only one man who could mobilize so much of the Holy Empire’s special forces. And he’s level 40, so he’s literally in a league of his own.”


      “Level 40... You’re kidding me, right?”


      Mikhail Maxim. He was the strongest adventurer in the world, and, as the man who had founded the Holy Empire alongside Eastern Europe’s Holy Woman, the kind of larger-than-life character you’d read about in a history textbook. It would take the entire military of a major world power just to keep Mikhail alone in check, so what were we supposed to do?


      “It’s not realistic to think we can do anything about those two, so the best thing for it is just to have Kano get out of there,” reasoned Risa.


      “But she’s not showing any sign she’s going to use the stone!”


      The escape item Souta had taken with him was now in Kano’s hands. All she had to do was charge it with magic and she’d be transported here instantly, but it didn’t appear that she’d do that anytime soon. She knew what it was for, surely...so why wasn’t she escaping?


      “Get over here right away,” we called, charging the stone on our end with magic to make Kano’s glow. But, because it was in her pocket, she didn’t even realize. And since the jammed comms prevented us from calling her wrist terminal, the reality of the situation was that there was nothing else we could do.


      Then again, maybe there was. Risa and I were discussing what other ways out of this predicament there might be when we heard a jaunty, cheerful voice in the distance. The lord of the castle was home.


      “Be-dooby-doo, doobedy-doo, I’m hooome!” Arthur sang, shaking his horns to the rhythm of his song as he strode into the throne room. “I cleared out my twentieth-floor base!”


      Now that gates had become public knowledge, he’d had to clean out all the furniture and personal effects he’d been keeping in the twentieth-floor gate room.


      “Ngyah, I, too, am home!”


      And walking alongside Arthur, flapping the little wings on his back, was a stocky, hippo-looking creature. He had befriended Arthur after the latter had taken the egg he was in from the treasure room and inadvertently incubated it, but I was shocked to learn that he was actually a juvenile flame dragon.


      Incidentally, Souta had tried to name him “Hippogon,” but the dragon had stubbornly rejected the moniker and was as of yet still formally nameless. I’d heard that he’d recently been keeping watch over this castle for us.


      Arthur and little Hippogon trotted over to us and sat down, and they were quickly transfixed by the projected footage as they helped themselves to snacks.


      “They’re moving kinda... Aw, jeez. Looks like we got another situation on our hands. Do those dead people walking around mean we’re dealing with a Necromancer here?”


      “Presumably so,” agreed Hippogon.


      In the interim, Kano had grown her golem to massive proportions and was putting up a valiant effort. While I was impressed by this new trick of hers, Yukikage Sanada had grown bored of waiting in the wings and had gotten in on the action, completely breaking the stalemate in the process.


      It didn’t seem hopeful that Souta would be able to turn such a desperate state of affairs around even if he did come back now, and there was only so much more stalling that could be done. I explained all of this in detail, including the additional problem of Kano not noticing us calling out to her.


      If anyone was able to make a difference, surely it was Arthur, right? Holding on to that hope, I awaited his response...but all he did was hang his head, his huge horns drooping forward. That wasn’t the reaction I was looking for.


      “Sanada and Mikhail, huh? They’d be a piece of cake for me...if I could get over there. Thing is, I doubt the folks there can get enough magic together to drag me over... Which sure sucks,” lamented Arthur.


      “Ngyah! It is not impossible for you to get yourself up there,” said Hippogon, licking his lips and gazing at Arthur with those big round eyes of his.


      “What do you mean?!” we both blurted out at once, surprise on our faces.


      The little thing was still just a baby, but, as a dragon, he had inherited almost all of his ancestors’ memories. Owing to this peculiar characteristic of the species, it was only normal that he’d have a vast knowledge of the dungeon, magic, items, and everything in between.


      It was just, with him looking so darn adorable, it was easy to forget that.


      We immediately crowded around Hippogon, asking how exactly that was doable. For one, how would we get around the fiend’s curse? Hadn’t Arthur said that he couldn’t leave the dungeon at all while that was in effect? But as these questions ran through my mind, Risa began speaking in her usual relaxed manner.


      “Hey, Satsuki. Look—Kano finally got the stone out.”


      “Oh yeah! So she did!”


      Casting my eyes back to the projection, I saw Kano with tears in the corners of her eyes pressing the stone to her forehead in desperation. It was a heart-wrenching sight. But with the stone right against her face, maybe she’d be able to hear our voices. It was worth one more shot.


      “Kano! Charge that thing quick and get over here!”


      The scene projected on the wall was, for lack of a better word, hellish. Spurts of blood flew in all directions and adventurers only just slain by the Holy Empire stood up and started attacking their former allies. Not knowing how long it would be until they claimed Kano as their next victim only filled my voice with more vigor.


      But if Kano did hear me, her life would be saved whether Arthur made it over there or not. I would just have to charge the stone and yell over and over until we got through to her.


      “So, I turn into Arachne...?”


      “Precisely. Then, once a magical link is established, I’ll open up a space just big enough for you to fit the end of your leg through...”


      Around the fireside, Hippogon was gesticulating with great panache for something with such stubby front legs.


      Please, just let everything work out all right...and let Souta be safe.


      I held this little prayer in my heart as I kept funneling mana into the stone and calling out to Kano.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello again! Akito Narusawa here. I’d like to thank you for reading volume 6 of Finding Avalon.


      “Turning points” were the name of the game this time around, with this volume marking a major shift in the story that took us far away from the usual high school campus setting. I really hope you enjoyed seeing Kano pick up kicking butt from where she left off in volume 4, as well as the introduction of a new pair of siblings.


      Also, the sixth volume of the manga is now on sale. Be sure to check out Zero Satou’s other Finding Avalon, where the characters practically leap out of the page and his vivid portrayal of the world makes you feel as if you’re really there!


      Lastly, I’d like to briefly give my thanks to the following: my editor, for the many words of advice as well as courage they provided me with; and KeG, for once again coming up with inspired illustrations that took the story’s excitement to the next level all the way through. Thanks to you, I managed to make it through volume 6. I’d also like to thank the proofreaders, the designers, and everyone at the printing company. But I’d like to save my greatest thanks of all to you, the readers, for picking up this book. See you in the next volume!




      Akito Narusawa, January 2025
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      Bonus Short Story


      Flame Dragon


      I—Satsuki Oomiya, that is—pulled my fluffy hood over my head, and slipped on a pair of thick gloves. Experimentally, I puffed out a breath of air, which condensed into a white cloud of fog big enough to cover my face. My wrist terminal’s thermometer showed that it was a frigid minus eighteen degrees Celsius, as cold as any freezer.


      So, here we were, outside Arthur’s place on the thirty-eighth floor of the dungeon. It was a snowy and icy environment to begin with, but the high elevation meant that the wind was especially biting. Risa was also wrapped up in multiple bulging layers, but the shivering of her legs betrayed that she was still cold in spite of that.


      “It’s seriously cooold. And I’m feeling it even more because it’s summer up there,” she complained. “Come on, Satsuki, let’s hurry inside.”


      “You’re telling me. If I remember right, the way in was... Let’s see.”


      Looking up at Arthur’s home—an enormous castle with several towers jutting out from it—I searched my memories of when we’d come here last. As large as this edifice was, it still only had one entrance.


      I’m pretty sure it was that way...wasn’t it?


      As we walked gingerly along to avoid slipping on the hardened snow, the castle entrance came into sight, orange in the glow of a burning torch.


      I pulled my hood down tighter to keep the cold at bay, and Risa and I both broke into a jog...but then a violent flurry of snow blew at the same time as we heard a deep, tremorous rumbling, stopping us dead in our tracks.


      What was that?


      “Ngoooh...hic...ngooh...”


      Slowly and quietly, we approached the castle entrance. Just inside, a bright-red, hippopotamus-like creature about two meters long was fast asleep with his head poking out. The little wings on his stout torso rose up and down in time with a snot bubble.


      Hippogon was his name. Seeing him again, I was reminded of what a bizarre thing he was. Risa must have been similarly intrigued, as she moved her head around to better observe him from different angles.


      “He sure is a funny creature, huh? I wonder how his body works,” she said.


      “You don’t think he’ll catch a cold sleeping out here, do you? I guess not.”


      Hippogon was apparently a juvenile flame dragon, a species that normally made its home in the scorching heat of a volcano. I knew that they were highly tolerant of fire, but from the way Hippogon was sleeping so peacefully in the middle of a raging snowstorm, I guessed they were extremely resistant to the cold as well. An ocean’s worth of drool had formed around him.


      The dragons you read about in fairy stories were known for their exceptional intelligence that put humans to shame, being as big as houses, and their deadly breath. I thought of them as majestic beasts, soaring through the skies with wings large enough to cover their whole bodies, so the disparity between that and reality left me a little bewildered.


      Regardless, it seemed that Kano was absolutely head over heels with Hippogon’s mascot character look, as she took loads of selfies with her cheeks nuzzled against his.


      Hippogon, cute?


      Maybe he was, if you looked at him from the right angle. He certainly had a docile temperament that put you at ease.


      Such were my thoughts as I soaked up the adorable sight, but it seemed that Risa had something else entirely on her mind.


      “Dragon scales are one of the best materials around for crafting gear with...but I can’t believe how soft they are. I wonder why that is,” mused Risa, a scientific glint in her eye as she prodded at the squishy hide around his tail. She added that armor made from dragon scales was highly resistant to certain types of magic, as well as all physical attacks, and it was so durable that a set of it would allow us to take down any of the nearby floor bosses without so much as a scratch.


      “D-Don’t even think about it! Hippogon’s a good friend,” I objected.


      The very thought of taking poor Hippogon’s scales to make that was abhorrent. Although I did allow myself a little touch just to see what all the fuss was about.


      The scales had a lovely elasticity, giving way easily to the tip of my finger. They had the exact same softness as a marshmallow. It didn’t seem plausible that they could stand up to an attack from one of the goblins on the high floors of the dungeon, let alone a floor boss. There had to be some kind of secret I was missing.


      And speaking of odd things, there was something else that didn’t add up: For some reason, this place was really warm. There were no magic heaters around; only the torch and its flickering light. It hardly seemed likely that a puny flame like that would be able to warm up this freezing air much at all. And I didn’t think it was just my imagination, because Risa was prone to feeling the cold at the best of times and she didn’t look chilly in the slightest.


      “Isn’t it weirdly toasty in here, Risa? Do you think it’s another one of this little guy’s talents?”


      “Now that you mention it, I’m not cold at all. But he doesn’t feel hot to the touch, even with my bare hand. He’s emitting far-infrared rays from his epidermis, possibly.”


      The closer you got to Hippogon, the more you felt the warmth. The snow around him had melted, proving that the temperature there was definitely higher. Could this be another ability flame dragons possessed? If so, it would sure come in handy if we went hunting on or around this floor of the dungeon.


      Still eyeing Hippogon, Risa took out a notebook and began scribbling away. I was curious to know what she could be writing, but then the sound of snow crunching underfoot behind me caught my attention.


      The lord of the castle must be home.




      “I’m baaack! Check out this mega haul I got!”


      Arthur rushed over, grinning from ear to ear as his huge horns swayed to and fro. With visible pride, he opened up the plastic bag he was carrying to show us its contents: ten pieces of fruit about the size of apples. He told us that he’d made the trip to a nearby floor to pick some of this delicious stuff especially for us.


      Apparently they were a rare fruit known as “star apples.” What’s the story behind that name? I wondered.


      Arthur took one from the bag and handed it to me. Examining it, it turned out to be a completely transparent blue, almost as if it had been fashioned from glass. It was even see-through from the stalk right through to the leaf still attached to it. Nowhere did I see anything resembling a star though.


      “Satsuki, you fill it with your magic like this...see?”


      “Wow, it’s beautiful!” I exclaimed.


      While I held my apple to the light in a search for hidden stars, Risa charged hers with magic to reveal the secret. I couldn’t believe my eyes when countless lights began to sparkle from within the clear fruit. I went in for a closer look, and it was like gazing at a sky full of stars on a clear night. My heart fluttered with excitement that such strange and wonderful food could be found in the dungeon.


      Arthur then added his own magic to mine as we charged my apple, and, just as I was peering into it...


      “Ngyah. Nice and...sour? Mmf, mmf.”


      Hippogon had opened his jaws wide, and gobbled up the star apple-filled bag in one mouthful. Possibly still half asleep, he licked his lips and went right back to mumbling away to himself.


      Then, as if nothing had happened, the snot bubble started inflating and deflating again. Arthur, who was by now shaking with rage, slammed a merciless fist down on to the slumbering dragon.


      “Hey!” he yelled. “Don’t mind me; it’s not like I just went to the trouble of fetching all those!”


      “Ngyah!!! What are you doing to me, master?!”


      Hippogon leaped out of his sleep, then jerked his head back as he found himself face-to-face with Arthur, who’d turned a violent shade of red. I was pretty sure that Hippogon had just done what most creatures would reflexively do when a pile of fruit was left near their mouths.


      When we explained to Hippogon what had happened, he looked sullen for just a second, then immediately raised his head back up and declared enthusiastically that he would regain his trust by serving as a gatekeeper.


      However, this was only for Arthur to growl through gritted teeth that Hippogon had in fact just been sleeping on that very same job. Lost for a comeback, the latter could only shrink tearfully in defeat.


      With magic gems as his main source of nutrition, Hippogon had a slightly unusual diet, but it wasn’t as if he couldn’t eat regular human food either. If anything, he showed a terrifying appetite for anything and everything. Maybe it was just down to his young age, but might that not be another dragon trait?


      As I was pondering this, Arthur was stamping his feet in frustration and fixing to drop another fist on Hippogon before Risa and I intervened.


      “It’s all right, Arthur. We still have two left. And it’s not like we could eat that much anyway, so how about we just share them?” I tried to console him.


      “That was always going to happen anyway,” added Risa.


      “Ngyah...”


      Oh Hippogon, always doing his darnedest to try and make himself useful to Arthur, but never getting anywhere and only being lambasted for his troubles each time. How often had this same process repeated, ending with Hippogon going teary-eyed?


      He let his head hang and lay feebly in a prostrate position—or so it seemed to me, but...


      “Oh, he’s asleep,” Risa pointed out.


      The next thing I knew, Arthur’s cheeks were puffed out like an overfilled balloon. “What am I gonna do with him? He’ll grow up spoiled if I keep going easy on him like this!” he raged.


      “He’s still a baby, remember? It’s just easy to forget because he’s so big,” I felt it important to remind Arthur. Hippogon may have been huge and able to talk, but he was only a hatchling.


      “Anyway, shall we go and get this meeting underway?” suggested Risa. “If all’s going to plan, Souta should’ve snuck into the clan gala right around now.”


      “And I brought bento, with Hamburg steaks and everything. That should cheer you up, Arthur!”


      “Wahoo! You remembered my favorite food, Satsuki!” rejoiced Arthur, dancing a little jig at the mention of hamburgers.


      The meeting—the reason we were here today. I just hoped Souta would make it out of there in one piece...


      Totally oblivious to his master’s urges to hurry on inside, Hippogon was once more blowing his snot bubbles. I wondered what he was dreaming about this time.


      Dragons had the unusual trait of inheriting their ancestors’ knowledge. No exception to that, Hippogon seemed to be privy to many dungeon secrets that not even Risa or Arthur were aware of—secrets that, as Souta had pointed out, would be extremely valuable.


      Even if this pup screwed up a lot, his wisdom might come to our rescue one day. I would take a tender interest in his growth.


      The Legendary Takoyaki Stall


      A lightly armored woman spoke through ragged breaths to a man who lay collapsed on the floor.


      “I’ll stop the bleeding right away, Haruto.”


      “Ugh...gah. I’m done, Tsumugi. You go on and get out of here.”


      Blood poured from an open wound on Haruto’s side, while Tsumugi attempted to stem the flow with a bandage. The slight tremors beneath their feet served as a reminder that, somewhere out there, a troll was hunting them. Even as she wound the bandage around Haruto, Tsumugi frequently looked over her shoulder to make sure it wasn’t heading their way.


      As long as they stayed here, it was only a matter of time until they were found. Only, Haruto’s injuries didn’t end with the one Tsumugi was currently bandaging—his right ankle was also badly swollen and twisted the wrong way. Getting around was not going to be easy.


      “It’s my fault for getting carried away and making us come down here. I’m sorry. Leave me and save yourself, at least... It’s my final wish.”


      “Haruto...I love you. I would never, ever leave you.”


      Tears streamed down Tsumugi’s dirt-stained face. She cradled Haruto’s head in her arms, his expression twisted with pain and regret.


      But despite Tsumugi’s insistence that she wouldn’t abandon Haruto, the fact remained that they were in the deepest corner of the dungeon’s ninth floor. The journey back just to the ninth floor’s entrance would take several hours. And that was to mention nothing of the trolls who called this floor home. These swift, massive monsters could run faster than the aboveground-dwelling humans, and were capable of easily crushing the same under their terrible fists. It would be naive of anyone to think they could elude them with a casualty in tow.


      This was precisely why Haruto had asked the person he cherished more than anyone in the world to escape on her own and live. But all Tsumugi did was shake her head and repeated that she never would.


      Certain that this could only end with the both of them dead, Haruto drew the knife he kept tied to his waist and resolved to take his own life.


      “Ever since I first became an adventurer, I decided that the dungeon would be where I met my end. I’ve made my peace with that. But, Tsumugi, being a burden to you is one thing I just won’t do. That’s why I now choose death.”


      “No. Don’t give up. Don’t leave me... Huh?”


      In the face of death, declarations of love and tears alike flowed out. The pair’s wishes to help one another were as touching as they were beautiful. They embraced, gazing into each other’s eyes, and then, just as they were about to confirm their love with a meeting of their lips, a curious creature passed them by.


      “Kee-kee, kee... Kee?”


      It was a snow-white spider, about thirty centimeters in size. It carried a small pouch on its back, and was cheerily bouncing its belly up and down to the rhythm of its song as it scuttled along. The two adventurers took it for a monster and readied themselves for a fight, but even after watching it for a while, it never showed any sign that it would attack.


      “That’s...no monster. I mean, look how tiny it is.”


      “No, I don’t sense any hostile magic... Agh!”


      “Haruto!”


      Immediately after letting his body relax at the anticlimactic arrival, a fresh bloodstain appeared on Haruto’s bandages, his wounds reopening. His face contorted in agony, and while he was struggling to breathe the spider took a small, liquid-filled bottle from its pouch and held it out.


      Unsure what to make of this, the pair were lost for words. To their further astonishment, the spider next took something that looked like a wrist terminal from its pouch, then brought something up on its display.


      “Kee, kee!” Drink this; it’s medicine.


      “What in the...? Did that spider just use translation software? Still... Is this a good idea?”


      “It’s not like I’m going to live anyway. Let’s give it a shot.”


      Something quite obviously inhuman had just used a wrist terminal before handing them a recovery potion. Whether the contents of the vial were what they appeared to be or not, the thought that there might be some ulterior motive here made Tsumugi hesitant. Indifferent to her worries, Haruto accepted the vial with a quivering hand, opened the lid, and drank it down in one go.


      The potion took effect almost immediately. The scratches and bruises that covered Haruto’s body shrank as rapidly as the color returned to his face, suggesting to Tsumugi that the stabbing pain in his side had eased. Where Haruto had been barely able to stand, he now hopped to his feet with newfound energy to begin inspecting these changes to his body.


      Tsumugi was unable to conceal her joy at the sight, but on regaining her composure, she turned to the white spider and bowed deeply. “Please take my life by way of thanks.”


      It seemed she had mistaken it for a wicked deity, or an agent of the infernal...or something.


      “No, wait!” protested Haruto, stepping in front of his lover as if to shield her. “Not Tsumugi. I’ll do whatever you ask of me, so long as I’m capable!”


      Not to be outdone, Tsumugi positioned herself back in front. “Wait, Haruto! Stand back. Let me pay the price.”


      “Kee, kee-kee!” Chill out, would you? I’m not that kinda... Actually, there is one thing you could do for me.


      The white spider had been cringing as the pair went about their little dance, but soon turned to its wrist terminal as if some bright idea had occurred to it, and gave a single shrill “Kee!”


      And in translation, they saw just what that bright idea was.




      “Aah, I can’t believe we actually made it back to the ninth floor entrance. And we have this god to thank for it! But are you sure that’s all you want? You definitely won’t demand my life or anything...?”


      The white spider poked half of its head out from Tsumugi’s backpack.


      “Kee, kee-kee!” I’m not after anyone’s life. I am hungry though—you can offer me up some takoyaki from that place, it said, gesturing with the tip of a long and slender white leg toward a stall from which a delicious smell was emanating.


      “Certainly! Right away!”


      No sooner had Haruto received his order did he dig out his wallet and go sprinting off to make the purchase.


      As she watched her boyfriend depart, Tsumugi recalled their journey here to the ninth floor’s entrance.


      Not only had the white spider so generously handed them a valuable potion in their hour of need, it had even helped them make their way back safely by using its peculiar skills to casually annihilate the various packs of orcs and trolls that attacked. And then, every time that the lovers grew timid, it was the spider whose words of encouragement lifted their spirits. The creature seemed to be a truly generous and compassionate soul. She had worked up the courage to ask the white spider if it was a god, but it only shook its head in denial.


      Nevertheless, the only explanation for such an impressive being was that it was a god, or something close to it. Tsumugi grew a degree more confident in this theory of hers, and it seemed Haruto felt the same way—he was now a complete and utter devotee of the white spider.


      And what had this spider demanded in return for its kindness? To be brought to the dungeon’s entrance.


      Apparently, it had made several attempts to leave the dungeon, but, owing to some kind of curse, its sense of direction was appalling. Compounding things was the fact that the spider was unable to travel among crowds of people without provoking panic, and on the worst occasions it had even been assaulted by adventurers.


      It had just been heading for a lonely place to enjoy some snacks, unwind, and consider possible solutions to its woes when it encountered these two.




      “Here they are, as you wished. I hope they’re to your liking...”


      Haruto had brought back some piping-hot takoyaki, bonito flakes still dancing as they sizzled. He now got down on one knee and presented them reverentially. Tsumugi took the tray from his hands, then, one at a time, she skewered the octopus balls on a toothpick and put them in the white spider’s mouth.


      The delighted spider chirped into its wrist terminal. “Kee, kee-kee!” Not bad at all. Not once have I ever stepped outside the dungeon, but I look forward to the time I do with relish.


      Its little mouth twitched gleefully as it shared its longing for the outside world. As he beheld this august figure, a thought struck Haruto.


      What kind of software can translate the language of the gods? he wondered.Though he knew it was wrong, curiosity got the better of him and he couldn’t help shifting his eyes to peek at the screen—on which he saw the words “Woof-Meow App.” This piece of translation software was the hot new thing on everyone’s lips.


      Its food now finished, and taking no notice of how Haruto was trembling in quiet astonishment, the spider gave another chirp: the signal to depart. Tsumugi set off, fervently swearing that she would bring him to the surface, with Haruto rushing to follow shortly after once he had snapped out of his bewilderment.


      “We’re nearly there, Divine One. It’s time to wake up.”


      “Zzz...zzz. Kee?”


      The bored white spider had long since fallen asleep inside Tsumugi’s backpack, but now awoke to the sound of her whisper. Once it had checked their surroundings by using a gap in the zipper as a window, it promptly booted up its wrist terminal and chirped softly.


      “Kee-kee.” A lot of people out there. Where are we? asked the spider, raising its voice in apparent surprise at the hustle and bustle of so many adventurers.


      “The main street on the first floor of the dungeon,” answered Haruto. “The high floors are always busy like this. We’ll be at the exit soon.”


      The two lovers welled up at the plight of their god. No wonder a crowd like this would be a shock for the poor thing—it had never strayed from the most remote depths of the dungeon. The spider, for its part, only went on to say something more concerning still.


      “Kee, kee...” The mana particles round here are sparse. I can feel the magic draining from my body.


      “A-Are you going to be all right?”


      “Kee, kee.” I’ll be fine. I’m just borrowing this spider’s body in any case. Now, don’t mind me and keep going.


      “Let’s get a move on, Tsumugi.”


      “Right.”


      The pitch-black surface of the dungeon’s exit was already in sight up ahead. The business of the main street meant it was impossible to avoid being jostled, but Haruto diligently protected the backpack from any jolts while they proceeded as fast as they could.




      It was stiflingly humid out on the surface, and the sun’s rays beat down mercilessly.


      Their eyes still struggling to adjust from the darkness of the dungeon, the pair squinted as they quickly left the square in front of the Adventurers’ Guild. Once they reached a mostly deserted park a short distance away, they delicately placed the backpack on the ground as if handling the most delicate of cargo.


      Peering inside, their initial relief to find that the white spider was indeed still there soon turned to panic as they noticed something was now different about it.


      “Divine One,” said an anxious Tsumugi, “your body—it’s...”


      With a languid motion, the white spider turned to its wrist terminal to respond. “Kee...kee...” It looks like I can’t sustain this body...with no magic particles around. It’s only a matter of time until I vanish completely.


      Faint beads of light, seemingly infinite in number, were rising from the spider, whose body had grown so faint and transparent that it looked as if it would disappear altogether at any moment.




      This was most definitely not a good omen. With tears in his eyes, Haruto lurched forward.


      “H-How terrible! If there’s anything at all we can do, we’ll do it!”


      “Kee... Kee, kee.” Look after this terminal and pouch for me... I’ll need to say goodbye for a little while.


      Haruto sobbed. “Thank you, Divine One.”


      “We’ll never forget the kindness you showed us. Until we meet again!”


      Having achieved its long-held desire to step foot outside the dungeon, the white spider gave one big, final sigh before folding its legs up into a ball and evaporating into thin air before the two’s eyes.


      Tsumugi broke down crying, and great globs of tears gushed from her eyes as she gathered up the pouch and wrist terminal the spider had left behind.


      Haruto went to put his arms around Tsumugi to comfort her. It was as he was doing so that a thought occurred to him: This god had rescued him from the brink of death and guided them to safety—returning the pouch and wrist terminal alone would be a poor way to show their gratitude. Yes, if they had something else to add to them that would please the god...


      “I’ve got it. Takoyaki.”


      Recalling the sight of the god happily munching on piping-hot takoyaki, Haruto felt as if he had found a glimmer of hope in the midst of his profound sadness. If they made the most delicious takoyaki imaginable and waited in the same place they had first met on the dungeon’s ninth floor, surely they would find each other again. Then, Haruto vowed, they would repay the god’s kindness with more food than it could ever eat.


      Some months later, a legendary takoyaki stall said to be the best in all of Japan would open for business on the ninth floor of the dungeon. But that is a story for another time.




      Instead, let us look in on the thirty-eighth floor of the dungeon at the time of the spider’s disappearance.


      Halfway up a mountain, a colossal castle rose from the snow. The windows on the very top floor looked out over an expansive, frozen landscape, though the room itself was filled with the muggy warmth of a fireplace.


      On the four-poster bed placed in the room’s center, a boy’s eyes flickered open from a deep slumber. His summoning spell Arachne Monarch has been broken, snapping him back into consciousness.


      “Ngyah! You’re awake, master.”


      Almost nose to nose with him, a stout, plump creature resembling a red hippopotamus was peering into the boy’s eyes and bidding him a good morning. Frowning, the boy pushed its large face to one side and reset himself before slowly climbing out of bed.


      The crimson hippopotamus looked on with its big, round eyes as the boy walked a few paces across the room. He leaned over for a moment, then shot an arm up with a triumphant yell.


      “All riiight! At long last, I made it outsiiide! Finally, my foot’s on the starting line!!!”


      For the first time since his arrival in this world, Arthur had made his escape from the dungeon.
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Sakurako Sanjou
A popular heroine from DEC, notable for her pink hair.
She's nicknamed Pinky by her fans.

Hiroto Majima

One of the strongest students in Class E.

Takuya Tsukijima
The third player to appear. He acts unconcerned about
the world.

Kotone Kuga
A petite, aloof girl secretly working for an American
intelligence agency.

Class E

Character affiliation
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Isamu Kariya

The leader of Class D and a cunning thug,

Tadashi Manaka

While unimpressive, this boy has sway with Soleil
thanks to his brother.

Class D

Masakado Takamura

Leader of Class C. He and Class B’s Suou have a
complicated history.

Meiko Mononobe

Takamura's retainer, whose bare forehead is cute!

The Masked Man

Mononobe’s older brother. He wears a mask to conceal
his identity, so is he pretty famous..?

Class C

Kouki Suou

He is an influential noble student commanding a squad
ofarchers.

Class B

Kikyou Sera

The stunning beauty with the best grades in her year
group. She will eventually become the student council
president, and the Holy Woman organization assists
her.

AKkira Tenma

A girl who wears a full suit of armor at all times. Her
black butlers serve her without question.

Class A
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ﬁﬁ Kano Narumi
N

A pretty young girl who couldn’t be:
more different from her older brother
Piggy when it comes to most things.

nd who knew she was blessed with

i
Mikhail Maxim
The Cardinal of the ominous
new world power on the block,

the Holy Empire. Despite his young age, ,
he wields considerable influence. § & \
. g B
d

S

+\Yukikage Sanada,,

9

WA member of top,clan Colors
and a famous dungeon adventurer
in his own right. This intellectual
* had been highly regarded
for his gentle nature...

V4
¥
! Souta Narumi (Piggy)

The overweight villain from the game,
into whose body our protagonist was reincarnated.
‘What will he do when he gets caught off guard
by a major calamity?!
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