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      THE HEROES’ AFTERGLOW


      I saw heroes.


      At the edge of the world where the sea and sky met, in the fathomless deep where despair and danger lurked, I watched as the glint of heroes pierced a howling darkness that threatened to consume everything.


      “Lingering root of grace, accursed birth. Half-consumed, my original sin.”


      The raging ocean shattered and crushed everything that fell into the waves. The sea spray was as violent as a hail of missiles.


      No mortal could possibly stay upright in such rough waters.


      The massive floating fortress that would in the distant future be hailed as an institution of learning was in ruins, much of it reduced to countless pieces of flotsam.


      Yet the heroic flame had not been extinguished in that distant sea. As I clung to a plank, unable to do anything but look up in awe, the light of that fire was seared into my eyes.


      “Impure. Unclean. Unsaved. The resounding in the sky is the timbre of my sin.”


      The chanting went on. Enormous magical power swelled as a woman with ashen hair kept the furious rain and raging wind at bay. The wild forces of nature were no match for the coursing eddies of magic. The caster hovered in the air, lips red with blood as she continued intoning her spell.


      The ruler of the seas, who had defeated countless champions, was howling. It was a cry of fear. A beast so titanic it could devour the world, whose mere quiver could kick up seismic tidal waves—was afraid.


      Afraid of the hero’s song.


      “Trumpet of the gods, harp of spirits, chord of light, the indelible brand of sin.”


      A wave of destruction raced toward the sorcerer, only for the other heroes to raise a battle cry and rush forward to intercept the devastating attack.


      One warrior rained down thousands of rays of light with just one swing. Her sword single-handedly halted the sea tyrant’s charge.


      Others, clinging to debris to stay afloat, turned their magic on the great beast’s scaly hide. Brave warriors leaped into the ocean with their lances and harpoons at the ready, knowing full well they were likely heading to their deaths.


      “Life beloved by this little garden…crumble and be gone. I despise you.”


      Blood filled the water. Cries filled the air. The chanting continued, building like a funeral dirge, but this mournful chorus wished to become a song of victory.


      The sound of it struck me to my very core. The sight of those dazzling heroes was etched into my eyes and my heart.


      “The price is here. With this proof of guilt, obliterate all.—Cry, sacred belfry.”


      The spell reached a crescendo and divine judgment was visited upon the avatar of destruction that threatened to end the world. A blinding light banished the darkness as a thunderous blast, devoid of any beauty, scoured everything in its path.


      As my consciousness faded, I heard it—the cheers of the heroes who had slain the great beast. The weavers of hope and miracles who had achieved the impossible.


      Was that it?


      Was that how it had to be?


      Was that light what we needed to illuminate this stinking, rotten world?


      To save this world I hate so much?


      I saw heroes.


      The light of hope that could not be allowed to be snuffed out.


      A dazzling scene that had to be brought back to life, even if this time it was our turn to go.


      The world yearns for a hero.


      It could not be more true. And it’s not only the world. My eyes and heart are forever marked by the memory of those valiant figures. I am sure I will keep chasing this vision, wanting to witness the stirring of a new hero.


      The first cries of at least one more new hero.


      The people yearn for a symbol of hope.
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      “Leon.”


      The sky was blue and bright.


      The water was clear as far as the eye could see, as if the dark seas of memory behind his eyes were a lie. Seabirds cried as Leon, who had been looking out at the School District from the bridge of the Hringhorni, turned around to answer the god.


      “Lord Balder. What is it?”


      “There was a notice from the Great Wall. A single cry echoed from the valley.”


      The cool winter air that should have been so calm suddenly grew tense.


      “Escapees?”


      “Likely a single large one. It appears to have been caught in the barrier we set, but it’s only a matter of time before it breaks free.”


      The report from Balder, principal of the School District and Leon’s patron god, was met with silence. After a brief moment in thought, Leon turned his gaze to the north, past the brackish waters, away from the great sea, and beyond the mountain ridges.


      “I would like to rely on your insight as a god. How much time do we have?”


      “Twelve days. That’s based on my intuition and nothing more, unfortunately.”


      The god’s response was clean and simple. Leon did not doubt it, though and slowly nodded.


      “In that case, I’ll go. If it’s permitted…I would like to bring a companion.”


      “Him?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The god whose eyes seemed to be perennially closed broke into a gentle smile. Leon smiled back as well, and then he turned his gaze to the city of heroes, with its heaven-piercing tower and giant walls.


      “The promised adventure…and a new hero. I would like to dream.”
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      ORARIO RUMBLE


      “I am Nina Tulle from the School District’s Balder Class! I will be interning starting today. Please take care of me!”


      A single jade bang stood out from her brown hair. The half-elf girl’s burgundy necktie rustled as she bowed emphatically.


      Bell, Hestia, and the rest of the familia had all gathered before her in the living room of Hearthstone Manor.


      “A School District student really came here…” Mikoto murmured. The School District was famed for the quality of its students, and she could not hide her surprise that one had come to their doorstep.


      “As expected of Master Bell! He managed to scout someone!” Haruhime excitedly clapped her hands together.


      “I didn’t do anything that impressive, really…”


      Meanwhile, taken aback by the scene, Bell simply scratched the back of his head.


      Three days had passed since his double life at the School District had ended.


      With his jaunt as the hume bunny Rapi Flemish over and his return to being the first-tier adventurer Rabbit Foot, Bell promptly went back to Hestia Familia.


      Balder and the other deities at the School District had given him permission to remain if he wanted, but Hestia and the familia laid down the law, telling him to hurry on home, and with the Dungeon experience part of the School District’s curriculum already completed, he decided it was time to go.


      Bell’s special admission had been under the condition of his watching over the 3rd Squad, the School District’s worst party, and over the course of the Dungeon Practical, they had improved significantly. He had successfully fulfilled the teachers’ request, so it was the perfect time to end it.


      And they found out who I was…


      The biggest reason, however, was that he had faked his identity to join the 3rd Squad. Bell felt awkward now that they knew who he really was, even if the whole arrangement was due to a promise he made with Balder and the other deities.


      Iglin and the others in the squad also didn’t seem like they knew how to interact with Rapi Flemish after they discovered his secret, so he had chosen to give them some space, for their sake.


      That was my plan at least, but…


      As everyone could see, Nina had pushed her way into Hestia Familia’s home in the form of an internship. With express permission from Balder, of course.


      If he was being completely honest, Bell was mainly confused by this development.


      “Ah…”


      “…!”


      He looked over at her in a combination of surprise and confusion just as Nina also happened to glance at him and their eyes met.


      The younger girl stared at him with a heated sort of gaze before quickly looking down as her cheeks flushed. As for Bell, he recalled how she had made an almost proposal-like wish to see more things at his side when they were on the twenty-fifth floor, and he…did not blush like Nina. He just smiled gently. Basically, he assumed that she was simply embarrassed about accidentally phrasing that pure sentiment in a way that sounded romantic.


      An unfortunate side effect of being surrounded by women who were older than him was that whenever Bell was with a girl younger than him, he transformed into a dimwitted rabbit who assumed a strong adventurer/older brother role by default. Nina was a great student, but there were times when she had relied on Rapi like an older brother, too, bringing out foolish Bell Cranell’s protective impulses.


      It was the sort of tragedy that would make Zeus weep and Hörn sharpen her blade, but merciful Hestia sacrificed herself and pinched her follower’s butt with a twist.


      The dimwitted rabbit yelped.


      “I am sorry for taking up your time when you’re so busy.”


      Nina’s companion spoke up. It was another half-elf—Eina.


      “I’d like to ask both Bell and that half-elf girl there how exactly things ended up like this, but…For now, care to explain why you’re here, too, little Miss Adviser?”


      Hestia stared down Eina, who adjusted her glasses and glanced over at Nina.


      “An observer from the Guild is required to be present on the first day of every internship, and while I don’t intend to give her special treatment…she is my younger sister.”


      In the background, Lilly was quietly using her Level 2 strength to shove and headbutt Bell, who groaned, “Wait, ow! Why?!”


      “I-I told you it would be embarrassing if you came, too, Eina…!”


      “And I told you that I am Bell’s adviser and effectively the main point of contact for all of Hestia Familia, didn’t I? Besides, Misha and the others are all busy…”


      Nina pouted like a girl embarrassed by her overprotective mother, while Eina was embroiled in the classic scene of trying to reason with her handful of a younger sister. They had recently resolved some lingering awkwardness after spending years apart and were learning how to be sisters again.


      Bell didn’t know exactly what had transpired between them, but as they slowly regained their relationship little by little, he couldn’t hide how happy he was for them, even if Lilly was still headbutting him in the ribs.


      “Making eyes like that at Bell is unacceptable, but we can’t just turn down a no-strings-attached internship either…”


      “Yes, a student with a bright future is not to be overlooked, especially someone who can serve as an all-important healer…”


      Hestia and Lilly, who had finally stopped attacking Bell, put their heads together for a quick strategy meeting.


      Before the situation at the School District happened, they had explained to Bell their strategy regarding students was not to get greedy after recently recruiting Level 6 Lyu. They had planned to stay out of the scramble for interns to avoid provoking other familias, but if a student came to them on her own, well, that was a different story.


      While Lilly and her patron goddess would have preferred to not have another woman hanging around Bell, a recruit who was equivalent to a Level 2 adventurer was too good to pass up. And Nina was strong. Frankly speaking, healers were incredibly valuable. Backline roles were harder to find than frontline ones to begin with, and a pure healer was rarer still. Nina’s healing ability would be a massive help when they were in the Dungeon, and it would be a huge boon in Lilly’s quest to cut spending on items. And if they, for some reason, did turn her away, every other familia would brand them imbeciles. Nina Tulle was the perfect recruit.


      Stacking the deck even further, she was a star student from the School District who shouldn’t cause any problems if she joined the familia. Even in Hestia’s all-seeing eyes, Nina was a perfect fit for the goddess and her familia for all the same reasons that had kept Aisha out.


      After briefly conferring with Lilly, Hestia, as the patron goddess in charge of keeping the peace in the familia, steeled herself, put aside her troubled maiden heart for the moment, and held out her hand.


      “…Welcome aboard, Nina. I don’t know if you’ll end up joining our familia in the end, but I would be glad to have you. And if you do decide to leave later, I think I might breathe a sigh of relief…but anyway, glad to have you!”


      “Y-yes! Thank you very much!”


      Relieved, Nina accepted Hestia’s outstretched hand. The goddess looked like she had just bitten into a Far Eastern dried plum, drawing laughter from Mikoto and the others.


      “So, how’s this gonna work? Will you be staying here in our home, Nina? It would be a hassle going back and forth all the time, and we have plenty of spare rooms, but…”


      “Yes, the Guild recommends a homestay so long as the familia allows it,” Eina explained.


      “Actually, Lord Balder said it would be okay, so I brought my luggage already… It’s just outside, so my sister and I will go get it!”


      Nina looked a little embarrassed as she headed outside.


      “Ah I’ll help too, Nina.”


      Bell naturally started to go after her, but…


      “It’s all right, Captain Bell!”


      “C-Captain…?”


      Her words had taken him completely by surprise. He froze with a comedic look on his face. It was like something had knocked him off his stride or he had eaten some strange and exotic food for the first time. And then after a brief disturbance…


      “Y-you don’t have be so formal, you can just talk to me like always…”


      “Then…should I call you Rapi?”


      “Argh…!”


      For just a moment, she peered at Bell through upturned eyes and talked to him like they were simply fellow students.


      Bell quickly decided she absolutely couldn’t call him Rapi. Both because it would be deeply confusing for most people, but also because of Bell’s conscience.


      When she saw his obviously troubled reaction, Nina actually broke into a smile.


      “You have so much more experience than I do when it comes to adventuring, so let me call you Captain Bell…No, please let me call you Captain Bell!”


      “Uh, okay…If you say so, Nina…”


      “Thank you! All right, my sister and I will go get my stuff !”


      With a smile, Nina and Eina left the living room together. The newest member of Hestia Familia seemed to be in a high spirits, her brown hair swaying like a happily wagging tail. Bell put a hand on the back of his head, still a little uncertain.


      “She seems like a good kid, Captain Bell.”


      “Kn-knock it off, Welf.”


      “To think the day would come when someone would treat you with so much respect… It’s quite moving.”


      “Not you too, Ms. Lyu…!”


      Welf grinned while resting an arm on Bell’s right shoulder, and to his left, Lyu smiled approvingly.


      Bell withered as he stared out the door the two sisters had left through.


      “Haaah! I was so nervous!”


      Nina clutched her chest and let out a deep breath as she walked down the hall.


      It occurred to Eina that, given how levelheaded Nina normally was, this excitable side of her might be something she only showed to her sister.


      “You did well. Didn’t I tell you it would be fine? Goddess Hestia is a deity of good character, and Bell and the rest of his familia are…”


      “Lord Balder said it would be fine, so I wasn’t worried about that, but…it was hard to call him Captain Bell! I forced myself to say it, but he’s still Rapi to me…”


      “Oh, so that’s what you meant…”


      “Ahhh, seeing those red eyes makes my heart race again! Is this what it’s going to be like from now on?! Maybe he could at least keep his hair the same from when he was Rapi?”


      “I think that’s probably out of the question…”


      Nina’s face kept changing colors, running through the full spectrum of red in a display just as impressive as Bell’s from moments ago. As she watched this, Eina sighed and bit her tongue.


      After hearing some of the stories involving young Rapi, she wanted to give the boy a proper talking to for hiding his identity and infiltrating the School District, but when Balder and Leon were also in on it, there wasn’t much Eina could say. She did get a headache wondering what the two of them were thinking, though.


      On top of everything else, when she thought about how her beloved sister felt about the adventurer she was responsible for…


      That was when Nina stopped and looked over at Eina.


      “Still, to think you liked Captain Bell, too…I guess that means we’ll be rivals now! Sisters really do think alike, huh.”


      Eina tried to avoid the impending conversation as she frantically pushed her glasses back up before they slipped off.


      “Th-that’s not…”


      “Liar. I can see how red your face is, big sis. And besides, I can understand why you would like Rapi…I mean Captain Bell. Even if he’s younger than you, even if he’s older than me…I get it. We’re sisters, after all.”


      Eina had no idea how to react to her sister’s unexpected comment, but Nina just put a hand on her chest and nodded.


      They had the same taste in men. If anything, it ran in the whole Tulle family. Right as Nina seemed like she was about to say ‘just look at Mom and Dad,’ Eina’s cheeks felt like they had been lit on fire, and she tried to cover Nina’s mouth.


      “At the same time…Captain Bell is a first-tier adventurer. Even if you don’t feel that way, there are lots of people who are competing for his attention.”


      It was a simple fact. Bell was a widely known Level 5. It would be odder if he weren’t popular.


      But…


      Bell is different…I don’t want to look at him like that…!


      That was what a stubborn part of her wanted to cry out as someone who had watched over him ever since he was first starting out. Eina hated the idea of measuring him by the fortune and fame that came with being a first-tier adventurer.


      The thing about Bell is that he’s so much more! He’s more…!


      While Eina was consumed by those anguished thoughts, Nina easily sidestepped her attempt to cover her mouth and assumed a fighting pose.


      “But I’m not gonna lose! Not to you, and not to anyone else!” Her eyes were clear, and her heart was pure.


      Ahh, she’s definitely a sports kid now…


      Eina could not help feeling happy and a little sad when she saw how much Nina’s time in the School District had changed her. Eina looked down for a moment.


      I really should say something…


      Nina might not realize before it was too late. Eina herself was still coming to grips with the situation.


      “Nina…?”


      “What is it?”


      “You know, Bell…has someone he cares about very much. Someone he likes.”


      “Eh…? Ehhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh?!”


      Eina plugged her ears as her sister shouted the loudest so far that day.
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      “That sounded like a scream…”


      I feel a bead of sweat trickle down as I glance at the door leading to the hall.


      The tension in the room eased a bit after Nina and Eina left. Goddess and the others are relaxing on the sofas, all chatting with each other.


      Lilly leans back with a scrunched face. “To think someone from the School District would pick us out themselves though…What a surprise.”


      “You did tell the Guild we weren’t going to be recruiting for a while, right?” Mikoto asks as she peers over at Goddess, who folds her arms.


      “Yeah, I said with our little elf joining, we weren’t gonna get too ahead of ourselves. I was thinking it might be nice if someone on the school side came to us all on their own, but this is…”


      “With everything going on, it would’ve been impossible for us to be recruiting at the school anyway,” Welf says. “This is just one of those happy miscalculations.”


      “I agree. It’s rare for a group to have a Level Two healer unless they discovered them and nurtured them from the beginning of their adventurer career. We should capitalize on this good fortune,” Ms. Lyu concludes.


      Haruhime just chimes in with a happy smile and says, “Master Bell really is a lucky rabbit!”


      “Mrmmm…I was the one who decided we wouldn’t be recruiting since it seemed out of the question, so it’s a little…”


      I smile awkwardly, not really able to simply celebrate the news. And I’m still curious about what happened in the hallway.


      “Considering Hestia Familia’s renown after defeating Mr. Ottar and the others, your reaction is the odd one out.”


      Ms. Syr holds out a steaming cup of fragrant black tea.


      “Ah, thank you.”


      “That’s true, but…bein’ blunt, there are too many girls out there after Bell.”


      “Well, he is a first-tier adventurer after all. That’s a highway to attracting all sorts of attention.”


      “I don’t love that.”


      She hands everyone a cup of tea, and Goddess takes a big gulp and then exhales.


      “Wait, why the heck are you here?!!!”


      It’s a bit late now, but we all stare at the girl who has effortlessly joined the circle, serving everyone a cup of tea—Ms. Syr, fully dressed in her work uniform.


      “It’s fine, isn’t it? Let me join the fun, too.”


      “It isn’t fine at all! And what about your job at the bar?!”


      “Ms. Hörn and the others are working hard, so I decided to skip…stopped by while I was out buying groceries.”


      “My job was stolen…?!”


      Ms. Haruhime, in her maid uniform, looks stunned, but Lady Hestia doesn’t seem to notice as she erupts while Ms. Syr dodges the question.


      Ms. Syr has started coming by to hang out regularly, maybe because Master and the others are always stationed around Hearthstone Manor to protect Ms. Haruhime and Ms. Lyu. (They of course, let her through without comment.)


      And Goddess really hates it.


      According to her, it’s because if she lets down her guard at all, Ms. Syr will start encroaching on our home. Apparently, she really wants to spend the night here…


      “Go back to your home!”


      “The Guild seized Folkvangr, I can’t just come and go as I please there. Please let me stay.”


      “That’s not my problem! Just stay at the bar!”


      “There’s no space there with Ms. Heith and the others! I have to share cramped beds all cuddled up with Ahnya or Chloe or Runoa or Ms. Hörn…Come on, have a heart.”


      “Not! My! Problem! Letting you sleep over near Bell is more dangerous than letting Aisha join! Be gone what’s-your-face!”


      “Can’t you just say her name now…?”


      Lilly sounds exasperated by their bickering. In the end, after a tenacious argument, Ms. Syr reduces the scope of her request and receives permission to stay over “occasionally.”


      Starting with a sky-high demand and then settling for something more reasonable…It’s a standard negotiation tactic Lord Hermes explained to me once.


      This is probably what she was originally aiming for, isn’t it…?


      I smile weakly as Goddess’s shoulders heave from heavy breathing.


      “Lady Hestia never has a chance of beating Lady Syr in a debate,” Lilly and the others sigh.


      “Hm? The tea’s gone?”


      “I’ll go make some more. Ms. Syr and Ms. Haruhime seem…occupied.”


      I take the empty teapot from Welf since Ms. Syr is still getting into it with Goddess.


      “Thank you so very much, Goddess!”


      “You’re one too! Argh, I really do hate you! Don’t cling to me!”


      And Ms. Haruhime and Lilly and Mikoto are all trying to calm her down…


      I don’t want to be the sort of person who loafs around at home without doing anything just because I’m the leader.


      “Thanks,” Welf says.


      I just wave at him reassuringly as I head to the kitchen. Preparing the magic-stone heater, I turn to wash the cups everyone has been using—


      “I’ll help, Bell.”


      Ms. Lyu has come, too. Rolling up her sleeves, she gets to work with a practiced hand. Anyone could tell she’s worked years at a restaurant.


      “Th…thank you, Ms. Lyu.”


      “Not at all, this is the sort of thing I should do as the newest member.”


      “Th-that’s not…”


      “At least, that is how it was when I joined Alize and them.”


      I restrain my surprise and thank her, but she just shakes her head and smiles when she mentions her previous familia.


      We split up the work. I start the kettle while she washes the cups. We naturally end up working shoulder to shoulder. An alluring smell wafts from her beautiful blond hair, and it almost makes me woozy.


      I’m all alone with Ms. Lyu.


      …I’m getting nervous…


      No, I should say it clearly. I feel awkward. It’s mostly fine when Lilly and the others are around, but when it’s just the two of us, I get antsy.


      I know the reason why.


      “I love you.”


      “I love you…as a man.”


      The brief confession she made during the familia war has been driving me crazy. It’s just hanging there, and I keep telling myself the reason I haven’t done anything yet is because the opportunity hasn’t presented itself, but that’s just an excuse. The truth is I don’t know how to respond.


      Is she thinking about it right now?


      Forcing myself to turn my impossibly stiff neck, I glance over and see the beautiful elf standing there so naturally. If anything, she looks at peace. In a good mood, even.


      …I can’t…If it gets any more awkward…


      We can’t leave it like this forever.


      I set aside my selfish wailing about not wanting to hurt anyone, and steel myself.


      I should say something. I have to. I already know the answer to her confession.


      “Ms. Lyu. Um—


      “Please don’t say it, Bell.”


      Even though I finally worked up the courage, Ms. Lyu cuts me off.


      It’s like her sky-blue eyes can see right through me. I’m frozen with my mouth half open like a fool as she stops washing and looks at me.


      “Syr couldn’t do it, so it’s only logical I would meet with the same result.”


      “…!”


      “It’s all right. I understand.”


      Her eyes soften, but my face is on the verge of cracking. She definitely sees right through me. This is the woman who questioned me when I was so broken up the day after I left Ms. Syr during the Goddess Festival. It feels like her gentle gaze can see right into my heart that is on the verge of breaking at having to turn someone down again.


      But I’m a man. Even if that is discrimination, even if someone says that being a man or a woman has nothing to do with it, I’m still a man. So when a woman I’ve already hurt has to protect my feelings, it makes me feel pathetic. I don’t want that.


      Turning myself, closing what little distance there is between us, I start to argue…


      “But…I would like to love you for just a little longer.”


      She pushes her slender finger against my lips, just like before.


      That is when I met her on Daedalus Street to save Winne and the other Xenos…


      My eyes widen as I remember something so strange like a fool.


      “This stubborn elf has finally gotten a little more honest about her feelings. And elves have long lives. So I’d like to indulge in these feelings just a little bit longer.”


      She is pleading with me. And a man’s pride and appearance are meaningless when weighed against a request like that.


      “Is that all right with you?”


      Slowly, awkwardly, I nod. It’s all I can do.


      “Thank you.”


      Saying that, she leaves. The right number of cups for everyone is set out neatly.


      I can’t follow her. As oblivious as I am, I know I can’t just go after her.


      And as if I wasn’t mortified enough, the kettle on the magic stone stovetop seethes as it comes to a boil. I finally start moving again and turn the heat off. Carefully managing the temperature of the water for making good tea is the last thing on my mind right now.


      Master is probably going to kick me for this.


      Honestly, I probably need a solid kick.


      What kind of man am I if people need to go out of their way to spare my feelings? …Or is this what it’s like to be at the mercy of an older woman?


      Putting my hand to my forehead as my face keeps growing redder, I realize Lyu settled things between us in her own way.
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      “………………”


      After leaving the kitchen, for some reason Lyu didn’t go back to the living room and instead went into the hall.


      Walking at a perfect pace, just as she turned the corner, she instantly dropped to the ground. Burying her head in her knees, she turned red all the way up to the tips of her elf ears.


      “You did well, Lyu.”


      Syr’s face emerged from the shadows without warning.


      How long has she…? How much did she see?


      She walked over with a smile as Lyu peered up at her, revealing a face as red as her ears.


      “Syr…”


      “Are you sad? Or embarrassed?”


      “…The latter…”


      “Yeah. I was surprised at how well you managed to play that.”


      Sitting down next to Lyu, she gave the elf girl a hug and started patting her back. For once, Lyu didn’t resist. Still red in the face, she started murmuring an awkward excuse.


      “I only told him how I felt because I wanted to settle things once and for all, not because I was holding onto any strange hope. I knew his answer already. There’s no point in getting sad about it now after all this time.”


      “Mhmm.”


      “B-besides, I’m not just some convenient woman who has no mind of her own. There will come a time when I’ll be drawn to another man and choose a new partner…”


      “I get it. But somehow, you remind me a little of a certain goddess who became a monster after experiencing her first true love and became super obsessed until she couldn’t stop thinking about him.”


      “That’s you, not me!”


      Lyu was awfully quick with that comeback, but when the city girl brought up Lady Freya like she was casually chatting about a stranger, Lyu erupted just like Hestia.


      “Now we’re both comrades in being turned down by Mr. Bell!”


      “I-I haven’t explicitly been rejected yet…!”


      “So tenacious, Lyu! But I know! Boys and girls both can become invincible after getting rejected!”


      “It’s not like you ever experienced rejection before, and you preside over love itself…”


      “Incidentally, I can chase after him when all that remains is his soul, and I can go see him even after he is reborn, so I have the advantage over you!”


      “Don’t do that!”


      Lyu couldn’t help playing the straight woman when she heard her friend’s divine take on love that verged on stalking across lifetimes. Breaking out of their hug, she brought her red face up close to Syr’s and admonished her.


      And Syr giggled. She seemed so happy to be able to chat like this with a friend again.


      “…Is it possible that being with Rapi is more competitive than getting a job at the Guild…?!”


      “I told you…”


      The half-elf sisters had overheard the exchange in the hallway while Nina was still in the process of moving in. She shuddered in disbelief while Eina simply sighed.


      The elder Tulle was well aware that her own prospects weren’t too bright, either.
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      “What does the leader of a familia need to do?”


      That was what I once asked Loki Familia’s captain, Mr. Finn. It was after the fuss surrounding his proposal to Lilly when we happened to run into each other on the street one time. He thanked me for all of that, and a little chat started, and after a little greeting, I nervously asked him.


      Despite everything, I was the captain of the familia, and at the time, I had been thinking a lot about what it meant and whether I was really suited for the role or whether Lilly or Welf might be a better choice.


      I was a rookie, but the leader with far more experience immediately answered me.


      “Manage and improve interpersonal relationships.”


      I can still remember breaking into a sweat when I heard that, since I had expected him to say something like intelligence or analytical ability or leadership. According to Mr. Finn, it’s only natural for people living together to sometimes become upset with one another no matter how well they get along, and even the slightest disturbances can undermine a party’s teamwork. He said that infighting and mistrust were more lethal and scarier than any monster.


      “It’s important to recognize sources of friction early and address them as soon as possible. Up on the surface, I can rely on Loki to some extent, but that’s not an option in the Dungeon. I’m keeping an eye on everyone’s condition with the help of others like Riveria or Raul.”


      He also added that he thought of the patron deity as the true heart and soul of the familia, and in that sense, this was a skill a deity needed to have, too.


      “In particular, it’s a good idea to keep an eye on anyone head over heels in love.”


      He had also mentioned that, but…that much probably goes without saying.


      Of course, this makes me think about my relationship with Ms. Lyu and how it might affect the familia. She said it was fine to act like we always do, but…am I not failing as a leader here? My self-confidence is completely shot, and I feel like I’m slipping into the ground.


      “Well, I’m on the receiving end of one person’s overly devoted affections, so I probably shouldn’t speak with too much authority, but…in your case…I think taking the lead and pulling everyone along is perfectly acceptable.”


      Both then and now, those words have been like a lighthouse guiding me in the darkness.


      “—Ah!!”


      That’s why I, Hestia Familia’s captain, launch myself forward with enough force to crack the ground, leaping into the fray. As I slip past the roars and claws of monsters, the Hestia Knife and Hakugen flash seven times, splitting thick scales and severing an ax tail, leaving three large spinoaxes writhing in my wake.


      “To Sir Bell!”


      “Be careful! Those dinosaurs are crazy strong!”


      Ms. Mikoto and Welf, glimmering with the telltale light of Level Boost, follow after me. To limit the strain on them, I make a wide turn toward another of these dinosaur monsters that isn’t like anything we’ve fought before.


      We’re on the twenty-ninth floor—the start of the Tangled Gorge. A heavily forested region that begins once you get past the Water Capital, which ends on the twenty-seventh floor.


      Giant trees and dense foliage stretch up high above, creating what feels almost like a wall of nature, but the main route is carved out between the trees, which is how this area earned its name.


      From the twenty-ninth to the thirty-second floor, it’s a four-stage region similar to the Water Capital’s three floors. You can actually see down into the lowest part of it from the entrance. The grandeur of that view from up top and the peculiarity of the terrain might also be what inspired people to call this place a gorge.


      We have set foot in new territory where giant monsters roam.


      “ROOOOOOOOOAAAA!!!”


      “Gh…?!”


      “Don’t face it head-on! Even with Level Boost you’ll be blown away!” Welf shouts.


      Ms. Mikoto’s body bends backward, and her boots leave the ground after she tries to parry the almalosaurus charge with her long sword. She gets staggered but manages to land smoothly while dealing with an enemy from a different direction.


      Unlike the brute strength of the almalosaurus, the danger of the shadow raptors comes from its speed and habit of making hit-and-run attacks. Even though he argued with Lilly so much about using a magic blade, Welf grimaces and draws his magic sword without hesitation.


      Shikou-Kazuki’s purging fire scorches the monsters harassing the party’s left flank.


      “I also thought this the last time we were here, but I get why they say Level Ones and Twos can’t handle this!”


      There is a bit of desperation in the blacksmith’s voice as he immediately turns his sword on the next enemy.


      I can’t argue with him there. On the previous expedition, when they came to rescue me and Ms. Lyu, all of Hestia Familia, other than me, went through this region to reach the thirty-seventh floor. At the time, they were protected by Mr. Lido and the other Xenos, but they no doubt saw how ferociously the dinosaurs fought. Before we even reached the Tangled Gorge, they were a different sort of nervous.


      According to the Guild’s guidelines, the thirteenth floor is the first boundary where Level 1s can’t progress any further, while the region we’re currently in is generally off limits to parties who don’t include Level 3s.


      That rule exists because of the dinosaur monsters that appear on this floor.


      “Graaaaaaaaaa!”


      “Roooooooooooaaa!!!”


      Countless roars echo in my ears long after they end.


      In a twisted way, their appearance and ferocity remind me of dragons, and each thudding footstep coming toward us is earthshaking. They are larger and heavier than any monster I’ve fought other than a floor boss, and combined with the destructive power of their attacks, they pose a danger that goes far beyond their sheer size. And to top it all off, their hard scales deflect everything but the most determined attacks. The one silver lining is that magic is just as effective against them as any other enemy we’ve faced.


      Without Level Boost, Welf and the others would be crushed outright. I’ve heard Mr. Luvis and Mr. Dormul have had trouble getting past this area for quite a while.


      The Guild’s records say it all. In this region of the Dungeon, even experienced upper-tier parties are more likely to be wiped out than survive a panicked rout, never mind successfully mounting an organized retreat. And it’s not because of disorienting terrain or some other sinister trick of the Dungeon. It’s just so lethal that anyone who isn’t strong enough is as good as dead.


      The monsters that call this place home have daunting offensive and defensive capabilities that require a certain Status to match. There’s little margin for error and even minor fights need to be approached with care.


      These dinosaurs are simply that strong. The monsters past the twenty-seventh floor are a step above everything that came before them.


      “Haaah!!!”


      “Giii?!”


      Which is why I’m going on a rampage.


      “Ms. Mikoto, give me a hand! The enemy at two o’clock—”


      “I’ll stop them! Understood!”


      “Welf !”


      “Already on it! I’ll fry up all the ones coming from above!”


      We barely need to say anything to cut down six monsters.


      Faster, deeper, stronger… It’s amazing how much our coordination as a party has improved. The exhilaration propels me forward as I turn into a blur.


      I lunge, leaning down so low, I’m practically scraping against the ground. The instant the shadow raptors lose sight of me, I cut into their stomachs, and when the almalosauruses try to retaliate, I slice their necks open as I race past. Without slowing down at all, I begin to turn, tearing into the group Mikoto has stopped with her kunai.


      A torrent of flame from a magic sword shoots right overhead and bursts of ash fill the air. The galeptera swarm burns without leaving any drop items.


      “Master Bell is amazing, of course, but Mr. Welf and Ms. Mikoto… They are all incredible! Dealing with those fearsome monsters so swiftly!”


      “Shared situational awareness…! Under Mr. Bell’s leadership, they are improving their coordination as frontline fighters! The experience he gained at the School District is really paying off !”


      At Ms. Lyu’s suggestion, we are currently fighting without a mid-range fighter bolstering the center of our formation. Instead, Ms. Lyu is purely focused on protecting our back line party members—but I can also hear Ms. Haruhime and Lilly cheering us on from the rear.


      “Mr. Bell’s communicating on the battlefield better than ever! Even his vocabulary has improved! This must be what the deities mean when they say someone got an intelligence boost!”


      “M-Ms. Lilly, that’s a little…”


      I can’t help but feel like there’s something really depressing couched in those words, but maybe it’s simpler if I just didn’t hear anything at all!


      “It’s sad that it doesn’t seem like there is anything for Lilly to do, but…”


      “That’s not true. Your preparations have been perfect—here they come again.”


      Ms. Lyu calls out something in the party’s seven o’clock direction. Just as she readies herself to protect them, venoceratops charge out from the thick undergrowth.


      “The enemies are strong, and there’s so many! This is a crazy floor!”


      “Welf, Ms. Mikoto, go help them! I’ll hold the front!”


      “You have my thanks, Sir Bell!”


      I’m sure nothing will go wrong if we leave everything to Ms. Lyu, but I choose to tighten the defenses around the party’s rear while giving the two of them a chance to recover.


      Carefully watching the shadow raptors crawling out from the tree line in front of me, I meet the unending stream of dinosaur attacks head-on, while keeping enough presence of mind to think back to how we ended up venturing all the way down here.


      —“The deadline for the mission is approaching.”


      This foray into the Dungeon started with Lilly’s weary announcement.


      All Dungeon focused familias share the same fate. Once you reach a certain rank, your familia is sent out on expeditions to contribute to the exploration of the Dungeon. As such, Hestia Familia has been ordered to reach a new floor and beat the record we set when we teamed up with Ms. Aisha and her familia.


      After I first return home from the School District and learn about our latest mission, I flipflop between thinking that this moment has been a long time coming and dreading that it’s already here. It’s been three months already since our last mission. Even though quite a lot has happened with the familia war and all, the Guild doesn’t intend to let Hestia Familia rest on its laurels.


      Since our previous expedition was technically a failure, one of the conditions of success this time will be reaching a new floor, so I figured as long as we can get to the twenty-fifth floor, that should be enough, but…


      “It says ‘You’re B Rank now, so your goal is at minimum the twenty-ninth floor. No objections.’ ”


      “Y-you’re paraphrasing, right, Lilly…?”


      “That’s how it was written, word for word, ‘You have two first-tier adventurers, so this should be easy, especially with that overpowered Level Boost. Get to work.”


      “That’s just paraphrasing, right?!?!?”


      Lilly’s face goes blank as she reads out the orders from the Guild. She almost crumples the paper in her hands, but I somehow manage to stop her.


      “It’s probably Ouranos’ divine will, too…Saying he’ll give some time off and then slapping us with this the moment you’re back. He’s trying to turn you into a one-man army to protect the mortal realm. He must be using this hellish adventure as a trial to prepare for the last of the three great quests…”


      Goddess cradles her head and mutters furiously until she trails off.


      Anyway, according to Lilly, the Guild is insisting for whatever unreasonable reason that we go all the way to the twenty-ninth floor without forming an alliance with another group.


      —While I do feel bad for Lilly, I don’t think this mission is that unreasonable, all things considered.


      “Ms. Lyu, once the enemies in front of you are handled, cast a spell at—”


      “Imbue the light of stardust and strike down my enemy—Luminous Wind!”


      “What, already?! Were you concurrent casting?! Th-thanks!”


      Above all else, Ms. Lyu is strong. She’s Level 6, and she has been through this region and come out the other side countless times during her time with Astrea Familia. She is the bulwark supporting our offense and defense and can even lighten Lilly’s load as the party’s commander almost effortlessly. Her knowledge and experience neutralizes all danger. With her on our side, I can understand why the Guild would tell us to just hurry up and get to it.


      Maybe it isn’t for me to say this, but having a first-tier adventurer around really makes too huge of a difference.


      Everything other than the deep levels starts to seem doable. Of course, the Dungeon doesn’t care what your level is, and accidents can still happen, so you can’t let your guard down…but it’s wild to see this sort of brute force breakthrough become possible.


      If it were just me, I wouldn’t be able to completely dispel my worries, but we have Ms. Lyu here.


      With me at the front and her at the back, the party’s safety is pretty much guaranteed. A first-tier adventurer sandwich that I’m sure would be popular with most parties.


      “Ms. Haruhime, Level Boost!”


      “There’s still time left but give us some breathing room!” Welf yells.


      “It’s all right! I still have tails!”


      And it also helps that, this isn’t everyone’s first time seeing this floor either. They were protected by Ms. Tsubaki and Mr. Lido and all, but they have seen firsthand how menacing it can be here. With some experience under their belts rather than just knowledge, they can react effectively instead of freezing up.


      Other familias don’t have Welf’s powerful magic swords or Ms. Haruhime’s Level Boost, and Ms. Mikoto’s tracking skill doesn’t have a blind spot. Even without Ms. Aisha and them, Hestia Familia is prepared to fight on the twenty-ninth floor.


      Ms. Haruhime has four golden tails of light left after bestowing her blessing on Welf and Ms. Mikoto, extending their time at Level 3 so they can charge out to fight again.


      “Ms. Nina! Begin casting, please! Heal them when you finish!”


      “Y-Yes ma’am!”


      And…we have Nina with us.


      —“P-Please allow me to join you!”


      Of course, Goddess says it’s dangerous and Nina should stay home, since she’s an intern, but the moment she finishes unpacking, she volunteers to join the mission.


      Miss Eina quickly tries to stop her, and Lilly looks against it, too, concerned about bringing someone untested that deep into the Dungeon and how it might affect her ability to give effective commands, but…


      “Even if she simply hangs back during combat, having a healer accompany us would help keep the party safe and sound.”


      Surprisingly, Ms. Lyu is in favor of Nina coming along.


      From her earliest days in Astrea Familia, she has had some experience in a healer role, and as the most experienced adventurer of us all, Gale Wind eloquently explains the value of bringing along a healer. And also that for the future, it’s important to learn the limits of what a healer can and cannot do.


      “If our goal is the twenty-ninth floor, then there should be no problems even if we bring her. And also…with a healer, we can cut back significantly on item costs, Lilliluka.”


      The moment Ms. Lyu says that last part, Lilly’s resistance fails, and she flops onto the ground.


      Expeditions require a great deal of money, and as the one who knows our finances best, Lilly feels compelled to accept the proposition, much to Miss Eina’s dismay. I promise Miss Eina that we won’t let anything happen to Nina…but I’m also confident that Nina can handle herself. She’s a Level 2 like Lilly and the others, and performed very well even when she was having a rough time in 3rd Squad, once called the worst party in the School District. She’s a top student capable of correctly judging what she can do to help from the relative safety of the rear. Her healing should be a big help, and there’s no way she’ll drag us down.


      “Swaying stem, breath of white. Sing of flowers, and of the pristine hill…! I’m ready!”


      “Target Mr. Welf and Ms. Mikoto! Be careful not to accidentally heal any monsters!”


      “Eh?! At this distance?! Shouldn’t we have them fall back for healing…?”


      “We don’t have time! You’re the one who said the range of your spells was flexible! Ms. Cassandra can do this much! Get to it!!!”


      “Who’s Ms. Cassandra?!”


      “You have to lead them. Simply aim at where they will be rather than where they are now.”


      “Eh…uh…huh…?! U-understood! M-Magia Kreis!”


      …But Lilly is really asking a lot of her. And Ms. Lyu is naturally strict and demanding. Is Astrea Familia that hard on their new member training?


      Caught between their rebuke and instructions, Nina answers the call. She manages to pick out a point where Welf and Mikoto will cross, and white petals of magic unfold like a flower, surrounding their bodies. And no one says anything to her. The battle just continues.


      “I-is this the level Hestia Familia always performs at…?!”


      Poor Nina…


      With a distant glance, I see her in her school combat uniform and clutching her staff. I want to compliment my classmate for being able to actually support the line, but the fighting is just too intense right now. Sympathizing with her, I finish up a group of dinos rockheads with a net of slashes—when it comes.


      “GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”


      It tears through the underbrush like an explosion, sending fragments of trees the size of boulders flying. A crimson body and long legs shake the grassy ground. Opening its gaping jaw, the apex predator of this floor roars.


      “Bloodsaurus!!!”


      “That’s the crazy monster Li’l E was talking about!”


      “The one we ran into in the Seoro Forest can’t even compare to the size of this one…!”


      Ms. Mikoto and Welf and Lilly are on guard the moment we lay eyes on the menacing monster.


      The bloodsaurus. A jaw big enough to swallow a person whole, razor-sharp teeth, and a stout body shrouded in scales the color of blood. Over ten meders long, they are comparable to a floor boss. Like Lilly said, the bloodsaurus we ran into above ground on Ms. Nahza’s quest in the Seoro Forest had only been five meders long, so these are more than twice as big. And as large as they are, they are swift too, so it’s bad all around.


      It boasts a top-class strength and danger level even in this region, earning them a 3-star rating from the Guild’s localized threat level, the highest the scale goes. The easiest comparison is a minotaur in the middle levels.


      Mr. Dormul once called it a four star—a monster that’s off the charts.


      They are a common sight starting from thirtieth floor though, so they can’t even be considered rare monsters, making them a symbol of just how unreasonable this region of the Dungeon is.


      And it’s not just one, it’s three of them.


      “GUOOOOOOOO!!!”


      “GOAAAAA?!”


      When the ruler of the floor appears, adventurer and monster alike freeze for a moment. The nearby shadow raptors are immediately gobbled up. Even the spinoaxes, which are comparable in size to the bloodsauruses, can’t put up much of a fight, and quickly fall prey to those enormous jaws.


      This gory spectacle exemplifies the highest law of the jungle—survival of the fittest.


      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Nina blanch at the grotesque feeding sounds. And then the bloody dinosaurs’ bloodshot eyes turn toward us next.


      “Bloodsauruses are prone to becoming enhanced types due to their carnivorous nature, so be careful.”


      I immediately realize the point Ms. Lyu is trying to make with her warning.


      The middle of the three is larger than the others. It’s the top dog, even among other enhanced types.


      Bloodsauruses usually appear starting at the thirtieth floor. Any that come to the twenty-ninth floor looking for prey must be starving…


      The information from Ms. Eina’s briefing flashes through my head, and I make a snap decision.


      I don’t want Welf and them fighting that. So there’s only one thing for me to do.


      I shoot forward and make a show of it, drawing the dinosaurs’ attention to me. In the initial acceleration of the charge, I glance behind me. Lilly’s hazel eyes meet mine for an instant.


      That’s all we need. Without any hesitation, I continue charging the bloodsauruses.


      “Lilliluka.”


      “Yes, I know! Ms. Haruhime, help me provide Mr. Bell some cover! No matter how much we fire off, there’s no danger of hitting him!”


      “O-okay!”


      Behind me, Ms. Lyu calls out and Lilly nods, and I don’t need to look to know that Ms. Haruhime is already raising her fan.


      The wider field of vision I developed during that death march through the deep levels, and while spending time at school, is paying off even here. With a brief glance, I can grasp everything moving behind me and know exactly when to jump to the side, disappearing from the monsters’ eyes right as my allies launch their attacks.


      Lilly’s magic dagger and Suiran, the fan-shaped magic blade Welf had given Ms. Haruhime, emit a torrent of flames that slam into the bloodsauruses.


      ““GRAAAAAAAAA?!””


      An explosion rocks the room, followed by a powerful blast of wind. Two bloodsauruses howl as the powerful magic leaves its mark. But the biggest one behind them has barely been touched. Its subordinates took the brunt of the attack, so I charge again.


      The carnivore’s eyes visibly twitch when it sees its prey stop running away and instead charge.


      It’s quick to react. Quick to move, too. That reaction speed is what you’d expect of an enhanced monster—sharp and intense. The monster swings its tail like a giant’s club.


      A tornado forms.


      The whirlwind flattens not just its underlings but nearby trees, too, transforming the surrounding landscape. The gory remains of the two bloodsauruses scatter in every direction, and the splinters of fallen trees fly like arrows.


      “Rapi!”


      I hear Nina cry out as Welf and the others reflexively duck. She even calls me by the wrong name. That’s a bit of a relief. Somewhere deep down, she still thinks of me as a fellow classmate.


      This is no time to be having such idle thoughts. Right now, there is just one answer.


      I can say “I’m fine,” and I can attack.


      Leaping high into the air to avoid the storm, I undo the Goliath Scarf around my neck. The enhanced bloodsaurus peers up to track my movements, but it’s too late. Holding out my left hand, I take aim right below me, and…


      “Firebolt.”


      “[image: image]?!”


      Three consecutive blasts of fiery lightning come hurtling down. Firebolt was originally a quick attack spell with low firepower, but in the hands of a first-tier adventurer, it hits like a cannon.


      The fiery lightning strikes all along the giant monster’s body. Blood-colored scales crack, its body is scorched and burned, and it lets out a primal screech. And then, a purple gleam appears from the depths of its melting mouth as it completely stops moving.


      I want to preserve my magic reserves, so I let my body fall as the scarf unfurls from my hand like a black whip. It strikes home like a blow from a giant.


      The scarf wraps up the magic stone perfectly and shatters the core. The enormous bloodsaurus’ body becomes ash, scattering through the undergrowth while I land, making sure there are no more enemies around before putting my scarf back.


      “…Incredible…”


      I think I hear a murmur from the girl who said she wanted to become an adventurer and see the world.
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      “How many more drop items do we need for the mission to be considered cleared, Lady Lilly?”


      “We already have more than enough bloodsaurus fangs, so we’re essentially done…but I can just hear the Guild saying, ‘Oh, so the thirtieth floor wouldn’t be enough of a challenge, so next expedition should extend to the thirty-first floor at least!’ so let’s get another ten or so almalosauruses spines or spinoaxe blades…”


      After another two battles after that.


      Ms. Mikoto is eating as Lilly spreads out the contents of her backpack, setting out the drop items like a precious stones merchant. She’s probably thinking about how much everything is worth or how much we might make off it.


      After a quick scan of our surroundings, I smile when Welf hands me a water bottle.


      “Going all the way back to the twenty-eighth floor for a rest is a hassle, though.”


      “I guess…but what can we do? If we rest down there, the dinosaurs would find us in no time. I doubt anyone would be able to really relax like that, and it’s nice to have a safe point on a nearby floor.”


      No reason to not take advantage of it. Welf shrugs in agreement and looks around. There are a bunch of blue crystal pillars and a beautiful, colorful field of flowers beneath our feet. Pale wisteria hangs down from the high ceiling, lit with a mysterious light. The entire floor is a riot of whites, blues, and purples, creating a mysterious atmosphere that draws you in. The glistening, clear springs reflect the light and create rippling surfaces of water.


      The Under Garden.


      That is the name of the second safe point, following the Under Resort on the eighteenth floor.


      “I heard we came through here on the way up from the deep floors…but I don’t remember it at all.”


      “That’s not surprising. You and her both were half-dead after falling down to the thirty-seventh floor.”


      This is the safe point for the lower floors, and because of its position on the twenty-eighth floor, it’s often used as a base for taking on the Tangled Gorge, just like we are using it now.


      The Dungeon floors tend to get bigger and bigger the deeper you go, but the twenty-eighth floor is an exception, as it’s even smaller than the Under Resort. Still, it’s large enough and there isn’t much blocking the view, so it feels like a nice field of flowers above ground. The crystal pillars and the light of the flowers overhead probably make it feel more like a field of flowers in an elven forest, though.


      I’ve heard there is less food to be found here than in the Under Resort, but apparently, if you break the blue pillars, you can get a rare fruit called a crystal drop. The spring water is safe to drink, too, and it even has a faint hint of citrus to it. Given that monsters aren’t born out of the walls here, it’s practically a paradise. As long as you are careful about monsters coming from the floors above and below, the entire party can get some much needed rest.


      We come back here every time we rest, and once we recover, we go back out into the trees. It is a bit roundabout, but this is exactly what we planned to do.


      “Should we start setting up camp?” Welf asked. “We’ve only got one or two more runs left for today, right?”


      “Monsters might come along from another floor and smash things…We could set out malboro stink bags, but if another party comes along, they might get mad at us…”


      “It would be a pain to stand out in a bad way after the familia war, huh. Makes me realize how convenient Rivira is…much as I hate to admit it.”


      Welf frowned a bit as he refilled the water bottle in one of the springs.


      There wasn’t a town like Rivira in the Under Garden. I thought it was strange and asked Mr. Bors why they didn’t do any business on the twenty-eighth floor, too. His answer was…


      “It’s too deep. The customer base is smaller, and it just ain’t worth it.”


      Compared to the eighteenth floor where Level 2 adventurers can still reach, there are a lot fewer parties capable of getting through the Water Capital and making it to the twenty-eighth floor. You need the sort of strength that would put you squarely in the top half of familias in Orario. It would be rough even for Mr. Bors and them to come down here, and the thought of an irregular occurring down here is scary. If it was the eighteenth floor, you could at least run away to the surface, but on the twenty-eighth floor that might be the end of the line.


      But apparently there were some people who did business in the Under Garden, charging extortionary prices to parties that could make it this far. I have also heard about certain familias heading out to the twenty-eighth floor with the express purpose of making a big profit on another large familia’s expedition rather than exploring themselves. Without a leader like Mr. Bors around keeping watch, it was generally easier to pursue shady goals. In that sense, it makes me think just how indomitable adventurers can be.


      I got off track a bit, but in addition to the rest, we intend to sleep on the twenty-eighth floor. This deep in the Dungeon, heading back to the surface on the same day we come down is not very realistic, so we are planning to camp out for two nights in the Dungeon. This time it’s a proper expedition after all.


      Welf is right, of course. We have one, maybe two more runs before we finish for the day.


      “Still though, having you two along, it feels like we can clear the twenty-ninth floor without too much trouble. It’s a good thing for the familia, but…I’m a bit scared of the rest of us getting the wrong idea, like even we can do this.”


      “That is a good thing to keep in mind,” Ms. Lyu tells Welf. “The best mindset to have in the Dungeon is that one cannot do anything alone.”


      As I’m talking with Welf, she comes over. Her arms are filled with red fruits. Those are…no, those are mruits! The delicious food we got to have at the Xenos’ hidden village on the twentieth floor!


      I didn’t know you could find them in the Under Garden, too.


      Maybe Ms. Lyu knows about a place that isn’t common knowledge?


      “Thanks for the briefing. If you’ve got any more info that’ll help us keep our guard up, could you share some? The most dangerous thing that can happen in the Tangled Gorge or something along those lines?”


      “Hmm, it’s incredibly rare, but a lambton could appear from the deep levels while we’re fighting a swarm of dinosaurs, I suppose.”


      After gratefully accepting a mruit, I make a pathetic bleat listening to them talk about worst-case scenarios and almost drop the food. Despite being a first-tier adventurer, I yelped, remembering what happened when I was pulled down into the deep levels. Welf laughs out loud, and Ms. Lyu giggles, too.


      I’m seriously lacking the dignity of a first-tier adventurer…


      I’m not Ms. Lyu, but I know a few of the distinct traits of this region. It’s an open space like the various levels of the Water Capital, so you could theoretically ignore the full layout of the Dungeon and just climb up a giant tree to move between floors.


      But the air is a hunting ground for galepteras and other winged monsters. No matter how high-level an adventurer is, fighting on shaky footing is harder and more dangerous than fighting on solid ground, and you can’t move freely in midair. If you fall into a monster party of winged creatures born out of the high ceiling, that’s that. And even without that, galepteras are always overhead waiting for an opportunity.


      Without a crazy rain of magic like Master or a magic item that lets you fly freely through the air like Ms. Asfi, a whole party climbing up the trees was out of the question.


      Though, honestly, on an individual level at least, first-tier adventurers like Ms. Aiz could probably hop along the treetops cutting down the flying monsters as they went, but…


      The other thing I know is a detour, but there is a second main path through an underground cave system that doesn’t go through the forest or run into any dangerous monsters. But that route had its own highly poisonous monsters apparently.


      When you get this deep, the Dungeon really does become so incredibly different the upper levels can’t even begin to compare to it… even I feel that way, so it must be hard for Nina to wrap her head around it…


      Looking away from Welf and Ms. Lyu, I glanced over to where she was sitting in the field, looking around in awe more than anyone else. She is gratefully taking the prepared meal and a water bottle from Ms. Haruhime.


      She got dragged along to the lower levels last time on the school trip, too, so she hadn’t really had much chance to enjoy the mysteries of the Dungeon. She had wanted to become an adventurer, but all this might dampen her passion.


      She’s had a bit of a baptism of sorts from Hestia Familia, too. Like with Lilly…or Ms. Lyu…or that other time with Ms. Lyu…


      She went out of her way to join our familia. I want her to join, too, but more than anything, I want to take good care of her as friends who helped each other in the same class.


      Unlike in the 3rd Squad, she is meeting everyone else for the first time, so it might be hard to get along right away.


      “May I have a moment? I felt something during that previous battle that I just can’t ignore…”


      Ms. Mikoto raised her hand to get my attention. I guess she has something she thinks needs to be shared with everyone.


      “Ms. Haruhime’s Level Boost remained in effect even after twenty minutes passed…”


      Now that she is Level 2, Ms. Haruhime’s Uchide no Kozuchi lasts twenty minutes instead of fifteen. But Mikoto knows that first hand and as she’s seemingly in the habit of tracking the time even in combat, Ms. Mikoto reports that this time, there was an approximately five-minute extension.


      Welf touches his jaw pensively.


      “Now that you mention it, it did feel a bit longer…”


      While it’s certainly not a bad thing, we should get to the bottom of this. Lilly looks surprised and Ms. Haruhime cocks her head, seemingly unaware herself. Right as we’re about to start discussing it further, Nina tentatively raises her hand.


      “Um…that’s probably because of me…”


      “““Huh?”””


      Standing up while cradling her staff in one arm, she touches her pointed ears.


      “My Magia Kreis also increases the duration of buffs from magic and items and such…”


      “““Huh?!”””


      All of Hestia Familia is doubting their ears. Lilly especially. Nina fidgets in place while Ms. Mikoto, Lilly, and Ms. Haruhime struggle to process this new information.


      “Extending the duration of buffs?! Meaning Ms. Haruhime’s magic is…! L-Lady Lilly?!”


      “Yes, that’s an absurd combo with Level Boost! It’s almost too good! That is something that we have to have!!! But she’s a thief after Mr. Bell! But, but…! Agh, who cares! Recruit! Recruiting is the only choice!!!”


      “If Miss Nina becomes our comrade, I’ll be less likely to exhaust all my magic energy and be better able to support everyone?! Yay!”


      The three of them quickly gather in a circle and are all talking fast. But I can understand the feeling. Nina might just have a talent for buffing in general in addition to healing…


      Even Ms. Lyu looks surprised while Nina is blinking vacantly as the others surrounded her.


      “Lady Nina, please join Hestia Familia!”


      “You’re interning already, so it’s settled! Settled! We’re not giving you back to the School District!”


      “Please, please lend us the power of the fairies…!”


      Nina is overwhelmed by this surge in attention as Ms. Mikoto, Lilly, and Ms. Haruhime surround her. Watching from a few steps back as it looks like they might throw her up in the air in celebration at any moment…Welf’s lips curled into a smile.


      “Looks like she’ll fit in faster than I thought. Aren’t you glad it happened without any squabbles, chief ?”


      “Ah-ah-ah…looks like it.”


      “She is far more sociable than I ever was. I’m sure she will be fine.”


      I smile at Welf’s joke as Ms. Lyu vouches for her.


      As we watch, the half-elf girl breaks into a shy smile, unable to hide her happiness from the warm welcome.
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      During the third day after Bell and the others left on their expedition…


      Right above the Dungeon, the gods and goddesses were about to begin their long-awaited banquet.


      “Time for Denatus!!!”


      “Hyah hoooi! …But isn’t it kinda late this time?”


      “It’s been more than three months since the last one.”


      “There was the familia war and all…no one was really in the mood for it…”


      “We were all too busy celebrating Freya’s loss! The booze I drank while laughing at her antics was the best!”


      “Days and days of laughter! You get what you deserve, Freya!! Ain’t that right, Hathor!”


      “I was just hosting a party, so quit drawing that girl’s aggro here.”


      “And then it all lined up with the School District coming back to town.”


      “Right, that. The merchants are all fired up with special orders for the school kids, and merchant familia are so busy it looks like a war’s about to start.”


      “Plus the preparations for recruiting and internships. There’s so much to do.”


      “I need some sparkling School District aces. Getting someone who’s ready to go out of the box is the best. Who cares about Denatus.”


      “Don’t say something so sad!”


      “All you fanciful freaks! Let’s get this party started! Magni and Modi!”


      ““All right, let’s start right off the bat with the naming ceremony!!!””


      There was a raucous cheer.


      Gods and Goddesses all raised their voices as Denatus got under way on the thirtieth Floor of Babel.


      For various reasons, it had been delayed, and there were plenty of grumbles and complaints, but this might well be the best-attended Denatus ever held. At the very least, it was the most crowded one Hestia had ever seen.


      Why were there so many deities here this time? Why were they all so fired up?


      With an expression like hell frozen over, Hestia could guess why.


      Because my precious Bell leveled up again.


      “Teacher! There’s a broken adventurer who leveled up again between last Denatus and now!!!”


      “And this is the second time it’s happened!”


      “And that adventurer’s name is…?!”


      “Bellllll!!! Bell, Bell, Bell, Bell, Bell, you’re a first-tier adventurer now, I love you, Bell! Not just admiration, true love! I love you just as much as Lady Freya, so please accept my love and—”


      “—Can it.” “Someone stop him.” “Piss off.” “We don’t need another Apollo.”


      “That nasty little sunspot’s probably braying somewhere outside the city anyway.”


      “But Bell really was great in the familia war.”


      “Winning out in the end thanks to the help of everyone was just like him. I want to properly celebrate him.”


      “Wait, an actually serious reply from Hathor…?!”


      They were all yucking it up as Hestia glared like a demon and plugged her ears, grumbling to herself about everyone casually discussing Bell and how a second Apollo really, really shouldn’t exist, and wondering whether Hathor was going to turn on her next.


      Hephaistos and Miach were sitting next to her, and Takemikazuchi was one more seat over. All of them wore grimaces.


      The one saving grace is Loki being off somewhere preparing for her familia’s expedition or whatever…but I can’t let my guard down. That giant fight just happened after all…!


      Reaching Level 5 alone was enough to get the gods and goddesses going, and then winning the familia war was an enormous feat. Bell wasn’t the only one who was incredible by any stretch, but he had been there with Hestia for the declaration of war, and he had been the one to deal the final blow, so he naturally drew a great deal of attention.


      Bell’s previous rank-up last time had mostly made waves inside Orario. Word of the Record Holder had certainly spread far, but his fame had not exploded yet. This time would be different.


      Freya Familia’s defeat was impossible to ignore. It shook the world. Hestia could feel it on her skin just how quickly the fame of the first-tier adventurer Bell Cranell had reached towering heights inside and outside the city.


      When all was said and done, Orario was a microcosm of the world outside, and the deities’ excitement reflected the excitement felt across the mortal realm.


      “That’s enough of that! The naming! Let’s decide Bell’s next name!”


      “I’ve got a great one! Hyper Ultra Chaser!!!”


      “Bell’d probably like it, but no way.”


      “Anything Bell would like is fine.”


      “He’s on a one-way road straight to the extra-hard Black Dragon route, so let’s at least do this properly.”


      “Don’t make it sound like this is a parting gift…that’d be sad…what about Tartarus Groom?”


      “Aren’t you having fun?”


      “Oooh, how about Bell Flover?! He can be my husband!”


      “Go on, git, Syr what’s-your-face!”


      While the other deities were having their rambunctious fun, a waitress in a light green uniform (a certain local girl ordered to serve tea for some goddesses who were smirking wickedly at her) collected empty cups with a disappointed look.


      Hestia was already starting to breathe heavily as Denatus went on.


      “I want to give Bell a good name, but…”


      “Yeah, but we have to be careful. This is unprecedented in a lot of ways after all.”


      “Do we have any news after the familia war?!”


      “Rumor has it a cute half-elf girl at the School District is head over heels for him.”


      “Maybe the Conquerer, then?”


      “Already?”


      “He doesn’t have to be the fastest in the world at everything.”


      “At least he’s better than nighty knight.”


      “Don’t go trashing Knight of Knights!”


      “He’s our number one idol!” “I’ll kick your ass!” “Ugh…”


      “All right, how about The New Zeus?”


      “““Don’t you dare.”””


      A vein bulged on Hestia’s forehead.


      “That’s an insult to Bell.”


      “Don’t make me remember that smelly, dumb, poopy, old geezer.”


      “But the more we hear, the more it…”


      “…Should we go for it? The New Zeus.”


      “—There’s no way I’ll allow that!!!”


      The little goddess’s booming shout shook the table of the gods.


      With a familia rank of B (S), Hestia had climbed high in the hierarchy. If they kept making a fool of her, even the goddess of the hearth would eventually snap. One glance at the good little waitress serving the party and a snap of her fingers, and it wouldn’t be long before their familias got a visit from Ottar.


      The male gods who used to bully Hestia in the past grumbled, but they could only gnash their teeth and bear it.


      “But seriously, are we really going to change his second name?”


      “He’s just gonna level up again by the next Denatus anyway.”


      “There’s no way he blows past Level Six…though he did get a lot of excelia during the familia war.”


      “Even if we give him the best possible second name we can come up with, it’s just gonna change again, right?…Won’t this just be a waste?”


      “If there was at least some kind of interesting event to tie it into…”


      “Oy, oy, and you call yourselves gods! Where’s your passion?!”


      “This is the perfect chance to leave some scars on everyone’s new favorite Bell!”


      “I’m warning you now, I’m vetoing anything that dregs up the past!”


      “Fine, fine! Given the pipsqueak’s insistence here, I, Magni, propose that we postpone the question of Bell’s second name for the moment.”


      “I, Modi, second the motion…we should leave the question until a second name that all can agree on is found…or more like no one has any complaints leaving this for later, right? So let’s take care of the other kids’ names.”


      The expected battle over Bell’s new name went in an unexpected direction, and with Magni and Modi’s suggestion, it was postponed.


      Hestia blinked at the surprising turn of events, but even though she was driven by the determination to maintain Bell’s previous second name, she did all she could to protect her other followers, too.


      “All right then, it’s decided. Cute little Lilly will be the Little Marshal!”


      “And Haruhime will be Rikkou Kinshu! She’s only Level Two, but that’s some final boss energy.”


      With some help from Hephaistos, Miach, and Takemikazuchi, she shut down the other deities’ joke names and managed to win inoffensive names for the two of them.


      Lilly’s was an endearing title reminiscent of Bell’s old name, Little Rookie, with the obvious imagery of a small prum general.


      As for Haruhime…that one had been difficult. There was a string of half-assed suggestions like Cheaty Cheat and Sparkling Cheater and Foxy McCheatface, but once the crowd resigned themselves to Hestia’s stony-faced rejections, they started getting serious. The goddesses wanted to acknowledge her as the strongest Level 2, while the gods wanted to at least include a nod to Ishtar, even if she had been sent back to the heavens.


      The struggle, though, was that no one could just ignore the Level Boost that was now public knowledge after the familia war. The finalized name was a reference to her ability to boost six people simultaneously now.


      Hestia was adamant about refusing any truly embarrassing names, but once the deities started having a serious debate over it and said ‘this should be fine, so butt out,’ her protests didn’t have much more effect.


      To be honest, she would have preferred a nicer sounding name for Haruhime, but she reluctantly accepted that this was better than the alternative.


      After it was all settled, though, there were some male gods grumbling they hadn’t managed to leave a mark on Hestia Familia.


      “Haaaaah, stupid pipsqueak with monster tits.”


      “Always getting in the way. Half a year ago, we could have had all the fun we wanted, messing around however we liked…”


      “Why do you have it out for me when you never go against Loki or Freya!”


      Hestia was furious. Even with her familia rising in status, their detractors still acted the same. Miach and the others were trying to calm her down when—


      “Whoa, check it out!”


      There was a thud as the door to the hall shattered. In rushed a certain god. Breathing heavily, he pointed outside.


      “Things are getting crazy out there!”


      Despite his tone, he was grinning, as if he had found a great diversion.
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      The fifteenth floor of the Dungeon…


      Having gathered enough drop items, Hestia Familia is on its way back to the surface after successfully completing our mission.


      We made it through the Tangled Gorge, the Water Capital, the Colossal Tree Labyrinth, and now that we’re in the Stone Cave Labyrinth, we are feeling pretty at ease. Of course mistakes can happen in the middle levels even as an upper-tier adventurer, so we can’t let our guard down, but Welf and everyone look a lot more relaxed now compared to facing off against the dinosaurs.


      Now we don’t even need to use Level Boost, and Ms. Lyu and I are bringing up the rear of the party.


      “You did great, Nina, even though you only just joined the party. That’s incredible.”


      “Th-that’s not true. I wasn’t any direct help in the actual fighting…”


      While keeping an eye on our surroundings, I talk to Nina, who is walking right in front of me.


      The healer with a bright future ahead of her hugs her staff and looks genuinely embarrassed. Moving up next to her, I smile.


      “I’m sure you learned it at the School District, too, but the division of labor is really important in the Dungeon. Your healing magic really helped the party.”


      “R-really?”


      “Mhmm. It was a relief for us in the front lines, and Ms. Lyu was able to focus on fighting when she would normally be in a support role. Thank you.”


      “…I’m glad.”


      When I tell her what I really think, her cheeks flush and she breaks into a smile. She’s not nearly as tense as before, and she’s even starting to laugh and talk with me the way she did with Rapi.


      It’s endearing, but I also quickly point ahead.


      “And also…look at Lilly’s face.”


      “She seems so pleased…”


      “Mhmm. Thanks to you, we didn’t end up using any potions at all.”


      Lilly is beaming so broadly it’s obvious even from back here. Her big backpack is swaying, and she looks so happy it wouldn’t be strange if she started skipping along.


      Nina and I look at each other and laugh.


      “New enemies! Hell hounds and liger fangs!”


      Ms. Mikoto at the front calls out. The monsters appear from a hole in front of us.


      “Mr. Welf, Ms. Mikoto! Smash the larger ones! Ms. Haruhime, Ms. Nina! There aren’t many, so we should farm some excelia for ourselves here!”


      “Understood!”


      “Y-yes!”


      Lilly’s expression changes, and she quickly barks orders.


      Lilly takes out a hand bow gun, Ms. Haruhime holds her fan, and seeing me nod, Nina follows behind them. Ms. Lyu and I don’t do anything. This is farming for excelia like Lilly said, so we watch the party’s fighting from the back.


      I’ll jump in right away if anything happens, but I’m not worried. The five of them are at least Level 2, more than strong enough for this floor.


      They don’t need our help here anymore.


      “Her magic seems to approach that of the royalty.”


      Ms. Lyu lines up next to me as I’m watching their fighting.


      “She has the jade hair of nobility, so I did wonder, but…”


      “…? Ms. Lyu?”


      “No…it’s nothing. She possesses an uncommon talent. It is sufficient if the familia understands that.”


      It feels like there is a certain reverence in her blue eyes, but then she gently shakes her head, and all that is left is a smile and friendship for a future comrade.


      “I cannot wait for her to officially join the familia.”


      “Me too!”


      I smile and nod.


      There are more fights after that, but Hestia Familia makes it out of the mid-levels with them defeating all the monsters we face. We climb up through the region that can be called the safe region and return to the surface.


      “…Hm?”


      “Hm, seems like there’s a commotion on Adventurers Way…”


      We notice something is up as we leave Babel and exit Central Park.


      We head northwest to turn in our drop items for money and make our mission report when we stop dead at the scene in front of us.


      Adventurers Way, northwest of Main Street, is crowded. Moreso than usual. It’s almost like people are crowding in from the neighboring main streets. The enormous road is so packed that it’s hard to make any progress.


      “Did a god cause some stupid uproar?”


      “There do seem to be many onlookers, but they all seem stunned…”


      Welf and Ms. Mikoto are talking as we make our way slowly forward. The crowds and noise get worse and worse the closer we come to the Guild Headquarters.


      When we decide we can’t really make any more progress, with Lilly and Ms. Lyu’s guidance, we cut into a back alley and set our sights on the pantheon visible in the distance between the buildings.


      “Bring out whoever’s responsible!!!”


      “We demand justice! We have the right to know!”


      The noise gradually takes shape into shouts and denunciations.


      …Things seem strange…


      This sort of fury and intensity would never normally be seen in Orario. We all start to pick up the pace. And next to me, Nina’s face goes a little pale.


      “Nina? A-are you all right?”


      “This feels like…is it maybe…?”


      She murmurs to herself, seemingly not even able to answer me.


      I don’t need to ask what she means because the answer comes soon enough. Following after Ms. Lyu, who runs up the side of a shop next to the Guild Headquarters, we all come out on top of the roof for a better view.


      I am speechless when I look down at what is unfolding.


      “Down with Guild tyranny!!!”


      ““““““Down with tyranny!!!””””””


      People, people, and more people. All wearing the same clothes—the all-too-familiar burgundy neckties and white uniforms. A huge number of students have completely filled the area in front of the Guild Headquarters.


      “Wh-what’s going on?!”


      “Are they all students…?!”


      Lilly and Ms. Haruhime gasp.


      It’s the same for me. There are a token number of Guild members around the main entrance, and some members of Ganesha Familia, too, but not enough to push back the crowd!


      My eyes catch something near the windows. I can see adventurers slack-jawed, looking out from inside the headquarters, and the chubby elf Guild chief with a similar expression!


      The students have surrounded the back entrance, too…! Is Miss Eina all right?!


      “We object to the Guild requisitioning the School District’s property!!!”


      ““““““Yeaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!””””””


      A human girl with glasses and an armband around her left arm is standing at the head of the students with a magic-stone amplifier.


      Spurred on by her cries, the students keep roaring.


      “This is…”


      “…A student protest.”


      Nina is deathly pale as she finishes Ms. Lyu’s words.


      She clenches her school uniform as we all look at her. Her emerald eyes are glued to the scene below.


      “When Altena demanded our magic items, or Dizara tried to occupy the Hringhorni, or the empire tried to forcibly recruit Professor Leon of all people…whenever the School District meets unreasonable demands in any land, the students raise their voices and start a fight that involves all of society…”


      “And that’s happening here in Orario…?”


      Seeing Nina nervously nod, I almost squeak.


      I don’t know much about demonstrations or the power they can have, but seeing so many students all shouting at once, I can’t imagine saying it isn’t a big deal.


      What do we do now? What’s going to happen? Or will nothing happen?


      But the questions overwhelming me are soon answered by none other than the students.


      “We demand the withdrawal of the orichalcum requisition! If our demand is not met, all recruitment and internships will be placed on hold indefinitely! Cutting ties with Orario may even be considered!!!”


      ““Ehhhhhhhhhhh?!””


      In the sunset, Lilly and the others go completely silent while Nina and I both yell.
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      LION AND THEN SWORD PRINCESS


      Heroes are shit.


      At the very least, they are as violent as they are twisted.


      This was before they slayed two of the great beasts—the terrestrial tyrant and the ruler of the seas.


      Their behavior in the Labyrinth City, the place called the city of heroes, was truly rotten and horrible.


      Defy them and be blown away. Go against them and be kicked aside. Curse them and get blasted into the ceiling.


      Everything was your fault if you were weak.


      The heroes who served Zeus and Hera did not permit the existence of weakness. Anyone with a sword, a shield, or a staff was, without exception, exposed to a torrent of abuse and a constant trial by fire at their hands.


      There is no adventurer or fighter who survived that age without enduring it.


      In the Labyrinth City, there was Zeus and Hera, and then there was everyone else. No further division was necessary. The gulf in power was just that vast.


      Heroes are shit.


      Of the two great familias—Zeus and Hera—it was the former whose members were the most twisted in personality and behavior, but whenever one of Zeus’s followers caused a problem, Hera’s followers began their hunt, as if in imitation of Hera, who could detect even the slightest hint of Zeus’s debauchery and chase him to the ends of the earth. And inevitably, we were always unfairly pulled into the ensuing chaos. Screw them all.


      “Maybe in ten years I’ll make husband of you.”


      Hera’s empress said it with such bemusement after parrying my slash with nothing but her pinky nail.


      Covered in blood, I stood up and, with trembling lips, told her I’d rather marry a minotaur. Before I even realized what had happened, I careened through dozens of houses and slammed straight into the giant city walls.


      “That’s the spirit. You and that boar.”


      Ignoring the warnings of my meddling patron god, I charged out for revenge, but my spirit was swatted down by nothing more than the bellow of Zeus’s great hero. My legs quivered pathetically, but even so, I yowled and swung my sword. In no time, I was sprawled out on the road, coughing up blood and staring up at a sky warped by tears.


      It was always like that.


      I refused to ever join hands with them, but I and the boar and prum and elf and fellow dwarf were always being kicked aside. Whether it was because we just happened to get on their nerves or because we set out to challenge them and were smashed, it didn’t matter. The details changed but the result never did.


      Heroes are shit.


      The noise of the fighting was irritating. That was all the reason needed for the ash-haired witch who just happened to be passing by in the Dungeon to crush me.


      “You aren’t a mage so you should at least be able to cut a hill. Is that sword just for show?”


      And worst of all, she picked up my weapon with her slender arms and proceeded to casually split a hill in half. A mage. My obscenity-laced tirade meant nothing in the face of such merciless and overwhelming talent…


      How many times did I almost lash out in rage at them? How many times did I curse my weakness as I challenged them without consideration for anyone else? And how many times did I taste defeat at their hands?


      The boar and that trio who also lined up for the same experience over and over called that humiliation mud. I called it shit. It was nothing so clean and refined as mud. It was an unforgivable stain caused by unspeakable filth.


      “You again? Vulgar brat. Can you cut a hill yet?”


      But thinking back on it now, I think they were always spurring us on. As if they were telling us to be strong, to move past the humiliation.


      They welcomed the howls of the weak, looking down on the rabble, refusing to ever finish off anyone when they could do it anytime they wanted. They never rejected the determination of anyone who strove to become stronger, seeming not to care what motivated the ambition. They accepted it all and fanned the flames.


      A never-ending stream of unreasonable and irrational abuse and destruction. A trial by fire, but also encouragement.


      When those avatars of tyranny vanished from the city, what remained was the undeniable strength that I had gained. And these eyes and this heart that still chase after the light they left behind.


      Heroes are shit, but they left a path for us to follow.


      They remained strong from start to finish, signifying both hope and the task that remains.


      To be weak is unforgivable. You must be strong.


      Having constantly demonstrated the ultimate duty as the mortal realm’s destruction drew ever nearer, and now having fallen to the black doom, they left one final testament.


      Surpass us.


      We, or the ones who follow us, must reach the place where those heroes stood and move past them. Someone must surpass the pinnacle of heroes.


      We may not be strong enough, and there may not be enough of us. I know how fragile resolve can be when it lacks a proper foundation of strength. There is no end to the litany of tasks that must be done. And the time remaining is hopelessly short.


      But even so.


      Even so, I can at long last cut a hill in two.
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      Ripples of the student protest were soon felt in the Labyrinth City.


      ““““All recruitment at the School District is canceled?!””””


      The School District officially announced an indefinite hiatus to recruitment. All scheduled interviews on Hringhorni were canceled. This announcement caused nearly every familia in the city to cry out in frustration.


      Dungeon exploring familias were not the only ones affected. No matter what their focus, every familia coveted the opportunity to recruit talented students whenever the School District returned to port. No matter how green they might be, a student from the School District was a prized recruit. To be denied this opportunity was shocking and immeasurably disappointing. Especially for the various patron deities.


      With the planned giant recruiting drive canceled, the familias in Orario cried out in a protest of their own.


      “The hell does the Guild think it’s doing!!!”


      “Rot in hell you fat pig!”


      “School District’s response is extreme, but the Guild was undeniably rash. You were rash, you slob.”


      “Shame of the elves!!!”


      “Royman, there are gallows with your name on it.”


      Mortals and deities alike roared with anger. Caught flatfooted by unexpected blowback, the Guild immediately sent an envoy to the School District, but the Guild’s half-hearted attempt at negotiation only provoked the student representatives further, and the envoy was sent back empty-handed.


      The School District’s anger continued to grow, and they pointedly reserved the right to simply leave port without hammering out a new deal—especially after the city of Altena eagerly announced that they would happily welcome the School District with open arms.


      It was the Guild that was panicking and flailing. It tried to claim that such high-handedness was unbecoming and would not work, but the School District simply ignored these assertions, as if to say that the Guild had acted in bad faith first. The protest even grew to encompass the deities of the school who simply declared that the students’ united voice spoke for all of the School District and refused to comment further.


      The person most stricken by their stance was Guild Chief Royman.


      “Wh-why did it turn out like this…?!”


      Shocked by the incredibly aggressive reaction, Royman was taking double his usual dose of stomach medicine and groaning in pain. Meanwhile, the Guild employee and alumnus of the School District who had voiced her objections to the orichalcum requisition…


      “I told you this would happen…”


      She stared up at the ceiling in frustration.


      The School District stimulus effect was no more. The very next day after several students were detained in front of the Guild Headquarters, every single student had disappeared from the city. The students who usually spent so much money had stopped patronizing Orario’s businesses. Even the teachers and other staff were nowhere to be seen. This naturally led to outcry from the merchants. The groups that had paid enormous sums to open shops in key areas were bleeding money with the slump in traffic, and normal citizens were feeling the knock-on effects. Meren, whose businesses normally couldn’t hold a flame to Orario’s, was now prospering more than ever as the School District took their business elsewhere.


      Meanwhile in the shrine below the Guild, a black-robed mage and ancient god may or may not have had a conversation along the lines of…


      “It went largely as predicted…So how do you plan on taking responsibility, Ouranos?”


      “Royman can handle it.”


      “This is the work of a devil…”


      In conclusion, the student protest was a catastrophe so large it affected the residents of the city, the merchants, the familias, and even other countries. There was no denying the rift forming between the School District and the Guild could escalate to a point of no return, and the Guild was enduring a barrage of criticism worse than anything they had seen in recent memory.


      Everyone connected with the School District was called back, and the Hringhorni remained in port in Meren. This of course included all students interning with familias.
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      “Aaaaaaaah!!! Ms. Nina was taken away! Our great hope! The crucial healer we needed to cut back on expenses!!!”


      Lilly’s pained cries echo in the living room of our home.


      Surprisingly, as weird as it is to say, she is the one most broken up about Nina leaving. She’s currently lying down on the sofa and flailing around. It almost looks like she’s swimming out at sea. It isn’t just Lilly lamenting the loss, though. Ms. Mikoto and Ms. Haruhime are sad, too.


      “Even cutting off internships…For Lady Nina to be forced to leave…!”


      “A-at this rate, might Lady Nina not be allowed to join Hestia Familia…?!”


      “N-not good! That girl Nina’s super crazy good, right?!” Goddess asks as she leans in.


      “That doesn’t begin to describe it!” Lilly’s head lifts off the sofa. “She is irreplaceable! That combo with Level Boost! After getting to use such a crazy useful ability, there’s no going back anymore!”


      Watching the four of them saying things like “Our new star rookie…!” “Our superstar draft…!” “A healer who can immediately make a difference…!” makes me keenly feel their despair.


      “They’ve been like this ever since School District staff came to our home and escorted Nina away…”


      “I can understand why. She is that skilled, and her character is that appealing. Even I was looking forward to her joining.”


      “Yeah… if this is really goodbye…I’d be sad, too.”


      Watching from a distance, Welf and Ms. Lyu and I are talking. Honestly, I feel just as shaken up, but seeing the others so rattled has helped me keep a cool head about everything.


      To shut down everything and go as far as canceling ongoing internships, regardless of how it might affect relationships with various familias…The School District is serious about this.


      Orario is too on edge to optimistically assume that everything will work out and all the outstanding issues will be neatly resolved. Everyone knows that a falling out like this is not ordinary.


      I’m restless and dwelling on my disappointing inability to do anything despite being the captain of the familia…when the gentle scent of black tea catches me by surprise.


      “Umm, Ms. Syr…did something happen while we were out in the Dungeon?”


      “Mmm, we didn’t really notice anything other than Meren seeming a bit rowdy… Apparently the Guild started its requisition right after you all left.”


      Ms. Syr, who was making the tea, has come by today, too.


      Carrying a plate, she put a finger to her chin as she explained what exactly had happened.


      “Lord Balder and the others seem to have tried to negotiate in good faith, but Mr. Royman was apparently rather high-handed. I believe it was something along the lines of ‘the School District exists because of the support of Orario. Orario naturally has the right to claim the products of the School District!’ and ‘Lord Ouranos has given his permission!’ and such. They demanded a whole half of the orichalcum, I heard.”


      Students returning from their Dungeon Practical and various internships saw the confrontation which led to this outcry, I guess.


      It’s just hearsay Ms. Syr got from other gods and goddesses and her acquaintances in Meren, but still, it’s depressing. Apparently, in response to the Guild’s oppressive stance, Lord Balder and the other deities at the School District had said…


      “You may do so if you wish. However, we cannot take responsibility for the cost incurred.”


      …They had probably seen this all coming. While Orario was asserting itself by force, the School District had played a pretty powerful card, too. Even without deities fanning the flames, the students are more than self-motivated enough to boldly square off against such unreasonable demands. I had been a student there, albeit just a short while, but even I knew that much deep in my bones.


      There’s obviously the question of what’ll happen with Nina’s internship, but…what’s going to happen between the School District and Orario.


      That is my biggest unease. I am firmly planted in Orario, but I was, in a twisted way, also a student of the School District, so I can’t help but hope they can come back together.


      As I’m wondering whether there is anything I can do…


      “Is there nothing we can do?!”


      “Even if we want to, we don’t have enough information! If we could just get some more information about their side and probe for some sort of opening…!”


      “However, the School District has already slammed the gates shut. Anyone other than a student recognized by the deities there would be…”


      Lady Hestia, Lilly, and Ms. Mikoto stopped talking and all three froze.


      Ms. Haruhime cocked her head in cute confusion for a moment and then spun around. All four of them were looking at me.


      I twitch and cock my head like Ms. Haruhime.


      “Bell.”


      “Mr. Bell.”


      “Sir Bell.”


      “““Could you please sneak back into the School District again and take a look around?”””


      It goes without saying my eyes opened wide and my jaw twitched.


      It probably also goes without saying that Ms. Syr smiled and cheered me on, having already prepared my School District uniform and disguise.
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      “Rapi!”


      After a little while in the cold lake breeze carrying the faint smell of the tide, Nina came down the gangway I had gotten very familiar with recently, and stopped in front of me—not Bell Cranell, but the hume bunny in his white school uniform, Rapi Flemish.


      “Sorry for showing up uninvited Nina…”


      “No, no! I’m glad you came! I hated leaving like that, too.”


      I apologize, feeling really, really bad, but in stark contrast, Nina shook her head repeatedly, seemingly overcome with emotion as her eyes tear up.


      My eyes widen just a little, but before I know it, I’m smiling gently.


      I feel like I can hear someone saying “Aoharu” somewhere in the distance, but…yeah, that’s probably just my imagination.


      “I think all of the students out on internships probably came back yesterday…Is this okay? Is it suspicious if I come back this late by myself…?”


      “That’s fine! Lord Balder explained that he sent you out on personal business before all this.”


      After climbing up with Nina, the gangway that served as a drawbridge down into port quickly began retracting. The School District was practically sealed off, and all outsiders were strictly prohibited from entry. If I hadn’t come as Rapi, I wouldn’t just be turned back, they might even have thrown rocks at me.


      There was a giant pit in my stomach the whole time I waved a magic-stone lamp back and forth in front of the Hringhorni, trying to draw attention since there was no other means of communication…


      “Did you come alone?”


      “Mhmm. There was no telling where there might be lookouts, so everyone else stayed back at home.”


      We are whispering to each other as we move through the bottom, control layer of the ship.


      After talking it out back at home, I was given an infiltration and investigation mission. After leaving Orario, I changed into my disguise and came to the port where the School District was still sitting. The disguise I had gotten from Lord Hermes should have been in tatters after the field trip to the twenty-fifth floor, but apparently Ms. Syr had sent it off to be repaired at some point?


      Does that mean she knew it would turn out like this from the start?


      There really is no going against Ms. Syr…


      As I looked up at the ceiling into the distance…


      “Ah, sorry…I called you Rapi even though it’s supposed to be Captain Bell now.” Nina covered her mouth with one hand. “I should call you Captain Bell now, though, right?”


      “R-Rapi is fine, in case someone hears us!”


      “Really? Then…it’s okay for me to call you Rapi when it’s just the two of us?”


      Nina looked up at me with big eyes. I blink and nod awkwardly.


      “…? That’s fine…?”


      “Yay!”


      She claps her hands in front of her chest.


      “All right, let’s go! Rapi!”


      I don’t know why she asked me that, but…Well, it’s fine, I guess.


      Seeing her say that name so happily made me glad, too. I hurry to catch up to her when she takes my hand and pulls me along, though the control layer with bare pipes and metal walls and up into the living layer and then through that to the academic layer, where the sun was shining down.


      “We need more from the Guild countermeasure group!”


      “Resist everything! Orichalcum is the pride and manifestation of the School District’s research! We will never turn it over!”


      “We don’t want the Guild’s pig! Bring God Ouranos to the table! This tyranny will not be allowed!”


      “Contact the cities with the deepest ties to the School District! With official support from them, we can add more external pressure! Question the Guild’s moral standing!”


      I kind of expected it, but…


      The academic layer was seething with passion. Or more like murderous ferocity. Everyone is running around debating with each other, holding meetings all over the place. I can hear the debates clearly through open windows, and here and there on the streets are racks of swords—School District’s high-quality mechanical weapons—and wood boxes and barrels filled with items.


      Are they preparing for a war…?


      “Thy will a sword! Thy knowledge a staff ! And thy failure’s a crown!”


      “Protect the School District! With horn and well!!!”


      “““With horn and well!!!”””


      I stop and look over. A group of students in a circle have put their hands on top of each other’s, roaring to the sky. It’s a phrase I don’t know, but I vaguely remember Lord Hermes saying it before we broke into the School District.


      “That shout…”


      “Mmm, it’s the School District’s creed, the garden of knowledge and wisdom’s motto…”


      Nina’s explanation clarifies it and makes me want to groan. The students are so desperate to protect the School District’s rights they are abandoning their pursuits of knowledge and wisdom. And the teachers are right here with them.


      This is really turning into something incredible. Looking around the scene of the academic layer, I’m starting to wonder…


      Is a peaceful resolution even still possible…?


      While my unease just grows, we enter an empty room—the room where I first introduced myself to the Combat Studies faculty—to figure out what is going on and talk in private.


      “““Ah!”””


      “Ah.”


      Three very familiar faces appear. A dwarf, a dark elf, and a prum. Iglin, Legi, and Chris…everyone from the 3rd Squad!


      “Y-you…!”


      “Spying?”


      “No?! Uh, well…I guess it’s kind of like that, but…”


      Iglin points in surprise, and in her usual way, Legi asks a calm but very blunt question. I reflexively deny it, but upon further thought, I realize that what I’m doing isn’t that far off, and I awkwardly grimace.


      Nina freezes up at the accusation. The air feels tense.


      “Hey, why is everyone so awkward? We should be celebrating this reunion!”


      “…! Chris…”


      The prum Chris stood right in the middle of the circle, chest puffed out.


      “Even if Rapi is actually an adventurer and his ears and tail are fake, he’s still our comrade! Because his heart is fluffy and warm!”


      He is brimming with baseless confidence, leaving us all staring blankly. For a moment at least. Nina starts giggling, then Iglin’s shoulders untense and he smiles, and I smile, too. And I can tell Legi has a smile beneath her black mask, too.


      “We’re the worst party. Even if the pseudo-adventurer is a real problem child, none of that matters now.”


      “But don’t disappear like that. It was sad. A little bit…”


      “…I’m sorry Iglin, Legi, Chris. I’m sorry you had to find out the truth that way.”


      “It’s okay! We asked Nina to check on you when she started her internship! Too bad it ended up like this in the end!”


      “…Thank you.”


      It has honestly been bothering me this whole time. Ever since I started pretending to be Rapi, the lie had been eating away at me. I tried to write it off as just keeping my distance to give everyone some time to adjust to the shock, but I was probably just running away from everyone. So I am really, really happy to be able to get back together with the 3rd Squad like this. Even with the School District buried in such a heavy mood, everyone in this room is warm.


      “So then, why did you come here?” Iglin asks. “Since you’re with Nina, it’s not some ploy from Orario, right?”


      “Right. I just wanted to know what was going on here now…how do you all feel?”


      “Exactly how it looks. Everyone’s snapped…”


      “It’s not that rare to have a student protest, but this might be the worst it’s gotten since they tried to recruit Professor Leon! Feels like no one can forgive Orario!”


      Legi and Chris give their honest impressions. And then Chris adds…


      “I don’t like how Orario is right now either! I might start to hate it!”


      “Same…”


      “I can’t accept it either. Orario being just like every other high-handed country and city…it’s depressing.”


      I’m silent at their responses. Nina looks away apologetically.


      She wants to join Hestia Familia, but this is clearly bothering her, too. I can understand the feeling, and this time, I really can’t back Orario up. It’s like a flower they had diligently and carefully tended to being ripped away from them.


      I don’t see any way to resolve this quickly… It might not even be possible to resolve at all…


      Feeling yet again the strength of the School District’s resolve, I start questioning what I should do, what I can do…


      There is a creak. The door opens.


      “Ah, so this is where you were, Rapi.”


      “Ah…Professor Leon?!”


      A straight back like a sword and golden hair, dressed in the black outfit of a teacher.


      Stunned, just like Nina and the others, I look at him with the implicit question of why are you here?


      “I heard from Lord Balder that you had come, so I left Malik and the others to handle the Orario response meeting and came to meet you.”


      Came to meet me…?


      Like a knight, he holds out his hand.


      “Please come with me. Lord Balder and I would like to have a private discussion with you.”
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      Chris and Legi both argued to come too, but, of course…


      Apologizing over and over, and with an apology and explanation from Professor Leon, I leave with Nina and Iglin both seeing me off. And Iglin demanding I tell them what it was about afterward, though there was no way I can promise that.


      “Thank you for taking the trouble of coming all the way here, Rapi. Or should I call you Bell now?”


      “Ah, no, Rapi is fine!”


      In the principal’s office at the top of the tallest spire in the center of the School District, its bridge Breithablik, I come face to face with Lord Balder.


      “With Nina’s guidance, it seems you have grasped the brewing mood of the School District right now.”


      “Yes sir…This is far, far larger than I had thought.”


      “Royman’s eyes are clouded with desire, and the Guild’s actions have been too rash. It is enough that anyone would get worked up.”


      It is just Lord Balder, me, and Professor Leon in the room. Professor Leon, standing beside me, speaks with an earnest look.


      “The current situation is extremely disagreeable to both the School District and Orario. We are the beneficiaries of Orario’s investments, and Orario, for the sake of the world’s wish, absolutely must continue to work with the School District going forward. Everyone understands this intellectually, however…”


      “…The students can’t accept that?”


      “Yes. And we too understand those feelings very well. Indeed, in this incident, the instructors have expressed their distrust and are proactively suggesting plans.”


      Hearing confirmation that the protest has spread beyond the students is yet another shock.


      After hesitating terribly, even though I am scared to ask…


      “Professor Leon…what do you think?”


      It has not been that long since we’ve met, but it hurts hearing such a low opinion of Orario from someone who made me think I wanted to grow up like him. It’s painful to let down someone you respect, and even if it wasn’t directed at me specifically, hearing that disappointment stings.


      It was probably selfish to not want to see that from such a wonderful, upright, and kind teacher.


      Just like Nina earlier, I nervously look up at him…he puts his hand on his chin, and without a change in expression…


      “As a member of the School District, I should be enraged, I suppose, but…it’s complicated.”


      “Huh?”


      “I have my reservations, but it’s not simple ire…it’s more impatience. This is not the time to be doing this. Not now, when the valley is stirring.”


      Impatience? This isn’t the time for this? And the valley…?


      “I imagine Ottar is absorbed in diligent training, and Finn is exasperated and prioritizing his own ambition.”


      I can only be surprised at his personal response.


      Why did he mention Mr. Ottar and Mr. Finn?


      What is he talking about? What does he see? His eyes drift into the distance.


      What has he seen?


      “I am sure each has their own thoughts on the matter,” Lord Balder adds softly, “but we deities and Leon are striving in the same direction. We want to resolve this situation swiftly and restore a healthy relationship between Orario and the School District.”


      Sitting behind his ash desk, the School District’s principal’s words finally gave me a sense of relief. As they say, they have their concerns, but the gods and goddesses and Professor Leon are concerned about the current situation, too.


      “However, the problem now is the Guild’s claimed justification is dubious. Is their shaft plan to open a hole into the Dungeon truly necessary or a path to destruction driven by desire for fame and fortune?”


      “Sh-shaft plan…?”


      “A major undertaking proposed by the Guild. The orichalcum requisition is in service of said plan.”


      I’m confused by a plan I haven’t heard about before, but Professor Leon explains it in an easy-to-grasp way.


      The idea is to dig a giant shaft down into the Dungeon using the School District’s orichalcum, creating an elevator to quickly transport people and material into the lower floors and even the depths.


      It’s a shocking idea to me, and my face puckers up in understanding just how that might cause disagreements. The idea of making a hole in the Dungeon is just…


      If Miss Eina heard that plan at the Guild Headquarters, I’m sure she would have the same reaction.


      “The more I hear, the harder it feels to come to a resolution…”


      It would be easy enough if the Guild apologized and returned the orichalcum, but if they have a plan like that in the works, they can’t just give up on it like that. I’m stuck in the middle, not sure how to feel when Lord Balder, eyes still closed as ever, flashes a smile.


      “Please don’t worry. It will not remain like this for long.”


      “Eh?”


      “Things will begin to move quite soon. Gods never leave something this interesting alone for long.”


      It’s as if he can see through everything. Moments later, an extra-large amplifier booms.


      “We gods shall handle this conflict!”


      A terrific shout echoes all through the city.


      I’m sure I’m not the only one jolting in surprise. Nina, Iglin and the others, and everyone aboard the School District, are struck by the same surprise, as demonstrated by the murmurs springing up everywhere. In Orario, where it was coming from, I’m sure everyone was already covering their ears.


      “Th-that’s…Lord Hermes?!”


      Seeing Lord Balder stand up and open the window, I hurriedly race out to the little balcony.


      “It is troubling! Why must the Guild and the School District quarrel?! If you go back to the start, they both emerged from the city of heroes! From beyond the heavens’ seas, the heroes of old are surely grieving such a falling out!!!”


      A dubious, over-the-top performance begins.


      I can already see Lilly and the others grimacing in Orario. And Ms. Asfi and the rest of Hermes Familia’s sighing in exhaustion. I can imagine as clear as day Lord Hermes’s smirking face as he shouts into the magic-stone amplifier!


      “Sooooooo! To settle this conflict as quickly as possible, let’s have a battle of representatives, Orario versus the School District!!!”


      ““““What?!””””


      “Huh?!”


      The stunned voices of the students gathered below on the academic layer and my own shocked cry filled the skies.


      Not a war game between individual familias, but a competition between representatives of the city with all its familias and familia union of the School District?


      I don’t know what sort of competition it would be, but…isn’t that sort of like the familia war?!


      “Five different competitions have been prepared, and the best of five wins! The winning side can make any demand they want of the losing side! Meaning the Guild can claim all the orichalcum or can be forced to return it all! You could even demand eternal submission! Prove your strength and let’s settle this!!!”


      It feels like beyond the giant city walls in the distance, all of Orario is stirring. As if the people at the Guild are in a panic exclaiming, “no one told us about this!”


      “This is a sacred and holy struggle! The showdown is absolute! As a god, I will swear it! Everything I have said will assuredly be respected! Under the auspices of Denatus, let’s clear everything up and throw the ultimate festival!”


      It is the true value of gods starved for entertainment.


      The bad habit of all divinities, turning the conflict that is troubling all of us into a party!


      “Time to begin the Orariaaaaaaad!!!”


      After his shout reaches the skies, a deafening silence falls over Orario and the School District. But it only lasts for a moment.


      “““YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!”””


      A thunderous cheer sweeps away all the shock, excitement, disgust, and fiery tempers. Looking down from the balcony again, the students are raising their arms and shouting. They would normally shudder at such a barbaric declaration of war, but if that is how Orario is going to be, then they no doubt welcome the challenge.


      Are…are we really doing this?


      A serious match between Orario and the School District?!


      “Quite soon indeed.”


      “A very fitting compromise for Orario, the city of heroes.”


      Behind me, Lord Balder and Professor Leon are murmuring. Unlike me, they are not at all surprised, and still dumbfounded, I turn around. Maybe something is funny about my face, but Lord Balder’s shoulder sways.


      “It seems this confrontation has become inescapable…may I ask which side you will take?”


      “Heeeh…?”


      “You are, of course, an adventurer of Orario; however, you are also a student who was admitted to the School District just the other day. There would be nothing forbidding you from standing and fighting on the School District’s side.”


      My eyes widen. Realizing the position I’m in, the blood drains from my face faster than Mr. Allen can sprint!


      “Would you be willing to side with the School District, Rapi?”


      “Wait, wait, wait. Wait just a moment, please! This is all so sudden…?!”


      “I am sure Nina and the rest of the 3rd Squad would be sad to hear you’ve abandoned them.”


      “That’s not fair?!”


      Lord Balder calmly walks out onto the balcony as I cry out.


      When I first met him, he felt like a righteous god of light, but this part of him is just like the others! Peering at me with that impish, prankster smile!


      I do think the Guild is in the wrong, but there’s no way I can betray Goddess and everyone in Orario. But the idea of turning my back on Nina and them is too much…what should I do?!


      “That should be enough teasing, Lord Balder. Rapi looks like a rabbit pierced by an arrow.”


      “Haha, apologies. He was so adorable, I couldn’t help it.”


      I’m trembling and on the verge of tears when Professor Leon gently rebukes him. With a smile, Lord Balder apologizes for teasing me too much while backing off.


      I appreciate the help, but hearing Professor Leon call me Rapi feels like he’s also exerting a quiet pressure on me, so my nerves remain.


      Maybe I should just not get involved on either side and just watch…!


      I am a first-tier adventurer though…!


      “Hmm…are you troubled, Rapi?” Professor Leon was looking carefully at me.


      “Hieh?! Ah, yes sir. Very much so…!”


      He has his left hand on his elbow and his right at his mouth, looking incredibly cool. I nod pathetically in response to him, as if clinging to a god for support, even though Lord Balder is right here. Still looking at me, he removes his hand from his lips.


      “If I said there was a way to do something about this conflict without having to take one side or the other, would you be willing to help me?”


      “Eh?! Th-there is a way?!”


      I gasp at the question—and as someone who has studied at the School District, even if only for a brief time—I immediately answer…


      “I will help you! Please let me help!”


      When I leap at the offer, Professor Leon’s eyes narrow slightly. As if seeing something endearing. Or perhaps as if to make a point deduction for a student being too incautious.


      Umm…? Was I…too quick to say yes…?


      A bead of sweat drips down my neck. Lord Balder, like a parent who understands a child, does not say anything and is just watching us calmly.


      Finally, his hair rustling in the winter sun, Professor Leon smiles.


      “In that case, let us embark on our promised adventure. Please help me, Bell.”
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      After leaving the School District, I change clothes in a corner of Meren and then return to the city. Orario is already bubbling with excitement.


      “Such a selfish move…”


      “That’s gods for you.”


      “We just faced off with Freya Familia, you know.”


      There were plenty of gripes for Lord Hermes and the gods behind the idea.


      “Yeah, you said it, you dumbass gods!”


      “I never did like those stuck-up little kids!”


      “Let’s settle this once and for all! And get some of that School District loot while we’re at it!”


      And plenty of people were fired up, too.


      The center of activity is the members of Orario’s familias though, and unaffiliated normal people tend to be more stunned.


      Meanwhile, the way the city seemed so used to the noise and chaos feels like a reaffirmation of Orario’s indomitability and the reason it could be called the center of the world.


      It would be fine if it didn’t involve me…is probably not what I should be thinking. What are Orario and the School District going to do…what am I going to do…


      I was so happy about it before, but now the title first-tier adventurer weighs on me. No matter how objective I try to be, there’s no way Bell Cranell, first-tier adventurer, cannot be involved with this Orariad. It isn’t vanity, it’s just a fact.


      When Lord Balder made that joke—setting aside for now whether that really was a joke—it reminded me of that hunter who captured Winne and them who called me a bat bastard, and I about fell over.


      If it came out during the Orariad that I was taking either side, it feels like people would be disappointed in me again and would beat up on me…probably Mr. Mord and them, with a big chorus of boos to go with it.


      Professor Leon seems to have some sort of idea, but in the end, he doesn’t tell me what exactly that was…Is everything going to be okay?


      I’m also a little scared that he didn’t say he wouldn’t take part in the Orariad…Do I feel suspicious because Lilly or Lord Hermes are starting to rub off on me?


      I don’t know if I should think of it as growth or becoming more jaded.


      My heart is pounding, worried that the school uniform in my bag might get revealed as I glance at the livelier than usual main street and hunch over.


      Turning off the main street, I enter the city’s sixth district where Hearthstone Manor resides. I’m trudging along, feeling stuck when…


      “Mgh, mgh…”


      Around the corner there is a woman trudging along the same way.


      Ah, there’s someone else like me…She’s a lot more dazzling though with that beautiful blond hair…


      …Wait…


      “Ms. Aiz?!”


      “Ah.”


      I yelp like I was hit with a falling star right out of the blue sky. Stopping and turning around, the blond-haired woman’s golden eyes widen just a little.


      And in an instant, the trudging is gone Instead, she rushes over with the speed of a first-tier adventurer!


      I turn red and recoil.


      “Bell.”


      “Hello! Good morning?!”


      “Good morning…or good afternoon, I guess?”


      “R-right, good afternoon!”


      My head can’t keep up with how fast things are moving, and I end up making a fool of myself.


      Calm down! Calm down!


      Everyone was saying how my face has changed or I look different now, and I had so many lessons from Master, so I should be able to stay calm even in front of Ms. Aiz…!


      Primarily thanks to the latter, I am able to keep my head on my shoulders and keep the conversation going somehow.


      “Wh-what are you doing here? Did you have an errand or something?”


      “Mhmm. I went to your home…”


      “…eh…?!”


      The response is enough to shake me again, though.


      Why had she come to our home?!


      “My throat is better, and Lefiya has gotten better, too, so I thought I would come visit now…”


      Maybe my eyes were just seeing things, but Ms. Aiz’s cheeks are ever so slightly red as she says that.


      S-so cute…! I mean!


      Ms. Tiona mentioned her voice being hoarse after the familia war, I think.


      B-but…come to visit? Visit who?


      “Who did you come to see?”


      “You?”


      “U?”


      “You, Bell.”


      “Bell?”


      Haaa…ehhh?


      “Lady Hestia said you weren’t around and sent me away…so I was dragging my feet…but I’m glad.”


      Not noticing me and the stupid look on my face, Ms. Aiz smiles a little. Like a flower swaying in the wind high above, surrounded by the blue sky.


      I turn totally red.


      “Hey, Bell.”


      “…Y-yes?”


      I am pinned to the spot waiting to hear the next words from the person I admire so much.


      “Want to train?”


      …Aaaaaaaah!
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      “Will you teach me how to fight again?”


      I was the one who asked that after the clash on Daedalus Street involving the Xenos. I had lost to my rival and wanted to win the next fight. I had vowed to Ms. Aiz that I wanted to become strong.


      She remembered that…


      “A lot of things happened, and it took a long time, but…”


      “P-please, there’s no need to explain. I’ve heard it was rough for Loki Familia, and a lot happened with us, too…”


      I set my bag with the uniform tucked away inside against the wall and answer frankly. As before, we’re on top of the northwest section of the giant walls. This had become our dedicated training area on the outskirts of the city.


      Ms. Aiz was part of Loki Familia, the strongest familia in the city, and they were way busier than us…and we really had a lot going on. The expedition, the two festivals, the familia war, and lately with the School District’s return…if anything, I feel bad because I am away from home more often than not lately.


      But more than any of that, I am happy…and elated. The joy of Ms. Aiz remembering our promise. The excitement of being able to fight against her. How much have I grown since that sunrise? How much closer have I gotten to her? Or has she gotten even farther away from me?


      Getting to find out the answer to those questions is nerve-racking.


      “A practice fight, like before?”


      “…! Yes, please!”


      “I’ll use my scabbard, but you can use your knife.”


      Nothing more needs to be said. She pulls her sword out of the scabbard and sets it down next to the battlements. I hold my Hestia Knife that I carry in the city for self-defense in a backhand grip. I don’t have to warn her the knife wasn’t dull. She doesn’t need that. Worrying about her would be an insult.


      We both take our stance in the middle of the road.


      “…”


      “…”


      We lock eyes. Probing for any openings, if there are any weak points beneath the surface. Unlike the very first time, I’m not overwhelmed by the pressure of facing her down. That alone is real growth. But what I want is beyond that. I want to get close to her. To not just watch her back but stand beside her.


      I want to catch up to her.


      …The right is open…


      Her left, the right from my perspective. It was tiny, really tiny, but there was an opening.


      That feels like a trap.


      It’s the smallest of openings, the sort of thing even an experienced upper-tier adventurer might not always catch, but Ms. Aiz would never show even a fraction of an opening like that.


      So I’m sure it’s a test. Can I notice it, and if I do, how will I attack without taking the bait? There’s no sign of her attacking. She’s waiting without moving. Watching how I will react with a silent gaze. The battle of wits has already started.


      She is testing me to get the measure of my strength.


      What should I do?


      I’ve probably cleared the first stage, but what about the second?


      Pretend to take the bait and feint right and go left? Or just go head on? Scrape the ground on a super low charge or go for an all or nothing shot from above?


      Or a reckless Firebolt?


      But…it feels like she has foreseen all those options.


      …


      ……


      …………All right.


      I’ve decided.


      Let’s do this!


      I’ll take the bait. She believes I’ve cleared the first stage of the test, so I’ll use that against her. This is the best answer I have for this game right now.


      It’s a bit underhanded and crude, but I’ll hit her with my ultimate weapon, my speed.


      It takes me four seconds to decide on a course of action. If I take any longer, she’ll get suspicious. My mind, which was spinning, goes blank as all the remaining resources are poured into my body. As my condensed internal clock reverts to normal…I sprint forward.


      “—?!”


      An all-out attack. I commit everything that I can bring to bear right now. I don’t just take the bait; I latch on for dear life and swing my knife. Her eyes widen.


      “Hah!”


      I close in as fast as I can and swing the Hestia Knife with her right in front of me.


      A thud echoes. I feel a dull impact that doesn’t produce any sparks. With impossible speed, her scabbard appeared, perfectly blocking my attack.


      But…there’s no counterattack!


      I put the Sword Princess on the defensive!


      That is proof that even just a little bit, at least this once, my tactic surpassed hers!


      “Haaaaaaaaah!”


      Having broken the second test and surpassed Ms. Aiz’s expectations, I pick up momentum. I follow up with a series of attacks. In this head to head clash of blades that is her specialty, I hold nothing back.


      “—Ngh!”


      She stands firm and takes my challenge head on. With a short grunt, an ultrafast series of counter slashes that leave arcs in their wake. Every last one of my attacks is parried with godlike skill. But she doesn’t go on the offensive. She can’t keep up with the tempo of my furious rush. There is another surprise in her golden eyes.


      Attack! Attack! Attack!


      Don’t defend! Don’t look away! Keep pushing!


      If I don’t keep up the pressure with my speed, there’s no way to keep the playing field even. The reason my gambit worked at all is because of the fundamental difference in our technique level. That trick can only work once. This is my first and only chance, so I have to give it everything I’ve got!


      Taking everything of Bell Cranell that I’ve cultivated to this day, I challenge my idol.


      “Ghhh!!!”


      “Ghhh!!!”


      Her sword swings have grown a little wild, so she readjusts and knocks my knife to the side. I spin, using my left leg to pivot and the momentum of the knife in my right hand to accelerate, creating a swirl of air. After deflecting my attack, Ms. Aiz mirrors me, also spins, her beautiful hair tracing a golden cyclone.


      We both launch a spinning kick.


      “Gh?!”


      The soles of our feet clash, and the winner is…me!


      It’s thanks to the speed of my attack, and the difference in our raw stats!


      My Level 5 strength value is higher than Ms. Aiz’s Level 6 strength.


      I can hear the air escape her beautiful lips on impact.


      Losing the clash, her leg is knocked back, but with an acrobatic leap backward, she prevents me from following up.


      It’s a big gap. The wind blows across the top of the wall, and I suddenly remember to breathe. Landing on the crenellation, Ms. Aiz stares at me, the surprise still visible in her eyes.


      Even if it was a fluke, I got the better of Ms. Aiz…!


      It would be fair to claim a small victory. It was only because she let her guard down, or simply hadn’t expected me to perform like this. She is also handicapping herself using a scabbard instead of her actual weapon.


      But even so, Bell Cranell’s full strength has finally reached Aiz Wallenstein. Although I was totally defeated in our first training, this time, I managed to fight to a draw. I’m sure strength isn’t her best stat, but even so, it’s something that let me bridge the gap in our levels.


      I’m getting closer! I’m approaching Ms. Aiz!


      I’m closer than I ever could have imagined!!!


      I can’t help clenching the Hestia Knife, excitement and joy welling up inside me when…


      “…Incredible.”


      Ms. Aiz says something I don’t quite catch. A small smile appears on her lips.


      “…”


      And then, still crouching from her landing, Ms. Aiz rises up and stands on top of the crenellations.


      She stays there and looks up at the blue sky, as if thinking about something. A playful breeze rustles her blond hair and her skirt. The swaying skirt’s hem reveals a dazzling glimpse of her thighs, and suddenly I feel the urge to leave right this instant. She is well above me, so, well, her waist is pretty much right at eye level, meaning what’s beneath her skirt sort of leaps out right at me.


      She’s just wearing a pair of blue legging shorts, but it feels like I shouldn’t be seeing that. Anyway, the heat gathers right in my cheeks, and I desperately look away.


      I unnaturally stare in the wrong direction, while Ms. Aiz peers up at the sky for a few seconds, I think.


      “Bell,” after thinking, she looked right at me. “Can I get a little serious?”


      “Eh?”


      And, since she said that.


      “…Um, yes…of course, that’s fine!”


      She has surely acknowledged my strength now. So she’s making sure it’s okay to not hold herself back quite so much. Gradually grasping what she means by that, I lean forward and nod.


      Ms. Aiz is getting serious!


      Whether during training eight months ago or the special sessions for the Apollo Familia war game, or even during the fighting to protect Winne and the Xenos on Daedalus Street, I’ve never seen Ms. Aiz go all out—until now!


      This is a wish come true.


      The person I’ve chased after so desperately is turning to look at me for the first time. I do my best to not let my giddiness show on my face as I ready the Hestia Knife and go into my stance.


      Ms. Aiz’s lips curl, as if looking at something adorable for a moment, and then she closes her eyes. Changing focus, the aura around her shifts from that of a girl to an adventurer.


      “Tempest.”


      She intones the name of the spell.


      “Airiel.”


      “!!!”


      A wind appears. A visible swirl of air envelops Ms. Aiz. My white hair is blown back. My body is has to fight the pressure to stay upright. My feet almost skid. My eyes open wide.


      A wind enchantment…


      Enchantments let you imbue weapons or your body with elemental magic like fire or wind, protecting their target and increasing offensive ability and speed.


      Ms. Lyu used a flame enchantment, Ms. Alize’s magic, during the familia war. But the area of effect of the flame armor was her hands, feet, and weapon. Ms. Aiz’s wind is covering her whole body. The elements are different, but it resembles Laurus Hildr, the enchantment Master cast on me. The area of effect of the enchantment does not necessarily relate to its strength. But…


      I’ve experienced Master’s magic, so I can tell…


      —That wind is on the same level as Master’s enchantment, and that was about equal to Level Boost in power.


      The exaltation and joy are blown away as a single bead of sweat trickles down my cheek.


      “Here I come.”


      Ms. Aiz’s eyes slowly open. Her golden eyes look at me.


      And then she disappears.


      “[image: image]”


      Thud.


      The first thing I hear is the thud of a boot against the battlements.


      BOOM!


      The next thing I hear is the sound of the air being shattered.


      Next thing I know, Ms. Aiz is behind me!!!


      “Ngh?!”


      Reflexively and without thinking, I slash with my knife while turning. There isn’t even time to break into a cold sweat at the realization she flanked me in an instant. I manage to hold for a single attack, but that is my limit. I’m completely out of position.


      “Ugh?!”


      “Not yet.”


      My body sways from the awkward, wide swing as a furious gust of wind blows.


      The scabbard traces a terrifying arc that seems to fill my vision.


      Hold! Hold! Hold!—Agh, it’s no good!


      The first three are the only ones I manage to block.


      In no time, my defense crumbles, carved away by the gusts of wind that hammer my shoulder, leg, side, and arm. I only avoid a direct hit thank to a miracle of guesswork orchestrating an accidental waltz.


      Right when I think she’s in front of me, she appears beside me, then above, and by the time I look up, she’s in front of me again!


      This is nothing like before!


      She’s always been unbelievably fast, but the supernatural wind pulls her along, outside the realm of common sense.


      She’s faster than Ms. Lyu!!!


      Ms. Aiz was unmistakably faster right now than my benchmark for speed, the Gale Wind herself.


      All I can do is shudder at the realization as a powerful slash comes down from above. The instant I manage to catch it with my knife, Ms. Aiz stops for some reason and stares.


      Her beautiful gold eyes are coolly…no, coldly glaring at me.


      “Were you thinking about someone else?”


      “Eh?! No, that’s, um…How did you…?!”


      “I can tell. You have to focus…”


      We are at close range, weapons locked. At this distance, I can feel her breath and see her glare at me past her scabbard, but instead of embarrassment, I feel a new torrent of cold sweat. Even though I didn’t do anything to feel guilty about, for some reason, my stomach twists!


      The wind cloaking her lithe body roars, and after I nod repeatedly to show I understand, we start again.


      Parrying, dropping back, and attacking again. This time I manage to maintain my stance and launch a good attack, but the result is the same. Against her wind, I can’t get back into the same groove. You can’t even say I’m on the defensive. I’m just desperately doing everything I can to resist.


      It’s not just the speed! Every one of her blows hits so hard…!


      The scabbard clad in wind lands with more force than a dwarf’s battle hammer. The method Ms. Aiz taught me of hitting a weapon from the side to deflect it isn’t even possible. If I recklessly try to defend, the furious wind current will knock my body away.


      And that was each and every light blow. All I can manage is being toyed with by the wind like a leaf in the breeze, since my defense ability is shoddy compared to my evasion and closing skill.


      I can’t imagine anyone other than the likes of Mr. Ottar fully defending against this onslaught of wind. If she was using her real weapon instead of the scabbard, what would even happen?!


      “Ugh, kggggggggh?!”


      In no time, the fear becomes reality. No longer able to endure it, my body is pushed back by the force of the wind, and my feet leave the ground. After a sickening moment of weightlessness, I’m knocked over the breastworks—


      “Careful.”


      “Eh?!”


      After sending me flying, Ms. Aiz catches up in a flash with an absurd burst of acceleration and grabs me by the wrist. Then she throws me back onto the top of the wall. As if trading places with me, she ends up on the other side of the battlements, falling off the giant wall—


      “M-Ms. Aiz?!”


      She is falling outside the city as I hurry over to the edge and lean over.


      And the next moment…


      “Ah.”


      “Ah?”


      There’s a loud whoosh as a shadow rushes up from below, and then an impact. On my head.


      It’s Ms. Aiz.


      Using the power of her wind, she probably kicked off the wall and effortlessly ran back up…and when my head appeared in front of her, eyes wide, she reflexively swings her scabbard.


      It is a perfect strike right to the top of my head, and my vision quickly fades to black.


      …I haven’t caught up at all…not even close…


      Like how Ms. Mikoto and Ms. Haruhime sometimes dry the futons on sunny days. I slump limply across the crenellations, hung out to dry, consciousness fading as I learn once again just how large the gap between me and her really is.


      She says something apologetically.
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      “Are you okay?”


      Okay enough to feel nostalgic at least.


      The soft feeling at the back of my head, the warmth…it’s been a long time since I’ve felt it. The slender fingers gently combing my hair feel ticklish. The sweet, tinkling voice calling from above. The blue sky framing Ms. Aiz’s face peering down at me. This peaceful scene lasts for less than three seconds.


      Then I snap out of it.


      “Hoooaaah?!”


      I bounce up and retreat from where I was lying with my head in her lap. She murmurs softly.


      I roll across the stone pavement and get up on one knee a little ways away.


      It goes without saying, my heart exploded in embarrassment, my face is bright red, and I’m breathing heavily from the moment I woke up.


      It’s exactly the same as before! Fighting, getting knocked out, and then she let me rest in her lap!


      Even though I’m a first-tier adventurer now…!


      I haven’t grown at all! I haven’t made any progress!


      “…Heh-heh…”


      My head is a mess as I struggle to come to terms with everything that’s happened when Ms. Aiz giggles softly as she watches me.


      “Even though you’ve gotten strong…You haven’t changed.”


      Ugh! Her words strike right through my heart.


      And the way she said ‘even though you’ve gotten strong’ feels like there is something else to it, which hits even harder!


      I’m gripping my chest in pain, but she cocks her head in wonder.


      “Rest?”


      “…”


      She pats her lap, but I shake my head no. Next, she pats the ground beside her, so I silently settle down on the spot. It’s like a complete rehash of the last time.


      Since the start of the training, it’s been like getting launched into heaven and then plummeting back down into hell. So, to land at least one blow—even though I don’t quite know what sort of battle this is supposed to be—I casually sit down cross-legged next to her and put my hands on my ankles, hoping to look at least a little manly. She’s hugging her knees, just like before. And, leaning her head close to her knees, she looks up at me, as if peering at me from below.


      “…”


      “…”


      “…Ah, umm…”


      “What?”


      “I-is there something on my face…?”


      “No.”


      “Th-then why are you…”


      “I’m just looking at you.”


      The winter sky is looking down on us with a gentle mood I hadn’t felt during the spring when we had just met.


      The sun glimmers off her beautiful blond hair as she smiles softly again. The heat builds in my cheeks, and it takes my breath away.


      Without thinking, I murmured…


      “Ms. Aiz…”


      You’ve changed. But those words don’t get voiced. I might not be any different, but something about her has changed. I don’t know what happened, and I don’t know why I thought it. But those eyes looking at me, and that smile…they gave me that impression.


      “I…what?”


      “Ah, no…it’s nothing!”


      “?”


      Gulping, I reflexively evade the question. It’s hard to explain anyway, and I’m embarrassed that I even thought it. Oddly, Ms. Aiz seems to want to ask about it, but before she can, I change topics.


      “R-right! The Orariad! You and Loki Familia are going to be in it, right?!”


      “I was surprised to hear about that…but we’re probably not.”


      “Eh?”


      It is a fairly blunt topic change, but I am genuinely surprised by the response.


      “It will probably happen during our expedition.”


      “…! Loki Familia is going on an expedition?”


      “Mhmm. We’ve been preparing for a while now…”


      My eyes widen a bit, but after thinking about it, I’m not that surprised. Just like us, the city’s strongest familia has to keep challenging the depths of the Dungeon.


      The last time they embarked on an expedition was almost eight months ago, which was right about the time I defeated the minotaur and reached Level 2, I think. It’s been quite a while, and as the captain of the familia, I imagine Mr. Finn is probably eager to complete their next mission.


      Wait. Doesn’t that mean we’re in a serious bind with the upcoming Orariad…?


      I’m surprised by the news, but also, I can sense dark clouds forming for Orario…


      “Anyway…the expedition is leaving soon, but my preparations are already done… So it’s just a little bit, but I do have some spare time…”


      This time, Ms. Aiz is hesitating a little bit, doing her best to pick her words as she peers at me.


      “…I can practice…for two more days…?”


      “!!!”


      “Do you want to?”


      “Yes, of course, please!”


      I leap immediately at the offer, almost before she can even ask the question. The situation in Orario, my promise with Professor Leon—for just one moment, I put all those important things out of my mind and answer with red-hot cheeks. Ms. Aiz is surprised by how excited I am, but her eyes quickly soften.


      “Okay…it’s decided then.”


      It’s a promise.


      A smile spread across my face, and I felt like I was drifting up into the heavens.
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      Practice with Ms. Aiz! Practice with Ms. Aiz!


      It’s just two days, but still!


      I had such a troubled face when I came back to Orario from the School District, but now I’m running through the street, unable to contain my excitement. It’s a bit self-centered of me, but I’m too happy to care as I head home.


      It’s already evening. Sunset is earlier now that it’s winter, and the sky to the west is a pretty red. I have been gone for a long time now. Everyone might start to be worried, so I should hurry up.


      Professor Leon asked me not to mention my promise to anyone other than Goddess if possible, and I need to give her the letter Lord Balder asked me to deliver…But I can tell them about everything I felt while I was there…As for Ms. Aiz…I can keep that to myself. Mhmm!


      Well, umm? It isn’t really anything to go gossiping about, right? It wouldn’t look good for the captain and a core member of two different familias to meet in secret, right? It’s not that I’m on cloud nine because of our secret promise or anything!


      By the time I got back to Hearthstone Manor, I have neatly made sense of everything in my head.


      “On your knees, Mr. Bell.”


      “Right now, Bell.”


      But for some reason I’m kneeling in the living room. And for some other reason, Lilly and Ms. Lyu are peering down at me with cold eyes. I’m sweating bullets while staring at my own knees, wondering how it ended up like this.


      “You are obviously hiding something from us. Spit it out.”


      “I-I told you everything…There’s something I have to keep secret and can only tell Goddess, but…”


      “You have another secret…Lilly smells a date or a rendezvous with yet another woman you are trying to hide!”


      “Why is it that specific?!”


      I returned home about an hour ago. I explained everything that happened during my visit to the School District while we shared a peaceful meal at the dinner table. After we clean up, I am promptly dragged to the living room.


      Ms. Lyu, well-versed in Astrea Familia’s interrogation techniques, takes charge of the questioning while Lilly demonstrates her ace detective skills. They are terrifyingly precise deductions, and all I can do is shudder in awe.


      “Bell, you are incapable of lying. I believe that is a virtue, but there are times when it lands you in a great deal of trouble. Such as right now.”


      “It’s blindingly obvious you are hiding something, so spit it out, Mr. Bell! You didn’t seduce another girl at the School District, did you?!”


      “N-no! Of course not!”


      “Hmm, it seems like he’s telling the truth, but that only makes it look like he’s hiding something even bigger.”


      “Why are you here again, Ms. Syr?!”


      Ms. Lyu and Lilly are pressing in on me from the front, while Ms. Syr leans in from the side and places a hand on my shoulder.


      Welf is here, too, looking exasperated. Ms. Haruhime is peering over hesitantly while Ms. Mikoto simply shakes her head, as if to say that she and Haruhime should stay away from this brewing storm.


      Once it becomes clear no help is coming, I catch my breath for a moment and notice a brief opening. While it’s a terribly un-leader-like thing to do—I make a break for it.


      “I-I have to go to Goddess’s room!”


      “Agh! Mr. Belllll!”


      Dashing down the hall like a fleeing rabbit, I hear Lilly shouting far behind me.


      Mr. Finn, I’m really not cut out to be a leader…! Not that this is news to me!


      Disappointed in myself and knowing that I’m just delaying the inevitable, I race up the stairs.


      “Come to my room alone later, Bell.”


      Goddess said that in the middle of dinner, so for the moment, she is my safe harbor. I knock on her door, hoping for salvation.


      “All right Bell, spill everything you’re hiding.”


      All I find is despair.


      With a sparkling smile, she orders me to come clean, so with tears in my eyes, kneeling on the floor again, I tell her about my encounter with Ms. Aiz.


      The gallows just moved from the living room to Goddess’s room!


      “After all of this, an invitation for a private, heart-racing special training session with Wallen-what’s-her-face?! There’s no way I’ll allow it!!!”


      “Agh, that’s exactly what I expected!”


      “I already drove her away from our home once! I respect her tenacity if nothing else! Kidnapping my Bell right when I’ve started to forget about her…! As long as my eyes are black, I’ll never allow you to have a special training alone together!”


      Lady Hestia, just like the others, immediately realizes I’m hiding something. No mortal can hide the truth from a deity’s eyes, whether it was Ms. Syr or my goddess.


      Slumping over, I resolve myself to the possibility that my training with Ms. Aiz might be canceled.


      “…Or that’s what I’d like to say, but…this timing…”


      Her tone softens as she trailed off.


      Nervously looking up, I see her heaving a sigh while studying the letter in her hand.


      “That’s Lord Balder’s letter, right…? What’s written in it?”


      “…A lot of things. About the adventure you promised to have with Leon and a guardian contact form for us parents.”


      She’s obviously dodging the details. It feels strange to me as her black twintails bounce in worry. Her eyes keep darting back and forth between me and the letter before she lets out another sigh.


      “All right…I’ll allow you to train with whatshername.”


      “Really?!”


      “I’ll explain it to your supporter and the others. So make the most of it and get yourself trained up.”


      “Ehhh?! R-really?!”


      “Hoooowever! There will be absolutely! Zero! Funny business! You only have permission to train! No Jyaga Maru Kun dates or anything like last time! Anything shady and I’ll have Syr-what’s-her-face sic Warlord and the rest of her goons on you right away!”


      “Y-yes ma’am! Understood!!!”


      It’s just one surprise after another. After Goddess threatens me with a terrible fate, I immediately swear to do exactly as she says. I don’t know if I should celebrate, feel relieved, or start sweating again. As I struggle to rein in my turbulent emotions, the one thing my mind keeps drifting to is the letter.


      What did Lord Balder write to her?


      Presumably, there was something in there that convinced her to permit my training session with Ms. Aiz.


      She put the letter away in the side table and instead took out a needle.


      “Let’s update your status, Bell.”


      “Oh…an update?”


      “You went down to the twenty-ninth floor on your last expedition. You should have some excelia to show for it, right? That’s why I called you in here originally,” she adds.


      When she puts it like that, no reason for me to refuse. I nod awkwardly and take off my shirt. I start to sit on the chair, but…


      “I feel like doing it on the bed today!”


      And so, I respectfully climb onto her bed. The moment I lie down, she hops up onto my back.


      “Didn’t we used to do this in whatever empty room was free? Why are we doing it here, now…?”


      “Because that Syr girl’ll sneak a peek if we do it anywhere else, obviously! She got to examine every nook and cranny on your back when she had everyone under her thumb, but I’m not letting her touch even a speck of dirt on you anymore! I shall defend your virtue!”


      With a drip of divine ichor, she furiously swipes left and right while I turn bright red.


      “Th-that’s a little…”


      It’s a little late to be realizing this now, but this is another keen reminder of just how much Goddess cares about me. Though I have mixed feelings about being treated like some damsel in distress, though.


      “I was surprised by what Hermes and the others cooked up. The Orariad, they call it. And right when you had business at the School District, too. Sorry you had to worry about all that, Bell.”


      “Well, I mean, it isn’t your fault, really…”


      “It’s our fault. And I’ve been worried that you might feel torn with the School District and Orario at each other’s throats.”


      The status update continues as we chat. These quiet moments with Goddess are precious to me.


      Finally, the update is finished. Translating the hieroglyphs into koine, she gives me a paper with the update.


      
        Bell Cranell


        Level 5


        Strength: G222->258 Defense: F340->349 Dexterity: G245->287 Agility: F311->368 Magic: I98->H107


        Luck: F Immunity: G Escape: G Successive Attacks: I


        Magic


        Firebolt


        • Swift-Strike Magic

      


      
        Skill


        Liaris Freese


        • Rapid Growth


        • Continued desire results in continued growth


        • Stronger desire results in stronger growth


        Argonaut


        • Charges automatically with Active Action


        Ox Slayer


        • All abilities are drastically enhanced when fighting minotaurs


        Vanadis Tevere


        • Hestia Divae—Blessing of the Virgin


        • Activates when a Charm effect is applied. Extreme boost to all abilities.


        • Continuous Mind and Stamina recovery.

      


      It’s been some time since the familia war, but there was also the Dungeon Practical I participated in as a student, the expedition to the twenty-ninth floor, and, though it was on the light side, I did have that training session with Ms. Aiz today. All of that amounted to a gain of about 150 points in my abilities.


      My stats are clearly going up. But…


      Compared to before, the pace of growth is clearly much lower (even if Lilly and the others might say it’s still going up an abnormal amount.) It’s about the same rate as when I was exploring in the upper levels after having met Ms. Aiz.


      It’s less that I’m running out of room for growth and more…


      “The Level Five wall…the difference between a second- and a first-tier adventurer.”


      “Yes…”


      “Children whose vessels have been refined to this level often struggle to keep growing. Especially if you only do the same things that brought you here. You’ll need to overcome even more arduous struggles to reach the next level.”


      Sitting up, still shirtless, I examine the update paper as Goddess peers over my shoulder.


      I’ve more or less been thinking the same thing.


      This must be the flip side of the overflowing power that comes from becoming a first-tier adventurer.


      To put it into less abstract terms, if I’m a container, then going from Level 4 to Level 5 feels like the container’s dimensions have doubled in all three directions. The amount of excelia I’ll need to fill it up is enormous, and raising my abilities a single point will require incredible effort.


      Ms. Lyu achieved an unprecedented double level up…I feel like she might be able to empathize with this feeling of being a novice first-tier adventurer. Maybe I should talk with her about it sometime.


      I’m sure that Ms. Aiz and every first-tier adventurer have been down this same road.


      Right as I start sinking into thought…


      “I wonder how much you’ll grow while training with what’s-her-face,” Goddess murmurs. “…Maybe I should ask Welf to get started.”


      I’m not sure why Welf’s name came up. Unsurprisingly, Goddess avoids looking me in the eye as she smiles awkwardly and says, “It’s nothing. Anyway, why don’t you sleep in here with me tonight, Bell?”


      “What are you talking about, all of a sudden?!”


      “I want to do something for you that can match Wallen-what’s-her-face.”


      “Isn’t it strange to be competing like that?! B-besides, I can’t!”


      Exhausted and panicking as she clings to me like a slime monster, I can’t help wondering what sort of adventure Professor Leon has in mind.
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      The screech of metal on metal rings out as the sun rises.


      Droplets of sweat fall as I deflect Ms. Aiz’s scabbard with the training knife I brought today. Hot, heavy breaths escape my mouth into the cold winter air.


      “Too basic, probably…”


      “Argh!”


      “When you used your right arm like that on Warlord, it was a great move, but…the more you use it, the weaker it becomes.”


      This is my second day of secret training with Ms. Aiz.


      I try to weave in a feint with my right arm in the hopes of laying a trap, but Ms. Aiz easily sees through it, cuts off my escape, and gives me a good thwack with her scabbard.


      I at least manage to raise my left arm in time to block it, but I still get knocked away from Ms. Aiz, who hasn’t even broken a sweat.


      “It might be better if you don’t use it…and save it for the right moment.”


      “Okay…! Thank you! Again, please!”


      Grateful for the wisdom of a seasoned first-tier adventurer, I wipe my face with my arm before the knife and scabbard clash again. During these past two days, I haven’t once gotten the better of Ms. Aiz. She hasn’t used her wind at all. All my attacks have been defeated by pure skill and tactics.


      Ms. Aiz is the epitome of an adventurer, transforming the unknown into the known. She’s already figured out how to face the new and improved Bell Cranell.


      Meanwhile, I can’t even grasp the fundamentals of her fighting style!


      I was somehow worse half a year ago, but…this half-hearted growth just makes me realize how much I need to improve!


      I am overwhelmingly lacking compared to Ms. Aiz and the other first-tier adventurers when it comes to adventuring experience. I haven’t seen or done enough. I haven’t been through enough. Not even a full year has passed since I came to Orario. The keen insight developed over years and years of adventuring is something I simply don’t have. If my status is a vessel, then the contents of that vessel—my core—have not been keeping pace with how fast the container has been growing. Compared to other adventurers, my container and core are badly disjointed.


      It sounds a little ridiculous coming from me, but the record holder title could just as easily be called an obstacle to growth.


      “Until you’ve been pushed to your absolute limit, you won’t be able do anything beyond what you find in the textbook.”


      “You don’t have to force it but learn to cut corners every once in a while.


      “Fighting someone is all about hitting them where and when they least expect it!”


      Mr. Van pointed this out while I was with Freya Familia, and Mr. Hegni said something similar, too. Incidentally, when I asked how I should picture that, he immediately said, “Sir Allen.”


      “Your style as an adventurer.”


      Going forward, that sort of thing might be expected of me now—the personality and style he’d need to compensate for his crippling lack of experience.


      “Your vision is wider now.”


      “Kh?!”


      “You are strongest when you are attacking…So if you switch to defense…this happens.”


      “Agah?!”


      “You aren’t bad at it…but…it’s really different when you attack… If we can just fight back, the pressure drops. It isn’t scary anymore.”


      Even now, a massive imbalance in attack and defense…she is pointing to that same textbook approach as she caught my leg with her scabbard. I didn’t trip, at least, but I had to break off, regain my footing, and reassume a fighting stance.


      Master has hinted at this imbalance, and Ms. Lyu’s talked about it, too. Really, Master never explains anything. No in-depth conversation about my weak points—just a thrashing until I eventually realize it myself. Ms. Lyu points out areas of improvement beforehand…and then also thrashes me while forcing my body to learn.


      Between the two, Ms. Aiz is closer to Ms. Lyu’s style.


      “…”


      “…? What is it, Ms. Aiz?”


      Then I finally noticed that the sparring had stopped. Ms. Aiz’s gaze is fixed on me. Or at least it seems to be. Her lips seem to fidget a little unhappily.


      “I can see it in your fighting style…Someone…other than me.”


      “Huh?”


      “Did someone else teach you how to fight?”


      The question confuses me at first, but I quickly figure it out. I was just thinking about them, so I answer honestly, not noticing Ms. Aiz’s reaction.


      “Lately Master… I mean, Mr. Hedin and Ms. Lyu have been doing morning practice with me. I suppose it counts as training, so that’s probably what you’re noticing.”


      Master, and Freya Familia in general, are staying in empty rooms in Hearthstone Manor to protect both Ms. Haruhime and Ms. Syr day and night.


      After some negotiations with Master, we began doing early morning training in the courtyard of Hearthstone Manor. Calling it a mini-Folkvangr…would be a bit of an exaggeration.


      Meanwhile, back when Ms. Lyu worked at the tavern, she invited me to join her for morning training whenever I had time, so I’ve sparred at The Benevolent Mistress plenty of times, too. Now that we’re in the same familia, it’s become a part of our daily morning routine.


      Because of that, the day when all three of us ended up on the lawn at the same time was a sight to see! For some reason, neither Master nor Ms. Lyu tried to cooperate at all. They immediately started fighting over who would train me and were shooting off Caurus Hildr and Luminous Wind everywhere! We were one step away from total disaster!


      “I am breaking in this foolish hare.”


      “I am Bell’s morning sparring partner!”


      Right as I was about to chuckle about how bad it had been when neither of them were willing to budge…


      “It’s obvious that everyone wants to proudly say, ‘I’m the one who raised him.’ ”


      …Huh?!


      All of a sudden, I can hear Gramps’ nostalgic voice.


      Master’s love was intense, strict, and heavy.


      It’s something I’ve understood painfully well since the hell—I mean, the morning sparring session—that unfolded when Master and Ms. Lyu both insisted they were the ones who would train me…


      Far too late, it dawns on me that I may have let slip some huge news, and quickly cover my mouth…then nervously peer over at Ms. Aiz.


      Her expression has become a mask that goes beyond despair. She seems lifeless.


      “Training with someone else…? I’m not…needed…?”


      “No?! No, no, that’s not it at all! That’s not true!”


      “Bell…two-timing? Three-timing? Did you cheat on me…?”


      “You’ve got it all wroooooooong!!!”


      Ms. Aiz is trembling, finger pointing weakly, but all I can do is pitifully say it isn’t so!


      Miserably flustered, I take one step closer…only for Ms. Aiz to peer up at me with a sullen pout.


      “You’ve been…a bad boy.”


      “I’m not Mr. Allen or Mr. Bete though?!”


      “No. You need to be punished.”


      My protests have lost any semblance of logic or reason and have no effect on the unyielding determination in Ms. Aiz’s eyes. Holding her sheath at the ready…


      “I am your teacher.”


      My heart skips a beat, but that only lasts for an instant. Then I get smashed like never before and pass out without getting a chance to apologize. And this time, I don’t get the privilege of waking up in her lap either.


      “R-right…”


      Around the time the sun has fully risen over the mountains in the east, we finally take a break. I’m sitting next to Ms. Aiz and massaging my aching body.


      “Congratulations to Mr. Finn, Ms. Riveria, and Mr. Gareth on leveling up.”


      “Mm…thanks. I’ll tell them.”


      Sometime after the end of the familia war and the return of the School District, the Guild made an official announcement that made all of Orario jump and shout. Loki Familia’s three leaders had all reached Level 7. Until then, Mr. Ottar was the lone Level 7 in Orario. Now three more had joined the club—and all at the same time to boot!


      Though they had lost the familia war, no one had forgotten the achievements of Freya Familia, and many still firmly believed they were the strongest in the city—until this news sent shockwaves through Orario.


      Now, many would respond by saying that Loki Familia was never far behind, and lately, it is common to hear people arguing at night on the streets and in the bars that if anything, it is Loki Familia who are the strongest.


      I had been getting worked up about Ms. Lyu joining our familia when the news about Mr. Finn and the others broke. It was a good reminder that the familias standing at the top of the city really are incredible.


      Ms. Aiz’s expression doesn’t usually change much, but she smiles a bit when I offer my congratulations.


      …I wonder if she knows Professor Leon?


      Maybe because I was thinking about the city’s strongest people, the School District’s strongest also pops into my mind.


      When I first met him, I got the impression he was powerful. It’s not like I can gauge someone’s true strength at a glance, but his presence seemed as overwhelming as Mr. Ottar’s.


      I did promise to go on an adventure with him, so I’d like to learn more about him…


      And once I get curious, it becomes all I can think of, so I just blurt out the question.


      “Umm, Ms. Aiz, do you know Professor Leon from the School District?…Mr. Leon Verdenberg?”


      “Leon…you mean Knight of Knights?”


      “Knight of Knights?” My eyes widen a bit.


      It sounds like a title but doesn’t ring any bells for me.


      Ms. Aiz nods and explains.


      “Knight of Knights is the same as Finn and them…Level Seven.”


      “Eh?!”


      “I’ve seen him fight before…He is really strong. Probably stronger than I am now.”


      He’s a Level 7?! And stronger than Ms. Aiz?!


      I know it seems like he could match up against Mr. Ottar, but it’s mind-blowing to hear how strong he really is!


      Wait. Unlike Mr. Ottar and the other adventurers who can venture into the Dungeon to get stronger, Mr. Leon reached that ultimate level outside the city…How is that possible?


      Ms. Aiz looks at me while I’m still reeling from these shocking revelations, and says…


      “The reason the mortal realm can stay peaceful is thanks to Knight of Knights and others like him…is what Finn told me.”


      “!”


      “That’s why everyone calls Knight of Knights…the modern-day hero.”


      “[image: image]”


      My breath catches when I hear those words.


      This generation’s…hero.


      What? What’s that supposed to mean? It’s almost like…he’s a character in the heroic epics I love so much.


      He’s the same as those heroes…?


      My heart starts racing. I’ve always thought he’s cool and exactly the sort of person I want to be like when I grow up. I don’t feel jealousy or admiration. Just an overwhelming fascination. Unable to hold it in, I lean forward.


      “Uh, Ms. Aiz. Umm, do you know anything else about him?!”


      “…I don’t know that much about Knight of Knights…Only that he was in Orario before Zeus and Hera left…according to Riveria and them.”


      Zeus and Hera…That means he was here more than fifteen years ago. Was he born in Orario?


      While I try to digest this new information, Ms. Aiz scrunches her face a little, as if she is debating whether to say something or not.


      “According to them…in the past, he was a lot like Bete.”


      “Huh?”


      “Bete.”


      “…That Mr. Bete? The bad boy Mr. Bete?”


      “Mhmm. That Bete.”


      The old Professor Leon…was a hooligan like Mr. Bete? Like Mr. Allen, who’s so violent and crude…?


      I’ve never been more confused. That doesn’t sound like the Professor Leon I know at all. He’s so mature and cool. Nothing like the terrifying hot heads Mr. Bete or Mr. Allen…!


      Even the School District would never try to explain such an impossible equation! No equal sign is powerful enough to group those two together! Also, the whole concept of bad boys has been overused today and is starting to lose meaning!


      “That’s why I always thought of Knight of Knights…as a rough person…”


      If someone described him like Mr. Bete, then that would be a natural assumption.


      I-it’s no good…I’m not going to get to the bottom of this, no matter how much I dwell on it. Plus, my head is getting all mixed up…


      Until I ask someone close to him, like Lord Balder, or even ask the man himself, this is going to stay a mystery…


      Frankly, I’m stunned. The sudden shift from curiosity to confusion feels like being someone dropped a bucket of ice water on my head.


      To dispel the awkwardness hanging in the air, I decide to ask the other question that has been gnawing at me.


      Now that I know Professor Leon is really, really strong, there’s a very natural follow-up question.


      “Ummm…if Professor Leon takes part in the Orariad…would Orario be in trouble?”


      “If Freya Familia or we don’t also join…then probably?”


      Ms. Aiz cocked her head.


      What an adorable gesture. Sadly, this isn’t the time for that. A strange noise slips out of me as I reconfirm what I heard earlier…


      “And Loki Familia isn’t going to…”


      “Yes. Finn said he doesn’t really care who wins.”


      Loki Familia’s expedition plan is apparently official now, and news about it is starting to spread around the city, causing a big stir.


      Orario’s leadership assumed it would be an easy win now that they have four Level 7s to call upon. Hearing that Loki Familia would not be participating had to be soul crushing. They lost their ultimate weapon. It must have been especially painful after initially assuming it would be a cakewalk.


      What’s going to happen now…?


      “While we’re not around…they’re going to be counting on you.”


      “Eh?! B-but that’s…!”


      When Ms. Aiz tells me that, I twitch.


      “Everyone was cheering you on during the familia war…me included.”


      “…!”


      “You always cheer everyone up…That’s the sort of adventurer you are, I think.”


      Her words are earnest, childlike, and kind. Freezing up, I start to feel embarrassed and end up blushing.


      If that is the sort of adventurer I’m becoming, then I’m glad, but…


      I look up at the blue sky with Ms. Aiz, wondering about the Orariad and what everyone thinks about me.
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      “We’ll win this for sure!”


      Alisa Ragast slammed her hands down on the desk in the student council room. They were located in the School District’s academic layer, in the middle of Breithablik, between the sky lounge and the principal’s office. And the meeting was growing heated.


      “That it’s being sponsored by Denatus instead of the Guild is key! A promise from the Guild’s pig isn’t worth the paper it’s written on, but Orario’s deities will not go against the rules they set for their entertainment!”


      Alisa Ragast was a Balder Class prefect, a student who serves as a representative of the class and has the authority and discretion to personally discipline students. It would not be far off to describe a prefect as an assistant teacher, and it was equivalent to a deputy captain in a familia.


      Her prefect armband was prominent as she adjusted her glasses. She looked around at the prefects of Bragi Class and Iðunn Class and the other members of the student council.


      “What these deities want is excitement and entertainment! Those who provide a thrilling performance will be rewarded!”


      “Then Alisa…!”


      “Right! So long as we win the competition, our demands will surely be met! The god of negotiations, Hermes himself, swore! We can be sure of that much!”


      “Oooooooh…!”


      “We can take back the orichalcum!”


      “Let’s do this! We’ll leave Orario in the dust!”


      The students burst into cheers. Satisfied with the high morale, Alisa was ready to take advantage of this golden opportunity that had fallen right into their laps.


      Nina watched them, feeling much more uncertain.


      Everyone is getting so fired up…I do want the School District to win, but…what will happen to Rapi and the rest of Orario…


      Because of a lack of hands and because of her general good nature, Nina had not been able to turn down the request to take part in the emergency Orariad conference as a temporary secretary.


      Sitting at the corner of the table, quill pen swiftly scrawling across the page, she recorded the meeting notes while thoughts of Bell and Eina and Hestia Familia popped up in her mind.


      “Nano! How are negotiations with Denatus going?”


      “Umm, Professor Adler and the others are handling them! The details of the competitions, as well as the schedule and locations, are being hammered out with Orario! Lady Iðunn and the others are also in attendance!”


      “Very well! So long as the competitions themselves are not stacked against us, we can do this!”


      Even as Nina worried though, the council members’ discussions continued.


      Hearing the Balder Class girl with strawberry blond hair who had been dragged into the morals committee give her report, Alisa drew a line through one of the bullet points on the blackboard and made a declaration.


      “We’ve confirmed Loki Familia is leaving on their expedition! The more we push the dates of the competition, the less chance there is for them to participate! With Freya Familia disbanded, we have a real chance of winning! Because we have Professor Leon and the other teachers!”


      Nina thought so, too. If it were just the students, they definitely would not be a match for Orario. But if the School District’s teachers could participate as well, it was a very different story. In Orario terms, the teachers were like familia commanders, captains, and seconds-in-command. All of them were more than a match for second-tier or higher adventurers.


      And the students had no doubt that Leon was as strong as the famed Ottar.


      “The people we need to be wary of are Ankusha and Ganesha Familia’s first-tier adventurers. That and this unknown Level Six, Lyu Astrea…”


      Though she was lost in her thoughts, Nina couldn’t help but twitch when she heard what Alisa said next with fiery eyes.


      “—And that criminal who trespassed on our school, the super rookie Bell Cranell!”


      “I’ve been had…! I let my guard down because they behaved themselves lately…! Arghhhh, Denatus brings nothing but problems and ulcers…!”


      The second floor of the Guild Headquarters was buzzing with activity. Inside the meeting room, Royman was cradling his head and making a complete mess of his hair.


      Because of the declaration made by the gods starved for entertainment, there was no stopping the Orariad anymore, no matter how much the Guild shouted.


      “Do you have a better idea?”


      “We were looking forward to seeing the School District’s newest prospects, you know.”


      “If you’re gonna complain so much, maybe we should just side with the School District.”


      “““He-he-he”””


      They just tormented him about his blunder and threatened to add more hurdles.


      Really, they already had.


      “Send all the bribes you want, the competition must be fair…! Even if you convince a couple greedy gods, it won’t change! Depending on the rules that get drawn up, Orario might actually lose this!”


      Royman’s prominent gut was aching at the gods and their arbitrary demands, but he had to accept the die was already cast. He groaned even more.


      “Leon is too dangerous…!”


      Leon Verdenberg, the School District’s head teacher. He was effectively the captain of Balder Class and Royman was familiar with his strength. Fifteen years ago, when Zeus and Hera ruled over the Labyrinth City, he was an up-and-comer, whose name was mentioned in the same breath as the likes of Finn and Ottar.


      Much like how any mention of Bell Cranell’s name roused excitement inside and outside the city.


      “We are negotiating with Denatus, but they will not have permission to participate…!”


      “Officially, Freya Familia is disbanded, so the einherjar are counted as unaffiliated adventurers awaiting conversion…! We are trying to argue they are effectively part of Hestia Familia, but they insist that Freya Familia will not be able to take part in this competition!”


      “Loki Familia has confirmed they intend to depart on their expedition accompanied by Cyclops, Dea Saint, and several other powerful members of other familia! Braver just reported that they will not alter their planned departure…!”


      “Without Warlord or Braver, we can’t stop Knight of Knights!”


      “M-Mr. Royman, what do we do…!”


      “Urghhhhh…!”


      The meeting was going out of control. The Guild that managed the top familias and adventurers of the mortal realm had lost any semblance of calm.


      This was only natural.


      The School District’s strongest, Leon Verdenberg was…


      “…the same Level as Warlord. The level up of Loki Familia’s leaders has been officially announced, but…from Orario’s perspective and the School District’s, Professor Leon is a cut above them.”


      Coincidentally, at the exact same moment as her sister was taking notes for the student council meeting, Eina had been pulled in to take notes for this Guild meeting.


      Her eyes drifted into the distance as she thought to herself how recently it was that she had voiced her opinion on the orichalcum requisition.


      “This is how it always seems to go…”


      Eina, who had been a member of Balder Class back when she was a student herself, listened to Royman and the other leaders of the Guild warily discuss him.


      His strength was so impressive and overwhelming that it was obvious even to Eina, a student who had never participated in the combat classes.


      Cutting a castle in half. Cutting down ten thousand soldiers with a single sword. Knight of Knights…the hero of the current era.


      All those stories exemplified Leon’s strength, and they were all true. This person who as strong as any adventurer was now Orario’s enemy.


      Eina respected him and looked up to him as a teacher and mentor, so she had complicated feelings on the matter.


      Just then, Royman said the name of a person whose name, like Leon’s, she could not ignore.


      “So be it. Call Ganesha Familia and Hestia Familia! Especially Bell Cranell! Get anyone even slightly notable! We have to secure public support!”


      “Of course…” she murmured. “Bell is a proper first-tier adventurer now…”


      Unlike Nina, she understood the boy would be dragged into the eye of the storm no matter what happened, and she could do nothing but worry about him.
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      On my third and last day of training with Ms. Aiz, I ask her to use her wind for the final session. When she hears my selfish request, she cheerfully accepts it.


      Even if it is just for a moment, I want to experience what it’s like to fight her when she’s serious, to get a feel just how large the gap between us really is.


      That’s why I ask.


      And, sure enough, I can’t even lift a finger. A complete and utter defeat.


      “Are you all right…?”


      “Argh……”


      It’s so bad that I’m currently slumped over on the ground. I can hear her worried voice somewhere above me. I’m feeling so awful I can’t even answer properly. This is pathetic…!


      She’s so fast. Unbelievably fast. But it isn’t impossible to keep up. I know that now.


      I can keep running forward.


      And one day, I’ll reach her.


      “You really have gotten strong…”


      She offers her hand as I struggle to stand up. With the sun in my eyes, I can’t tell what expression she’s making. But her voice has a hint of what feels like a pleasant smile.


      “You have more powerful techniques and styles now, I think…so as long as you don’t try to brute force it…”


      Since the second day, I’ve been thinking. Just like how I want to become stronger, maybe Ms. Aiz wants to be a good teacher and is trying her best to do that. Maybe that’s why she always tries her best to explain things.


      She doesn’t talk much, and always says she isn’t great at explaining things, but even then, she’s been doing her best to find the right words for my sake.


      I feel both apologetic but also grateful, and above all, happy.


      “Try to think about…how to take the fighting you are good at…and pull your opponent into that fight.”


      “…Yes ma’am!” I accept her helping hand and stand back up. “Thank you very much, Ms. Aiz… Your expedition starts today, right?”


      “Mhmm.”


      “Umm, please be careful…Come back safe.”


      It might be conceited of me to say that to someone from the city’s strongest familia, but I say it anyway. Just like that time in the Under Resort.


      Ms. Aiz’s eyes soften, and she nods.


      “Let’s fight again.”


      “…!”


      “When I train with you…I notice things, too.”


      “O-of course!”


      I manage to control myself a little and not leap for joy and immediately agree. It probably goes without saying that I’ve been beaming this whole time.


      “See you…later.”


      She turns away and heads toward the path that leads down from the wall. After watching her go, I reluctantly turn around, too.


      Next time I see her, I’ll be even stronger.


      With that promise in my heart, I take a few steps, speeding up into a run.


      I’m going, too. Just like them, I am setting out on an adventure.
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      “Belllll! Wait!”


      After I get home, I take a shower, and then Goddess sleepily insists on updating my status.


      Wearing the uniform and wig as indicated by Professor Leon, I put on a robe over it to avoid drawing attention to a student wandering the streets of Orario and try to leave by the back door to avoid Lilly or the others noticing, but Goddess runs over in a rush.


      “What is it?”


      “I was about to fall back asleep and forget…! Take this with you!”


      She has a mess of bedhead as she tries to catch her breath while handing over something wrapped in white cloth that she is dragging behind her. Inside is…a sturdy-looking greatsword and a red knife.


      “Is this Welf’s…?”


      “Yes. I asked him to make this for you.”


      After blinking several times, I hesitantly accept the weapons. The greatsword is a masterpiece unlike any I have seen. And the dagger is a magic sword. Not a Welf magic sword, but a Crozzo magic sword. This can only mean one thing. Whatever awaits me is something that warrants gear this powerful.


      What sort of adventure does Professor Leon have in mind? What is written in that letter to Goddess? She still hasn’t told me anything about it, so I’ve simply followed her instructions. Unable to hold it in, I finally decide to ask about it, but Goddess tells me something first.


      “Bell, I believe that what you’re about to experience is something that is important for you. It looks like everything is going according to Balder’s plan, which is a little annoying…but fundamentally, I agree that this is for the best.”


      I stare at Goddess in shock as she continues.


      “And I think it’ll be better if I don’t tell you what will happen or what that Leon boy is planning. “


      “…”


      “I want you to experience it for yourself with your own two eyes and without knowing anything in advance.”


      She shares her true feelings on the matter. There’s only one thing for me to say.


      “Understood. I’ll be back soon!”


      Setting aside any lingering doubts, I head out.


      After hearing everything Goddess has to say, I don’t need to worry anymore. Even if something incredible awaits, I’ll have faith in her and see for myself.


      With a smile, I gather up my new weapons and leave home, turning back and waving until she’s no longer in sight.


      “Heeey! Over here!”


      Heading out onto the main street that is bustling even early in the morning, I head to the northeast of the city. The city gates are currently sealed to prevent any spying with the upcoming Orariad, so Lady Hestia made some arrangements beforehand to get some help from Hermes Familia.


      Hermes Familia is (apparently) one of the very few groups in Orario with permission to freely come and go. With the help of Lulune and a few others, I nervously pass right through the inspection at the gate.


      Thanking them, I head north to the base of the Beor Mountains. Following the map included with Lord Balder’s letter, I go to the spot marked with an X.


      “Ah, Rapi!”


      “Nina?! Why are you here?”


      Waiting inside the abandoned cabin is Nina, wearing the same red and white combat uniform as me. I can see she has her staff and a big backpack. She almost looks ready to set off on a journey…


      “I asked for her help with this.”


      “Professor Leon…”


      I start to stammer because the professor is wearing a very different outfit today. Instead of the black instructor’s outfit that looks almost like formal clothes, he’s wearing silvery armor and carrying a longsword in a scabbard. And the cloak hanging from his back makes him look like the epitome of a knight.


      I gulp seeing him ready for battle, but he simply smiles.


      “We should head out for the field trip I have been waiting for.”
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      THE WORLD, THE FESTIVAL, AND REALITY


      Heroes are conquerors.


      “Cut a hill? What are you talking about?”


      I stared dumbfounded at the warrior in black armor standing before me.


      “Cut it down. Castle, giant, whatever. Don’t call yourself a swordsman if you can’t even do that much, brat.”


      Deep in the labyrinth, on the thirty-sixth floor, the man looks at the black skeleton lord lying there split cleanly in two and snorts.


      “Alfia got in your head enough to make you follow me all the way down here? I always said you were dumb, but this is a whole new level.”


      After she asked for the millionth time when I would learn to cut a hill, I angrily followed the figure in black who normally descended into the labyrinth alone. As far as I could tell, this warrior was, at minimum, the second-best swordsman among Zeus and Hera’s followers, if not the best. So as much as I hated the idea, I decided to steal his technique. I wanted to experience with all my senses what it felt like to use that unstoppable attack. And so, I recklessly chased after him and nearly lost my life several times as I continued my death march into the depths.


      When we stepped into the white palace, he was unscathed, and I was barely hanging on. And then the lord was defeated, split in two by the warrior’s sword. One slash, and it was over.


      It was a technique of impossible skill. A blinding slash that forced me to admit that he had never been serious about fighting the rest of us. Without thinking, I asked a question with trembling lips.


      “…What’s the point of becoming so strong?”


      “How stupid can you be?”


      The response I got was a disappointed sigh. He finally turned around, turning to me with a deeply exasperated stare visible through the slit of his helm.


      “We’re adventurers, and this is the city of heroes. There’s only one thing to do,” he said, as if it were blindingly obvious. “Split hills and cut down castles until the great beasts are all slain—nothing more, nothing less.”


      It was all for the sake of growth. The days spent down in this labyrinth were simply a part of completing that mission. He declared that reaching the pinnacle of swordsmanship was just another step on the path to slaying the three great beasts. This was the moment I finally realized how strong the backs of heroes had to be to shoulder the greatest wish of the mortal realm.


      It made me feel petty and small, only fighting for personal grievances.


      “I took the effort to let you see it, so you better gobble it all down.”


      He said it as if demanding his fee.


      “You and that boar have the potential. The prum and elf and that other dwarf can pierce or erase or shatter, but you two are the only ones who can cut,” he declared generously, “So steal it. And once you make it yours, I’ll eat you, too, and turn it all into more fertilizer to cut down those monsters one day.”


      He was impossibly greedy. Ravenous, even. He looked at us, people who might someday reach this level of strength, as nothing more than fodder to reach even greater heights. And whether it was his intent or not, he sowed seeds for the future.


      Heroes are conquerors.


      Those who are determined enough to force their way through the brutal path of conquest. Seekers who utilize everything and everyone in their quest to kill the apocalyptic beasts. At the very least, that is how the followers of Zeus and Hera behaved. And ultimately, that great warrior did cut down one of the great beasts.


      I never got to see the attack that slew the tyrant of the earth with my own eyes. I had to hear about it from the boar.


      He called it a conqueror’s slash. A hungry attack that paid no heed to what it would do to the wielder’s body. It was a common end on the path of heroes. Anyone who used that slash would never be able to hold a sword again.


      It was after this moment that the sight of the heroes who obliterated the lord of the seas was seared into my eyes.


      Heroes are conquerors, and what awaits them at the end of the path of conquest is utter annihilation.


      Even so, they must carry on. We must reach the end.


      To cut hill, to cut castle, and beyond. For the sake of slaying the dragon that remains. That ultimate slash must not be allowed to fade.


      And after everything is over, those miserable heroes, those conquerors, would surely say…


      “Now overcome destruction itself, fledgling.”


      That is the heroic spirit they left behind, and loathsome as it is, they’re right.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Field trips are one part of the School District’s curriculum. Studies carried out beyond the classroom in a given place off the Hringhorni.


      Plainly put, it is the act of investigation and study of the unknown, where no secondary materials—such as library books or scholarly research—exist. Though apparently the discovery of original information—original research—is supposed to just be one part, with the other half bringing it back to the School District for debates and further investigation. In Ms. Mikoto’s words, it is something like “seeing yourself is worth more than a hundred descriptions.”


      Right now, we are walking across a plain far away from Orario and the School District on that field trip…or at least I think we are.


      “Why are we on a field trip now of all times…?”


      “Professor Leon didn’t tell me anything other than it’s a part of the lessons…”


      Nina and I are walking together, both cocking our head in confusion.


      The stuffed backpack on her back is swaying gently as we walk. I offered to carry it, but she rejected that.


      “I appreciate the offer, but no!”


      Apparently, she wants to carry the backpack this time, since I was the one carrying the backpack during the Dungeon Practical. She even took Welf’s weapons to carry, too.


      The cool winter sky feels distant, and it is terribly clear. The wind that blew on occasion is cold, but the blue sky and green plain are stunning, and it feels like my focus might slip a bit even now.


      Going on a field trip while the Orariad is happening. It must feel strange for Nina not knowing why, and probably pretty confusing, too…


      Though it isn’t as if I really know much to call background about this either. Is this field trip the adventure that Professor Leon was talking about?


      “There is a research topic I would very much like to investigate. Something that I wish to prioritize more than anything right now. Besides, we will make it in time for the Orariad.”


      Walking slightly ahead of us, he easily picked up on the worry in our quiet glances. Nina looks relieved at that answer. As a student at the School District, I’m sure she can’t ignore the Orariad either.


      “All right then, Professor Leon…where do we go from here?”


      In that case, I ask another question. Facing forward, as if pointing with his gaze, the tall instructor who looks so handsome even from behind answers…


      “North.”


      North…


      With Orario already in the distance, we are heading unerringly north. A portion of the Beor Mountain range is sitting there to the left—west in, other words. And on the right, to the northeast, I can see a massive ridge. That marks the Alv Mountains, the elven holy land. Majestic and imposing even in the distance, that line of mountains extends far, far to the north.


      What is to the north of this?


      “Now then, while it’s nice to enjoy nature so far removed from the noise and bustle, since we are here, perhaps I should ask a question.”


      Beside me, I can sense Nina’s back snapping to attention, though she doesn’t seem particularly nervous.


      “In your opinion, what is an irreplaceable treasure? It may be tangible or intangible.”


      “T-treasure? Umm…”


      “There is no set answer to this question. You may answer how you like based on your own experience.”


      When I awkwardly stumble on the question, he adds an extra layer of explanation to guide me. I can see a smile on his face, as if he is enjoying this. I felt it during my brief time at the School District, too, but he really seems to like connecting with students using these probing questions.


      I think seriously about it and after wandering off course a bunch and struggling, I open my mouth to answer at the same time as Nina who has been earnestly grappling with the question, too.


      “Connections with people…?”


      “The bonds people share!”


      My response is weak and unsure, but Nina’s is confident and assured as she holds her hand up.


      With a smile, Professor Leon nods deeply.


      “Excellent. You both value others. People are social creatures, so that is a crucial quality to have. Were this a quiz, both answers would receive full marks.”


      Hearing the satisfaction in his voice, I feel relieved, but Nina is different. Either continuing the discussion or just as simple conversation, she asks a follow-up.


      “What is your answer, sir?”


      “A rather clichéd answer, I am ashamed to say. For me, the answer is time.”


      And then he stops. We stop when we reach him. A vast waterfall of green stretches before us.


      We are atop a high hill, leading into a sudden, steep slope. I would be lying if I said the almost cliff-like drop-off isn’t scary, but it’s also beautiful. The breeze blows through a vibrant green world untouched by people. Even though it’s winter, flowers are swaying in the breeze. The shadows I can see here and there in the distance are probably monsters living in the wilderness.


      “No matter what you grow or what you try to raise, everything requires the fertile soil of time to develop. The relationships between people you both mentioned are no exception.”


      The grass and the flowers could only become this grand when given an enormous amount of time.


      He is right. The meetings of my answer are seeds, and the bond of Nina’s answer is the sprout, but without time, neither would ever bloom into flowers.


      Time is fair to all things and deeply connected to everything. It might well be a treasure to all.


      “And time is a far more limited resource than many assume. This very moment will never come back…yet even knowing that, we carelessly let it slip through our fingers, leading to situations that cannot be undone.”


      There is a more serious undertone in his voice.


      “Time is a treasure not to be wasted.”


      Is that his life philosophy? A principle he lives by?


      His gaze startles me when he turns to me with a playful smile.


      “In short, what I am trying to say is…none of us have much time to spare.”


      “Huh?”


      “If we waste too much time, the Orariad will be over before we know it. And so, I would like to hurry a little bit.”


      The two of us are staring blankly as he naturally takes Nina’s backpack and hefts it over his shoulder.


      “Nina, would you rather hold on to me or Rapi?”


      “…!”


      I’m not sure what the point of this question is, but Nina freezes up, clearly understanding much faster than me.


      Her face turns red, like a flower blossoming. She looks up at Professor Leon to her left, and then me to her right. After glancing back and forth several times, she looks down and hesitantly grabs the sleeve of my uniform.


      Huh? What…? What’s this about?


      “Ah, how Aoharu. Very well. Take care of Nina, Rapi.”


      He just said Lady Iðunn’s catchphrase!!!!


      But before I can grapple with the shock, he starts racing down the hill, massive backpack slung over his shoulder!


      “Ehh?!”


      My eyes shoot open. It’s almost a vertical cliff, and he races down it like a winged lion. He’s already gotten far enough ahead that I won’t catch up if I don’t go full speed.


      I have to hurry…Oh, is that what it is?!


      “Nina!”


      “R-right!…P-please take care of me…”


      I hold my hand out and, after hearing my half-elf classmate’s red-faced answer, I gently take her hand. I pull her close and lift her up, cradling her in my arms as I charge down the hill!


      Kicking off the incline, half leaping into the air, I become like the wind to chase after the knight disappearing into the distance.
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      “Ah, ah! Hey everyone! Gooooood morning! It’s time again for some more flashy broadcast coverage! I’m your host, Ibly Archer! The one and only Mister Broadcast, who needs no further introduction, Ibly Archer! But just to be clear, it’s Ganesha Familia’s Fire Inferno Flame spitting fire from the mic again, continuing the commentary right where I left off with the familia war!!!


      “I am commentator Ganeshaaaaaaaaa!”


      The two dictionary definitions of annoying voices echoed through the clear skies, setting Orario off.


      Cries rang out in the amphitheater in the second district on the east side of the city.


      “Thy will a sword! Thy knowledge a staff.”


      “The failures a crown!”


      “With horn and well! Fight, School District, fight!!!”


      The coliseum that can hold fifty thousand people was not just filled with residents of Orario. Though they don’t quite make up a tenth of the crowd, the group in white uniforms and wearing burgundy ties was filling a corner of the seating.


      “Brave of you to come wandering in here, brats!”


      “Maybe we should kick your ass and send you back to school right here and now!!!”


      “Vulgar adventurers!”


      “You are the ones who’ll be crawling back after this!”


      “We’ll kick your butt on the stage, following the rules! Just you watch!”


      It’s a tough crowd, but the students were raising their voices and giving as good as they got from the coarse and rude adventurers.


      They were a cheering squad and supporters for the match that was currently going on.


      “The coliseum here is fired up all the way past toasty and into the danger zone! You’re going to turn off the normal citizens, so turn it down just a little there, adventurers!”


      “It is always us sweating and working! Ganeshaaaaa!”


      “Well, setting aside that sniffling effort! If everyone’s warmed up, shall we get this show on the road? Orariaddddddddddddd!!!”


      OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!


      Spurred on by Ibly, the amphitheater and all of Orario roared. Those who couldn’t get seats were gathered at bars and plazas and in the main streets, glued to the divine mirrors set everywhere.


      A similar setup was prepared at the School District in Meren, with all the other students gathered in the arena on the academic layer, cheering as they watched the mirror hanging in the air.


      Deities, adventurers, students, teachers—everyone was watching the opening of the Orariad.


      “It’s really going to start. A serious match between Orario and the School District…”


      “Yes, I wonder what will become of this…”


      “More importantly, where did Mr. Bell disappear to?! No matter how much I ask Lady Hestia, she just dodges the questions!”


      “Just cool it, Li’l E. We all know he got wrapped up in something else again.”


      “All the more reason not to calm down then! And you even made a magic sword. Do you know something?!”


      “I just did what Lady Hestia asked me to do. If she’s saying it’s fine, then it’ll be fine.”


      In the western side of the amphitheater, Hestia Familia’s Mikoto, Haruhime, Lilly, and Welf were sitting down, looking out at the crowd.


      Hestia and Lyu were not in attendance. The former was huffing and puffing, dishing out Jyaga Maru Kuns during this prime sales slot, and the latter was helping out at The Benevolent Mistress and also tuning up. The Level 6 rookie had, of course, been pulled into the Orariad, too.


      Finally, judging that the torrent of cheers was abating, Ibly looked to the seat next to him.


      “And today’s special guest, the spark of this whole festival and representative for the gods, Lord Hermes! Take it away!”


      “Thank you, Ibly! Allow me to explain how today’s Orariad will go!”


      Taking the mic in hand, Hermes’s orange hair rustled.


      “As I said before, this Orariad will consist of five competitions between representatives from both sides! Whoever clinches three matches first will be crowned the winner, and the loser will be forced to accept their demands! This will take place over six days. Many preparations are required, and it will take some time to get it right, so please be patient with us! And don’t forget, the Orariad is brought to you by our sponsor: the Denatus!”


      Exuberantly shouting into the mic, Hermes smirked.


      “I’m sure everyone’s tired of all the explanations, so let’s get started! First, the athlete’s oath! And then we can start the long-awaited first round!!!”


      Cheers erupted again.


      Fireworks thunder in the distance, and standing on the special stage in the center of the arena was the student representative, Alisa, and Royman, who was not competing but had been forced into the role to take responsibility by adventurers who didn’t want to have to deal with all this.


      One stood tall, dauntless and proud, while the other had a bottle of medicine in hand and is holding his stomach as they both swore to have a fair and sporting competition.


      The pleasure-seeking gods and goddesses smirked as the Orariad officially began.
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      “Aaaaah!”


      Nina shouts and her staff flashes, a trail of light passing in its wake.


      It is one of the School District’s advanced mechanical weapons, also called an anmistere staff.


      Attached to the jade crystal protruding from the tip of the staff is a one-sided piece sort of like a halberd, a blade of light approximately three celches thick. The mage staff has transformed into a polearm. The mechanical weapon cuts through the gray wolf with a blade whose edge can be adjusted by tweaking her magic output.


      “Guooo?!”


      “You can even handle close combat!”


      “I paid attention in all of my lessons!”


      Seeing her handle the surface monsters in a single spin, I smile, realizing quickly she doesn’t need my help.


      During the exploration with Iglin and the others in the 3rd Squad, they always wanted to take the lead, so I never got to see Nina doing anything other than backline support, but there’s no doubt she is a practiced student of the School District. She specializes in staves and spears and put those skills to good use in dealing with the monsters. Even accounting for the lower potential of monsters relative to ones in the Dungeon, it’s still plenty skillful.


      Smiling at the healer who is capable of properly fighting, I finish off a gray wolf in passing and look at the other person with us.


      “A swarm…or rather a pack of gray wolves.”


      I still haven’t managed to catch a glimpse of him fighting yet. Professor Leon stands there, backpack at his feet, spinning his longsword and returning it to its scabbard. Around him is a circle of monsters cut in half. He literally ended the fight in an instant.


      In the moments I turn my attention to finishing a monster, or glance at Nina, I can hear a smooth and sharp slashing sound, but by the time I turn around, it’s already over.


      It feels like a magic musician playing a chord on an instrument.


      Like Ms. Aiz said…he really is Level Seven.


      I couldn’t believe my ears when I first heard it, but there is no mistaking it. Even though he is always outside Orario, this knight stands outside all reason above even Ms. Aiz and them. I can’t begin to contain my awe and interest.


      “Hey, Nina…how much do you know about Professor Leon?”


      The battle ends without issue, and we are dealing with the corpses. I whisper to Nina, who is crouching next to me.


      “Where he’s from or…is he related to some famous human knight or something…”


      “Human? Professor Leon is a dwarf.”


      “…Huh?!”


      That was maybe the loudest shout I’ve had recently.


      “A-a dwarf ?! Like Iglin?!”


      “Yes, like Iglin…”


      “B-but he’s so tall and has long arms and legs, and he doesn’t have a big scruffy beard or drink lots of alcohol!!!”


      In my confusion, I end up stereotyping dwarves pretty badly! I’m sorry to all the dwarves in the world!


      Nina looks at me oddly, surprised by the reaction, but seemingly realizing something, she starts smiling.


      “Professor Leon’s parents…his father and mother both are half-dwarves.”


      “…? Half-dwarves…?”


      “You remember the Racial History class you took with me?”


      I struggled to remember the context, so Nina holds up her fingers and explained it for me.


      “You learned about dominant traits, right? A half dwarf with a human parent has the genes for both races. So think of the human side as group A and the dwarf side as group B.”


      Right, that sounds vaguely familiar.


      “In that case, if two half-dwarves have a child, the possible combinations are AA, AB, BA, and BB.”


      “…Meaning the odds are one in four of the child inheriting both human traits, one in two of getting one of each, and one in four again of getting both dwarf traits?”


      “Right! Good job.”


      Because of the easy-to-understand explanation, the lessons start coming back to me. When I answer correctly, Nina beams like she’s complimenting a studious little brother.


      “Professor Leon was born to half dwarf parents. And this is the important part,” Nina glances over at Professor Leon who is watching the surroundings. “A child born to two mixed parents can sometimes express the traits of a human rather than the demi-human’s normal features. For example, being taller than normal or having longer limbs than normal.”


      “…!”


      “It’s really rare, though. So while Professor Leon is absolutely a dwarf, he has human traits like his height and all of that.”


      I don’t know very much about the characteristics of races, especially dominant traits and such when two mixed parents have a child, so I am both blown away, and also finally able to understand.


      He is a dwarf. In status terms, that means his strength and endurance stats should tend to grow faster than the others, but in appearances, his human blood runs strong.


      …I definitely don’t envy him, but…


      A tall and powerful dwarf does feel unfair somehow…


      “H-humans and people with mixed heritage can still have children, too, of course! So if, for example, a half-elf and human married, it would be fifty-fifty whether the child inherits the traits of a human or a half-elf !”


      “Eh? Ah, right.”


      For some reason, her face turns really red as she gives another example. I nod and look over at Professor Leon. He has already finished cleaning up the monsters, and the figure of the knight looking to the north is so hard to match with the dwarves I know.


      It isn’t like I think differently of him knowing he is a dwarf, but…I wonder what sort of life he must have lived to be such an upright, humble adult.


      “Sorry to interrupt before you have finished, but ready your weapons. Another group of monsters is coming.”


      ““!””


      We stand up at his warning. Before long, the shadow that only his Level 7 vision could catch was soon reflected in my eyes, too. Nodding to Nina, we go into battle once again.


      Once, while Orario was still in sight. Four times, once I started carrying Nina. And after the blue faded from the sky and gray clouds rolled in, it happened seven times more.


      That was the number of monster encounters we had, despite being above ground.


      “…”


      “Rapi? What is it?”


      I’m staring quietly at the corpses strewn around us. Nina, who has traveled all around the world aboard the School District and I’m sure far more monsters above ground than I have, cocks her head at me.


      She doesn’t seem to feel anything strange about this. So I’m the only who feels it?


      …We’re running into more and more monsters…


      There was hardly any at first. But over the course of half a day, it has increased dramatically. The number of enemies in the encounters has also far more than doubled.


      This is the surface. It’s nothing like the Dungeon. But…


      I long ago forgot the feeling of menace from the monsters on the surface. With all the consecutive battles in the Dungeon since I came to Orario, the monster parties, the irregulars, it had numbed me to it. I can’t really remember how often I ran into monsters back home before all this.


      Is this standard for traveling out in the world? Or just a coincidence? Even so…it feels strange to me.


      The number of monsters is steadily increasing, just like when we explore deep in the Dungeon. It becomes more noticeable the further we go. The further north we are, the more monsters keep appearing.


      “…What is in the north?”


      I murmur to myself quietly enough that Nina can’t hear.


      Professor Leon only watches silently.
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      “The first round of the Orariad! The mage showdown! The winner is……School District!!! The Level Five Balder Class instructor, Malik Alfort takes it!!!”


      Cheers and grief-stricken groans filled the blue sky in Orario’s amphitheater.


      “Yeaaah!”


      “““Professor Malik!!!”””


      “Take that Orario!”


      The handsome elf in a mage’s robe standing on the center stage turned and waved to the students cheering in the stands. The girls in his fan club were the loudest as all the students cheered.


      “Woah, we dropped the first round…”


      “Even if we don’t have Loki Familia or Freya Familia, this is still…”


      “Even though it was that smoking hot Hathor Familia mage Nernati…”


      “Even though she’s number two in the female mage ranking and number three in the cutest elf ranking…”


      “Our cute little Nerti…”


      “Even though she was crying tears of joy at finally reaching Level Five during the familia war…”


      “Well, she’s been grinding since Zeus and Hera’s times, so she’s just a loser of the times. A centenarian trying to pretend to be a smoking hot pyramid teen…”


      “She’ll be sixteen forever, so shut your mouth!”


      “I’ll pyramid you!”


      “Oooooo no! A falling out between the gods of Orario! Or more like a clash of sects!!!”


      Meanwhile, low groans and shock emanated from Orario’s seats.


      A mixture of shock and disappoint surrounded the dark elf mage who had flopped over and whose eyes were still spinning. And before long, a fiery anger began to rise.


      “We should have sent out Freya Familia!”


      “They’re still in the city! This would have been easy if they sent out Hildsleif !”


      “That demonic elf pretty boy!”


      “That pretty boy!”


      “Do something!!!” “Insult me!” “Please step on me!”


      “Caurus Hildr.”


      ““““Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!””””


      Annoyed at losing, some started angrily talking about the einherjar who were not allowed to participate, but a mysterious barrage of lightning rained down with pinpoint precision on the complainers.


      The adventurers and gods alike went pale at the hellacious demonstration, covering their mouths with both hands and trembling in terror. From that point on, not a single person complained about the einherjar.


      Mikoto saw everything play out from her seat in the audience and grimaced before awkwardly coughing at the sight.


      “Still though, to reach Level Five despite not immersing oneself in combat in the Dungeon…What sort of training must he have endured?”


      “The training was surely harsh, but there must have been something equivalent to the Dungeon. Or else…” Lilly furrowed her brow.


      “Something that can match the Dungeon…Do you mean a trial of some sort, Lady Lilly?”


      “Where the hell do you find something like that lying around…?”


      Haruhime and Welf react to Lilly’s supposition.


      “ ‘Tis obvious,” Hedin murmured.


      High above, looking down from the highest section of the amphitheater, he discerned even their conversation.


      The white elf observed his fellow elf Malik, who sensed his gaze. Hedin looked up, turning his gaze toward where the boy secretly set out earlier.


      “After all, it’s they who have continued to hold back the breach to the north in Orario’s stead.”


      Behind him, the Gulliver brothers, who had watched with a Jyaga Maru Kun in hand, also silently looked north.


      Before long, Ibly’s voice echoed over the unfading excitement and despair.


      “And that’s the first round of the Orariad! The next contest will be the melee held two days from now! Preparations will have to be made, so please wait patiently and get your hot takes in early for how it will go!”
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      The journey continued with the Beor Mountains to the west and the Alv Mountains to the east.


      Carrying Nina, I move swiftly with Professor Leon. Even though he is running so fast up ahead, without turning around or slowing, he carefully navigates for our sake. Being able to watch him up ahead is reassuring. It makes me feel like I can just follow after him. Maybe this is how people in the ancient times felt following after a knight. When monsters appear, we stop, killing every last one swiftly to make sure there won’t be any danger to nearby villages.


      And during that, I am finally able to see his sword.


      My heart trembles. The moment the blade leaves the scabbard, that really is the end. Unlike Ms. Lyu’s quickdraw, the slash is simply so fast and so strong that it transforms into an imperceptible flash.


      The attack is intense, but it doesn’t give me chills or goosebumps. All I feel is excitement. That follow through is so gallant, and the way he re-sheathes his sword is entrancing. It’s the sword of a knight, more reassuring than terrifying. A chivalrous sword that even pays its respects to the enemies before it. An earnest sword that would be an honor to face.


      It is the first time I realize that someone could manifest such pure intent while cutting something down. And at the same time, my instincts tell me that Mr. Ottar, who boasts the ultimate defense, has a weaker attack than Professor Leon.


      His sword looks like the ultimate attack.


      “My sword? The best I can say is…I reached this level by swinging my sword over and over again with single-minded focus.”


      During a short rest, I can’t help asking, and that is his simple answer.


      That is really all he does. Just repeat something so simple and straightforward millions, maybe even tens of millions of times. It makes me respect and look up to him even more. Like a child daydreaming of a hero.


      “Rapi, is there something to the west?”


      “Yes…The village I was raised is somewhere over there. It just made me feel a little nostalgic…”


      “Eh, your homeland?! I-I’d like to go see it! Th-though we can’t right now…”


      “Ah-ah-ah, yeah. Maybe someday…when my heart is ready for it.”


      The journey continues while I am drawn in by Professor Leon’s every move and motion. It has not even been two days since we left Orario, and the Beor Mountains have disappeared from view, replaced by more disconnected mountains. My eyes narrow as I look toward the valley that isn’t visible from here and tuck away my nostalgia. I left the village not even a year ago. It’s too soon to go visit Gramps’ grave.


      Turning away from the west, I glance eastward at the Alv Mountains stretching toward the north. Watching Professor Leon continue, I start to wonder if our objective lies at the end of that mountain chain.


      It’s the third day since we left. The sky is gray. The clouds still haven’t cleared. The sky might not clear again.


      “…This is…”


      As we continue to the north, we reach the first shock of the journey.


      Ruins. A dead town. A sea of rubble where the laughter and bustle of people no longer echo. Passing through a gap in a stone wall, we emerge into an overgrown back alley.


      “It’s a town that I…or rather, we failed to protect,” Professor Leon says calmly. “At the time the request for aid came, the School District was dealing with a monster crisis in a country to the east. I rushed here by myself, but…I was too late.”


      “…What appeared here?”


      “A dragon. Finn and Loki Familia raced over and put up a good fight, but by the time I arrived, half of the residents had already been lost.”


      “…!”


      “We fought together and exterminated the dragon, but since that day, every community north of here has disappeared, save one tribe. They all fled to the south. With tears in their eyes, they abandoned their homelands…”


      I gulp at that calm report. A buried voice whispers that all the dead villages are true.


      “Our Frozen Woods comrades…the elves of Fanache village alone remain in the nearby forest, vigilant for any changes that they can report to Orario, knowing full well that they’ll be the first to fall if danger rears its ugly head…”


      Nina looks down. The perils of the north don’t permit ignorance.


      I’ve seen this scene before. Not in person, but in class materials. The image projected during the eschatology seminar. The burned towns, the elf village destroyed, crumbling streets, and countless refugees. They are far too similar to the scene before me.


      Professor Adler said the reason there’s no end to these images is because powerful monsters are even now emerging from a certain place.


      A certain valley.


      “Night is coming. We should set camp here.”


      “…! Professor Leon, that’s…!”


      “I appreciate your concern, Bell, but I can’t avert my eyes from this town. I don’t want to repeat the same mistake. I must carve it deep into myself before the regret fades.”


      “Sir…”


      “…I’m being a little obstinate, and perhaps self-flagellating. Apologies.”


      Looking back at me, he gently shakes his head. As if rebuking the image of himself he sees in my eyes.


      “I shouldn’t force my beliefs onto you. Allow me to ask your thoughts.”


      “I’m…in favor of camping here. It’s a good place for shelter from the wind and rain. I think it’s better than the forest where monsters might come at any time.”


      “…I agree.”


      “No objections. In that case, let’s rest here tonight. Nina, pick out an appropriate location for the campfire, and Rapi, please gather some firewood. I’ll find us a place to lay our heads that’s better than the forest floor.”


      With those quick directions, they both begin to move. I hesitate for a moment and then follow after him.


      “Professor Leon, about before…”


      “Looking for a supplemental lesson, Rapi?”


      “…Yes sir.”


      “I see. You have the makings of an outstanding student.”


      Those words don’t have a hint of sarcasm when he says them. Then, surprisingly, his brow furrows as he flashes a little wry smile.


      “However, displaying such melancholy in front of students would surely earn me a demerit. I’m sure in the eyes of Lord Balder and the other deities, I’m still immature.”


      “Ah, that’s not…!”


      Wanting to do something for the professor, I offer a clumsy consolation.


      “Umm, Lilly and everyone, the people in my familia…they say that it’s easier to get along with someone who shows their weakness and is a little careless sometimes. Easier than with someone who does everything perfectly…! So…!”


      He looks at me blankly. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him look like that…


      “…Ha-ha-ha-ha! I see! I’ll have to take that into consideration! I don’t know whether such a vulnerable man is a good fit for an instructor, but if no one has tested the theory, it’s at least worth consideration.”


      He laughs out loud. It’s almost elegant, even if he considers it in a constructive way. Meanwhile, my face is burning red.


      Why can I only ever say embarrassing off-topic things like that…


      “Very well Rapi, how about we go take a piss.”


      “What are you saying all of a sudden, Professor?!”


      “I’m just following your advice. Being a little careless. And besides, I used to be quite rough around the edges.”


      “That’s hard to believe…”


      “Really? Then it really is difficult being an instructor, Rapi.”


      He seems to be enjoying my surprise at the unexpectedly intimate moment while also, at least a little bit, revealing some of his inner thoughts.


      An instructor has to be fair and impartial, but they probably have to change themselves somewhat to provide students with what they need. Maybe it’s like taking a more diligent approach to cater to one student while taking a less formal, franker approach for another… I’m not sure.


      By that point, it isn’t impartial anymore. Because he tries to guide the students who all have their individual concerns and needs, it creates a contradiction between the ideal and the job. Maybe I’m reading too deep into things, but it feels like that’s what Leon meant when he said it was difficult.


      “…It might be difficult, but I appreciate it when you share what you really think…”


      When I tell him thanks, Leon stops again and looks at me. There’s a smile on his handsome face. He reaches over and gently rubs the top of my head.


      It’s almost like he’s my older brother… I feel warm and fuzzy and a bit bashful.


      We probably can’t become friends easily, but that moment of kindness still makes my heart leap.


      And when I tell him that, he smiles again and then puts a finger to his lips.


      “Please don’t ever mention this to any other students, though.”


      I ask why, and it turns out he did it to a student once before. An unbelievable encirclement formed of people all wanting a pat on the head, too.


      I have to laugh.


      “So then, continuing the previous topic. Speaking not as an instructor…”


      “Yes sir…”


      “Those who avert their eyes from their mistakes are doomed to repeat them. That’s my personal belief. The path that one takes doesn’t disappear. Whatever may have happened, whatever may have been left behind…you’re the only one capable of looking back and giving it meaning.”


      Wandering around while looking for convenient materials, we come out in what used to be a plaza. As if to speak to the ferocity of what appeared, the surrounding neighborhood is especially wrecked. The stone pavement and buildings are gone, and nothing obstructs my view. Despite standing in the center of the town, I can see all the way to the horizon.


      “I believe it’s important, even when focusing on the future.”


      He stops and looks out toward the horizon in the same direction that we have been moving this whole journey.


      “…What happened to this town?…What is happening in the world right now?”


      It’s a question I think I already know the answer to. Because I’m a student who wants to be more than a bystander and not merely look away from the truth, I wait for his response.


      “Let’s keep moving. I’d rather show it to you than describe it. One part of the end.”


      The goal of our field trip is right ahead.


      The true nature of this adventure surely lies there.
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      “We got the flag!”


      “Yeah!”


      “Great job, Luke!”


      The students’ shouts echoed in the Shreme castle ruins, where battle raged on.


      The site of the war game between Hestia Familia and Apollo Familia six months ago was transformed into a stage for the second round of the Orariad.


      “Yeaaaaaaah! The Seventh Squad got the jump on us, but whatever, we won!”


      “We did it. We helped.”


      “If Nina and Rapi were here, we’d be the MVPs! Where did they go anyway? I wanted them to see my Braver-like performance!”


      The worst party, Iglin, Legi, and Chris’s 3rd Squad, put in a showing on par with the elites of every class, joining in the victory shouts.


      Their combat uniforms were a bit worse for wear, but they were brimming with a satisfying fatigue and sense of accomplishment.


      “But, they were weak…honestly.”


      “Yeah! They didn’t have any coordination at all! I really am a great leader! Isn’t that right!”


      “When did you lead anything…But I guess it’s true that Orario’s familias don’t really get along.”


      Iglin, in gentleman mode after letting go of his hammer, sighed and looked over at the enemy lines.


      Orario’s adventurers were splayed out on the ground, buried in rubble, and just generally looking pathetic.


      “The second round of the Orariad was won by none other than the School District’s student alliance!!! Hey now, Orario, are you all right?! The center of the world isn’t about to lose three straight isn’t it!”


      The Orario side watching through the broadcast mirrors was in a stormy mood. Ibly was standing on the table shouting up a storm while Ganesha struck a pose and Hermes, as the representative of Denatus, offered earnest applause to the victors.


      It was even worse for the normal people and adventurers in the seats of the amphitheater.


      A chorus of boos for the representatives who put in such a terrible performance.


      “The hell are you doing?!”


      “You’re a disgrace, losing to a bunch of brats!”


      “You’re costing me money losing these things, dumbasses!”


      “What happened to the familia war!”


      “Don’t bother coming back!”


      “Wh-what is this miserable performance?! At this rate, my Orario is…?!”


      “““Shut the hell up Royman!!!”””


      The second-round melee was restricted to adventurers Level 3 and below. The competition was capture the flag. The rules were written to allow for a fair competition between the students and the lower tier of Orario’s familias and was the main event of the Orariad that Denatus designed, but the results were as seen above. It ended in a brilliant victory by the students who wove intricate and bold plans and traps, marking a miserable showing by Orario’s side.


      The booing was so loud that Lilly and the others who had come to watch had to plug their ears.


      ““Morrrrrd.””


      “D-damn it, those brats…Each one isn’t that great, but once they started working together and moving like crazy…!”


      Knowing that the raucous jeers were aimed squarely at them, Gyle and Scoot and Mord dragged their pained bodies along.


      The ne’er-do-wells who had hoped to make an easy steal of excelia to reach their long-awaited Level 3 ran out of steam and slumped down on the rubble.


      “But honestly…I really couldn’t get into this.”


      We had a reason to fight during the familia war, but…”


      “Yeah, this time…”


      Gyle, Scott, and Mord muttered listlessly.


      “I don’t like those brats, but…honestly, I couldn’t care less what happens to the Guild.”


      “Besides, you can’t expect something like the familia war here.”


      “We don’t even have Rabbit Foot.”


      They just did not have any motivation, really. From their view, the familia war was like a miracle. Ordinarily, adventurers crossing the line between familias and working hand in hand was practically impossible. They weren’t a bunch of model students like the School District kids.


      To Mord’s mind, that had only happened because Freya Familia was the enemy and they had all snapped at the goddess’s little sandbox, and above all because he had been at the center of it, bringing everyone together.


      Not that he would say it, though.


      As Mord looked up at the annoyingly clear blue sky, Gyle scratched his head.


      “But still, this is two losses. It would be pretty pathetic if Orario lost…”


      Mord looked back down and smirked.


      “Don’t worry, he’ll be coming soon.”


      He was getting excited at the prospect of the rookie he had just been thinking about.
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      “Ugh…!!!”


      The second shock of the journey hits me when I see it.


      It’s an even bigger shock than the dead town.


      “Walls bigger than Orario’s…”


      When the end of the Alv Mountains comes into the view, an impossibly large wall rises beneath the dark clouds. This stone wall is far taller and thicker than Orario’s. And more incredibly, it’s not just defending a single location, it extends all the way to the east and west without a break.


      “…It’s broken…?”


      And that giant wall is broken, as if some giant had kicked through it. Right in front of us, there’s a hole some fifty meders in diameter.


      My eyes spin at the giant mound of rubble just lying there in the field. The terrible destruction leaves me speechless.


      “It’s called the Great Dragon Wall. The limit of humanity’s territory, a wall to block off the unlivable region to the north.”


      As I stand there in awe, Professor Leon puts a hand on the wall and explains…


      “Orario’s Thor Familia and many others were involved in the construction of it.”


      Moving to the traces of the destruction, the hole that was broken through from the northern side, he looks at me. Like a puppet on a string, I quietly follow with Nina, climbing up the mound of rubble and through the wall, to the other side—beyond the Great Wall.


      The land to the north is a vast wasteland of blackish purple color.


      “This wall extends from the westernmost edge of the continent to the eastern-most edge.”


      “All the way across the continent…?!”


      “In an effort to deal with roaming dragons, construction began approximately nine hundred years ago. It’s a project of worldwide scale. Even now the work continues. Completion is not yet in sight.”


      Stunned, I follow his gaze due east. The wall really does stretch all the way to the horizon, creating a hard boundary between north and south. I don’t doubt at all that it extends all the way to the ends of the continent.


      The Great Wall.


      The northern part of the continent…and beyond that the northernmost point…?


      Picturing a map of the world in my head, I confirm the location. Orario is on the westernmost edge of the landmass we call the continent, but it’s at a more northern latitude on that western edge, more northwest than pure west. And we’ve been traveling northeast on the trip here, so what lies beyond this would only be the northernmost point. And whatever people have spent centuries trying to wall off.


      “Professor Leon, past this is…”


      “The Valley of Dragons.”


      “!!!”


      I was sure of the answer I would hear.


      “The last of the world’s three great quests, the one that Zeus and Hera failed…the Black Dragon. This Great Wall was built to protect the world from dark calamity.”


      “Will the Black Dragon…come attack?”


      “No, the dragon of the end is still sealed. What attacks are the splinters.”


      I thought the scars of destruction here might be traces of that catastrophic dragon, but I’m wrong. For better or for worse, he corrects me.


      “The Valley of Dragons is, as the name suggests, a nest of dragonids. In addition to the Black Dragon at the pinnacle of them all, many other powerful dragons, survivors of old, roam there.”


      “!!!”


      “What threatens humanity are those splinters. Some are weaker and some stronger, but each time they descend from the valley, they bring enormous destruction to the north of the continent. That is also why the wall has not been completed over these long centuries.”


      In other words, the attacking dragons carve deep scars into the wall. The construction and repair work require constant work, even today…?


      Spinning around, I look up. The hole that looks like a giant kicked through…that’s the merciless proof of a dragon bursting through the wall.


      “The dragon that broke through here was none other than the dragon that destroyed the town we passed through.”


      “…gh!”


      “That dragon was enormous. To use the power of a deity’s follower as a comparison, it would be Level Five or perhaps even Level Six… Such a powerful dragon does not appear often, but nonetheless, the protection of this land was completely defeated.”


      A Level 5 or Level 6 potential…?


      A monster with that sort of potential would either be a monster rex or else only found in the depths of the Dungeon!


      I’ve heard about the danger of the Valley of Dragons before. Lord Hermes and other deities had mentioned it. I glimpsed a trace of the terror of the Black Dragon in the Beor Mountains, too—in Edas village where the dragon’s scale was worshipped.


      I learned of it in my lessons at the School District as well, so I thought I understood. But even so, I didn’t think it would be like this.


      The mortal realm is threatened by something this terrifying even today?


      It makes the peace I’ve lived in feel like a lie…


      This is the truth of the world. The roaming dragon problem, the people in the north whose homes were lost, the duty of the last of the three great quests set out for Orario…


      Seeing this much, everything I had heard replayed in my mind and fades away.


      They had always seemed like distant things, other people’s problems, but now I see the harsh reality. They are all inextricably linked. The rubble of the broken wall silently glares at me, as if rebuking my ignorance.


      “…You were surprised a bunch of times coming up here, right? About how many monsters there were.”


      “Nina…”


      “That’s common knowledge for us. The further north you go, the more monsters you run into. And whenever a dragon roars in the valley, the monsters flee south in terror…”


      Nina, who has been silent so far, answers the question that had been bothering me all through the trip. The reason there have been so many monsters the further north we went is because they are also being driven from their normal territory. Just like us, they are terrified of the distant roars echoing from the far north.


      “The roaming dragon problem has grown more serious these past few years. As part of our community service, we’ve been to many places struck by them…and with the instructors’ help, we’ve driven off the dragons.”


      “…With Iglin and them?”


      “Mhmm. Though we’ve only fought a valley dragon two or three times, and we were only ever entrusted with the small ones…The instructors fight the large ones. We just watched those fights from a safe distance…”


      This also answers another question. I’ve always wondered why Nina and all the other students are so strong? While they were not used to the Dungeon and they were a bit clumsy at times, so many of them have leveled up.


      The reason for that is the roaming dragon problem that has gotten so serious the past few years. Professor Leon and the rest of the instructors having a strength that can match any familia in Orario was all because they have been facing off against the monsters appearing from the Valley of Dragons…


      “But even so…I was scared. I wanted to run away. The valley dragons were…terrifying.”


      Nina clutched her chest with a trembling hand. It looked like she was speaking for all the people suffering even now.


      I don’t know what words to say to her.


      “Because of Orario’s relative proximity, this opening has been allowed to remain. Finishing construction and repairs to the wall east of the Alv Mountains takes priority.”


      If a dangerous situation arises, Orario’s adventurers can be called on to deal with the dragon problem in this area.


      When I hear that, I realized just how little time and how few hands there are and feel even more ashamed. The mortal realm is in terrible danger and getting more and more messed up, and I’m just spending my days heading down into the Dungeon to chase after my idol.


      It’s unspeakably sinful.


      “…It this really the time to be holding something like the Orariad?”


      Hating myself, my heart cracking at the reality in front of me, I end up murmuring that question to myself.


      Professor Leon turns around…and smiles.


      “I am glad to hear you say that.”


      “Eh?”


      “Once you learned the reality of the world, you adjusted your way of thinking, even just a little. That alone is enough to make this field trip worth it.”


      He is still smiling as I look up at him.


      “Rapi, I did not want to indict you for the sorry state of the world, nor do I wish this to weigh heavily on your conscience. I simply wanted you to know the truth, and now that you know how dire things are, to ask for your aid on the road that lies ahead.”


      “Aid…?”


      “Yes. Turn bewilderment into understanding. Society is built upon a succession of such transformations. That is a saying I tell students often.”


      The knightly instructor glances at the wall and then turned his body to the north.


      “The society in this case would be what to you right now is probably the world. I would like to take your confusion and turn it into discernment, set a goal, and understand where you stand. Not just what should be done, not even what you should do, but what you want to do—I hope you find an answer to that question.”


      Saying that, he begins walking across the wasteland that extended beyond the peaceful land south of the Great Wall. Toward the Valley of Dragons in the far north.


      I don’t know why he is taking me to the Valley of Dragons right now. But I know that I have to follow him there.


      “Rapi.”


      Suddenly, a hand grabs mine from behind.


      “You can’t blame yourself.”


      “Nina…but…”


      Nina shook her head.


      “Rapi…Captain Bell, you don’t realize it, but you have already become a support to the world.”


      “Eh?”


      Her tone changes, she’s speaking to me not as a student but as an adventurer.


      “The Record Holder who became strong faster than anyone ever had before…people only know you from rumors, but even so, they dream about you. Every time you get stronger, they feel hope. Hope that a hero might have been born.”


      Stories all around the world, in every town, city, and country.


      My eyes widen when she says that.


      “And not just you. We have high hopes for the adventurers of Orario who even now keep delving deep into the Dungeon, growing stronger and stronger. We can keep going because we can look to the light that you all hold aloft. The hope that this time, everyone will be able to overcome the black doom…”


      The world yearns for a hero…


      The words Ms. Syr said on the bridge of heroes. Through this field trip, I feel like I maybe finally understand what that meant.


      “…Let’s go.”


      With Nina smiling in front of me, I did not hesitate anymore. Together, we follow after the knight who has gone ahead.


      This is not condemnation or atonement. I stop blaming myself and drowning in grief.


      Not what should be done, not what I should do.


      What I want to do right now is head to the far north to see that.


      To see the clock counting down to the end of the mortal world.
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      “—Th-there it is! They did iiiiiit! Orariad round three! At long last, the School District’s assassins have been beaten back! Orario clinches the tag team match! Our very own Ilta Faana and Shakti Varma!”


      “I am Ganeshaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Ah, those children are my beloved followers.”


      “The sweep has been prevented!!! I’ll follow Ilta and the captain to the ends of the earth!!!”


      Two days after the second round.


      For fairness purposes, this time the match was carried out in an arena at the School District, and the victory went to Orario.


      “That’s…”


      “I can’t believe the professors lost…”


      “Paluza and Ankusha…! Orario’s strongest guardians!”


      Unlike the first away match, this was held at home, so the loss brought an especially heavy shock.


      What with the precipitating orichalcum incident, the School District did not allow any spectators from Orario to avoid any more secrets being revealed. Only Ibly and Ganesha as commentators were allowed aboard (Hermes was blackballed by the students).


      The students, who had grown overly complacent after claiming the first two wins, began to feel uneasy after failing to finish the sweep in front of the home crowd.


      At the center of the arena, Ilta held her head high, looking mildly satisfied with the results, and Shakti closed her eyes, as if utterly disinterested in the whole thing.


      Seeing that, the young students finally remembered just who it was they were facing off against: the strongest force in the world, the adventurers who continued challenging that most vicious underground labyrinth.


      “Yeaaaaah! It’s one and two now!”


      “Great job, Ankusha!”


      “Sorry for always getting annoyed at you for being cops!”


      The adventurers watching with bated breath in the amphitheater erupted in cheers and celebration.


      The funereal mood, wondering whether they might just be swept by the School District, was blown away, replaced with raucous cheering.


      “But still though, if Ankusha’s here, then…who’s next?”


      “Loki’s people are on an expedition, and word is the ex-Freya crew aren’t allowed to come out…”


      “Then there’s no one else but Hestia Familia.”


      “Is it about time for the kid to appear?!”


      And before long, predictions about the next round began.


      It wasn’t just Mord; all the other adventurers were beginning to get excited for the appearance of a certain adventurer.
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      North of the Great Wall is essentially a land of death.


      Stone and dirt and ruins, and a gray and black sky the sun fails to pierce. It’s all dry, there’s nothing damp, just a wasteland. Even considering it’s winter, the wind is cold and harsh, not the sort of place people can really live. I can feel something like a miasma on my skin.


      There are hardly any signs of life. The ground is shattered and broken.


      According to Professor Leon, a similar scene can be found all over, particularly around the area of what today is called Orario. Apparently, there are documents describing a hellish world with the land, sea, and sky all dominated by monsters, so what we’re seeing now is similar to the way the world looked thousands of years ago. This edge of the world is the world that people despair at, before the deities descend to the mortal realm.


      I feel like a child at this vision of the ancient times brought forward into the present.


      “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”


      Along the way, we fight a swarm of dragons flying in the air. Their potentials vary, but there’s one in the group with a Level 3 strength. I quietly shudder at that realization.


      This land demands ability and equipment equivalent to an upper-tier adventurer facing the middle floors or even the lower levels of the Dungeon. Even though it’s above ground.


      I fight while protecting Nina. The group summons more dragons, but we defeat them all, desperately finishing every last one so that they absolutely can’t head south of the Great Wall.


      Professor Leon says it’s unlucky. That ordinarily we wouldn’t run into a dragon that strong until later. But he also says that if that sort of misfortune happens to line up in the right way, the dragons will easily overcome the wall and head south.


      This region, the black wasteland, extends all the way to the Valley of Dragons.


      It’s the danger zone that keeps people from forgetting about apocalypse and doom even in the age of gods.


      It’s a lair of despair strumming an unpleasant chord on my heart.


      “We should camp here for today.”


      We’re in an ashy stone forest when Professor Leon says that. It’s a good suggestion: the unnaturally tapered pillar-like rocks form a break against the wind. It’s hard to describe the bad air, the miasma surrounding us ever since we set foot in this black wasteland. It’s like constantly inhaling a very weak poison. A follower of a deity who has leveled can endure it, but a normal person would be badly weakened just by breathing it. This isn’t the sort of place people can live.


      “My name is Alf—Lagriell Krisheim!”


      Nina’s purification magic cleanses the area around us, making a place we can finally actually rest.


      Professor Leon and I both keep our guard up while gathering food. Nina’s exhaustion is evident. She’s still just Level 2, and it’s been one tense moment after another since entering the black wasteland, robbing her of any leeway. Initially she tries to force it, but when we explain that she needs to rest, she falls asleep in no time at all.


      Even at night, the sky is just dark. The miasma clouds don’t permit the light of the sun or the light of the moon.


      “Sir…”


      “What is it?”


      I look around at this arrangement of rocks that has lost all trace of civilization after centuries exposed to the frozen winds and miasma.


      This forest of rocks might be the ruins of something constructed in the ancient past.


      Glancing at Professor Leon…


      “Is Orario…are adventurers really okay the way they are now?”


      “Is that what you’re wondering, after having seen the state of the world?”


      “Yes sir…”


      “Do you find the thought of going back to your normal life difficult now?”


      “…I don’t know. But I feel like it can’t just stay the same…”


      The more I experience the true state of the world—not just in secondary sources but directly with my own eyes and ears out in the field—the more anxious I start to feel.


      I’m not so self-centered to think the world will be saved if I just stand up and fight. But given we’re in Orario, shouldn’t we be doing something about the dragons threatening the entire world?


      That thought starts taking root in my mind. In the fire’s glow, Professor Leon looks at me, as if observing something.


      “To turn your attention toward something that you hadn’t previously noticed is a good inclination, and proof that your knowledge is expanding. The students of the School District who see the state of the world possess that same sense of danger you’re feeling now, and many are pushing recklessly forward.”


      “Then…”


      “However, it’s also true that we can’t be rash.”


      “Rash…?”


      “Yes, having lost Zeus and Hera fifteen years ago, there’s no more next after us.”


      “!”


      I quickly grasp what he’s saying.


      “If we fail to slay the Black Dragon, there’ll be no recovery for humanity. The light of hope we’ve spent these fifteen years rekindling will be lost. The world will drown in despair and be destroyed. To avoid catastrophe, adventurers and we must prepare carefully.”


      The failure of the mortal realm’s last great quest. He eloquently explains how terrible the reverberations of that were at the time.


      “The heroes fifteen years ago were so strong, so grand. And so the loss of those heroes…was all the more painful.”


      So terrible that it shook the world, stagnating it—


      We can’t repeat that mistake a second time—


      He continues with a flood of emotions, as if he were a witness to that moment.


      There are so many things I want to ask, but after hesitating on it, my next question is…


      “Professor Leon, did you know those heroes…the followers of Zeus and Hera?”


      The fire crackles, setting off sparks. The eyes looking into mine glance down and narrow. As if looking through the days of old in those flames.


      “Are you familiar with the three great quests?”


      “Hm? To slay Behemoth, Leviathan, and the Black Dragon, right?”


      “I slipped into that battle with Leviathan.”


      “Eh?!”


      I clamp a hand over my mouth and glance over at Nina sleeping beside me. She twitches a little but doesn’t wake up. Relieved, I look back in front of me, still holding my mouth. His shoulders sway a bit as he quietly laughs.


      “It would perhaps be more accurate to say the School District itself took part in the battle against Leviathan.”


      “Wh-what do you mean…?”


      “The School District…the Hringhorni was originally a floating fortress. A foothold to stand upon to fight against Leviathan.”


      According to him, the adventurers and Orario decided they needed a giant foothold to be able to rein in the giant dragon that ruled the sea. No matter how many boats they gathered, the great beast would capsize them by simply twisting its body. That’s how large a monster the Leviathan was. The adventurers needed a huge amount of “land” to be able to fight at sea. With countless dwarves at the heart of the effort and with significant help from Poseidon Familia, the foremost experts in sea combat, the enormous circular foothold was developed.


      “The battlefield used for the fight against Leviathan later became the School District…?! Th-then does that mean…the round layers are…?”


      “The remnants of that foothold. In addition, the blue wings I’m sure you’ve seen…those are the drop item, Leviathan’s Fins.”


      “…!”


      In an instant, all the impressions and questions I had seeing the School District the first time start to make sense. The strange circular layering that didn’t seem to belong on a ship was originally designed as footholds. The glistening blue wings that made such an impression are a drop item and make it easier to maintain and operate the enormous ship—they’re the sail and flag proving the mortal realm’s victory over one of the harbingers of the cataclysm.


      The three stacks of pancakes. The gallant dragon’s spine. All the other names I’d heard for the School District make sense now. Someone said that it’s the world’s grandest ship. The reason for that is because it’s the symbol of the conquest of Leviathan!


      “At the time, the familia union known as the School District hadn’t developed yet, but that battle with Leviathan nonetheless is the cornerstone of the school. Many of the crew at the battle who steered and developed that foothold are still serving in the control layer, supporting the School District to this day.”


      That’s what he meant by the School District itself participating in slaying Leviathan!


      Unable to hold back my excitement, I lean forward.


      “So that’s where you saw the heroes! You were even there fighting alongside them…!”


      “No? I just snuck on board like a stowaway.”


      “Huh?”


      “I wanted to see their pathetic failure for myself.”


      “………Huh?”


      I think I’m about to hear a grand war story, but things take a turn and go in the exact opposite direction.


      “I thought I’d laugh at them as they died like dogs. Though, I did also imagine getting revenge on them by claiming Leviathan’s head myself.”


      “Ehhhh…?! What do you mean…?!”


      Nina groans at my sudden shout. I frantically cover my mouth again, looking at him in utter confusion. He just smiles wryly.


      “At the time, I…well, I was a shitty little brat. I did a lot of things that, looking back now, make me want to curl up in embarrassment.”


      That doesn’t explain it at all!!!


      I can’t begin to connect the mature Professor Leon sitting in front of me now with that sort of immature brat! He seems to have everything figured out and is cool and makes me feel like I want to be like him when I get older…!


      Wait…I feel like I’ve heard something like this not long ago…


      My eyes widen as I remember the conversation with Ms. Aiz the other day and blurt it out.


      “Ms. Aiz…a member of Loki Familia said that in the past you were a…ummm, hooligan.”


      “Ha-ha! Hooligan, huh. It isn’t wrong. Loki Familia, so Finn, or Riveria, or maybe Gareth…from their perspective, I’m sure I looked that way.”


      Laughing out loud, it sounds like he knows them well, and he nods deeply.


      He was a hooligan…I guess that really is true. But I still can’t really understand it. It derails the discussion of those heroes, but I can’t help asking.


      “Umm, why were you…um, a hooligan? I can’t picture it from how you are now…”


      “It makes me happy to hear you say that, though it really is embarrassing. But, let’s see, why was I such a shitty little brat, huh…”


      He puts a hand to his mouth, making a genuine effort to piece his thoughts together and answer my question.


      Not that it matters, but honestly, hearing him say that word already feels strange and not like him and I don’t know…


      “There are several reasons…but the biggest was that I’m an un-dwarven dwarf.”


      “An un-dwarven…dwarf…?”


      “Yes, you and Nina were talking about it during the journey, weren’t you? My parents both being half-dwarves.”


      “Ah…y-you heard that…?”


      “It’s best not to assume you can hide something from an instructor.”


      I grimace guiltily as he teases me.


      “Despite being a dwarf, I’m tall and have long arms and legs. I don’t have a beard nor particularly thick body hair…I inherited the human traits strongly, and so I was alienated by the dwarves of my home village. I was the target of envy and often had rocks thrown at me… To put it bluntly, I was bullied.”


      “!!!”


      “At the time, all I did was cry, but when the persecution extended to my parents, I finally snapped. I grabbed the dwarves and lifted them in the air…well, to be frank, I beat them half to death. I was banished from the village after that.”


      The thought of him being bullied leaves me in a confused shock. And unable to process it all, I can’t think of something to say right away.


      It’s unusual to see him struggling for words, but I can’t react.


      “At that point, I became a delinquent. It would’ve been better if I just held a grudge against dwarves, but going to another town, people of other races treated me like some exotic animal, laughing at me…and I caused more trouble. Even though my parents had come with me, I yelled at my parents, wanting to know why I was like this, and I got violent.”


      “…”


      “I made the both of them cry.”


      For the first time, I see a self-deprecating smile on his lips. It’s so small and yet so lonely.


      “Disgusted with myself, I ran away from home…and went to Orario on my own. At the time, of all things I thought that the city of heroes was a place where you could do anything you wanted if you were strong. I hated the world itself, so I wanted to become able to smash anything I didn’t like…”


      When I came to Orario, I looked up at the giant walls and gate with starstruck eyes. I wonder how it looked to him.


      “…No, I’m sure I just wanted everyone to acknowledge me. I wanted everyone to accept me…and I wanted a place where I could be myself.”


      Even though it must be painful, he’s sharing it all with me. My heart clenches up. I’m sure he’s embarrassed by his poor behavior in the past, even feeling like his weak self is pitiful and shameful. But he doesn’t avert his eyes from it. He doesn’t hide or lie about it. He faces up to it and confesses it.


      I think that’s the act of someone truly strong.


      “So…what happened?”


      When I force myself to ask the question, he closes his eyes. A more natural smile crosses his lips now.


      “I met Lord Balder, and I spat at the feet of the god who gave me a blessing without any complaint. After that, I started immersing myself in the Dungeon.”


      “Y-you spat…”


      “I was undefeated after I started to walk the path of a delinquent, so I was cocky and thought I was strong. I tried to beat down everyone I didn’t like with raw strength. And…it was impossible.”


      “Eh?”


      “Because the ones standing in that shitty brat’s path were true heroes.”


      Even as my eyes widen, he seems to be enjoying himself, telling an old story. Like a bard describing a scene I’ve never seen or experienced.


      “It was terrible. They were crazy. Zeus’s dumbasses would cause trouble wherever they felt like it, and I couldn’t even understand what Hera’s women were talking about. Ottar, Finn, and the others, and I were always getting dragged into their messes.”


      The scene he describes is an Orario struck by explosions here and there and everywhere. And all of them being knocked across the ground in all of it.


      That’s a little hard to picture, though…


      “I don’t really understand…?”


      “Right? But it’s true. As irritating as it was, no matter how many times we tried, we were always beaten back. All my anger and anguish were nothing to them. They just ground it and me into the dirt while picking their noses.”


      Naturally I grimace at that, and his eyes open. At the time, he was presumably furious, but I can’t really see it now. If anything, it seems like they’re precious memories to him as he looks into the fire.


      “I started challenging those heroes so much that all the sneers and persecution I had experienced stopped mattering to me.”


      “!”


      “I called them all pieces of shit, furious at how unreasonable they were. I was desperate to land a blow on them. I chased after them…and snuck aboard during the fight with Leviathan.”


      The topic that got derailed comes back around, as if this long detour was necessary.


      “And that’s where I saw the heroes.”


      We’ve circled back to those great heroes.


      “I learned the meaning of the word hero. Those people I could stand. Their strength, their nobility, and their tenacity. It was seared into my eyes and my heart.”


      He says it was terrifying. That he immediately regretted going. That faced with an unfathomably giant conqueror and a swirling dark sea like the end of the world, he realized the doom trying to swallow the entire mortal realm and despaired.


      But there was a hope that held off that despair.


      “I saw the light of those heroes who would save this world that I despised.”


      Warriors who refused to bend to the sea’s howls. The voices singing a song to turn back the destruction. The back of the hero who landed the finishing blow on the sea dragon that surpassed mortal comprehension.


      Watching that sublime scene in the crackling flames, Professor Leon’s attention gradually returns to the present day. He looks at me.


      “Zeus and Hera fell to the Black Dragon and were lost. But that gleam seared into my eyes…the afterglow of those heroes hasn’t faded.”


      “Professor Leon…”


      “I think that light has to be brought back. If anything, we need to ignite a heroic flame that surpasses it.”


      That is the declaration of the witness in his knightly armor.


      The sky above is dark and black. No moon or stars are visible. Instead, the holy ground she set out casts a mystical glow, like the petals of flowers, white fragments of light dancing with the sparks of the fire.


      Protected by that barrier, the camp is quiet and clear. Clear enough that I can feel his emotions.


      “Now more than ever, I want new heroes to rise.”


      His gaze pierces me. As if counting me among those heroes.


      “Regarding this field trip, do you know what we are investigating?”


      “…The Valley of Dragons?”


      “No, it’s you.”


      “!!!”


      I stare in wonder at that answer.


      “Having seen the truth of the world, after confronting reality with your own eyes, what will become of you, one of the potential heroes I’ve found? What will you think and feel? I wanted to see that from up close. That’s what I wanted to investigate.”


      “Me…?”


      “I’m sorry for speaking so condescendingly, but those are my true thoughts.”


      The professor wants to understand Bell Cranell. He’s testing me and isn’t hiding it. He’s already told me his true goal.


      Like an impartial teacher. Like a chivalrous knight. Like a hero seeking a new comrade.


      I meet his gaze as he makes a final declaration.


      “The field trip will end tomorrow. After that, let’s have an adventure. I want to ascertain your mettle.”
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      “The fourth round of the Orariad, the trios aquatic match goes tooooo Orrrrarioooooooo!!! That honestly wasn’t even close! What a show!!!”


      Ibly’s proclamation of victory boomed through the amphitheater. At noon on the final day of the Orariad, the intensity had already eclipsed the fever pitch of the opening rounds.


      “Level Six and now you’re truly out of reach.”


      “It’s all I can do just to keep pace with your movements. Sheesh…”


      “The fact that you are able to coordinate with me as I am now is proof of your own impeccable skill, Antianeira, Andromeda.”


      “You might not mean it that way, Lyu, but that just sounds like bragging,” Aisha teased.


      Lyu, the elf in her hooded white gear, the Amazon Aisha, and the human Asfi bantered as they stood in Meren Harbor—a battlefield where only a cluster of small boats remained as precarious footing. The School District’s teachers set out with a sophisticated game plan to make it a battle of magic, but they were almost hopelessly outmatched. Some viewers couldn’t even manage a cheer, stunned into silence by the sheer disparity.


      “They…won…”


      “Y-yeah…effortlessly.”


      “There goes the Level Six rookie”


      “You know that’s a contradiction, right?”


      “The hell kind of lion are you?”


      “It just ain’t fair.”


      Adventurers and deities alike murmured in awe. Nearby, Hestia Familia—along with their elven comrade who habitually overdid things—reflexively shrank back. Despite having done nothing wrong, the weight of the crowd’s stunned gaze made them feel strangely bashful. But as the bewilderment faded, a new electricity began to ripple through the stands.


      “Gale Wind has taken the stage, so that means…”


      “The last one is…”


      “Bell Cranell!”


      “It’s gotta be him!”


      As if on cue, countless voices erupted, calling out the boy’s name.


      “Big bro Bell!”


      “It’s your turn!”


      “You can do it!”


      “Get your ass out here!”


      “Step to it, rabbit boy!”


      Lai, Fina, and Ruu—the children from the orphanage—leaned over the railings, screaming their lungs out, while the city’s rougher types began a boisterous shout. There were snide remarks and playful jeers, but everyone acknowledged the moment with a smile. The star of the final battle was that stubborn, white-haired boy who was always battered, bruised, and constantly running toward the horizon. Orario’s pride: the fledgling hero.


      “Tch, so damn pointless…”


      “You must be proud, Hedin.”


      “It’s aggravating. Nothing more.”


      Allen, who had only bothered to show up for the final round, scoffed at the roar of the crowd. Beside him, Alfrik taunted Hedin, who merely adjusted his glasses with emotionless precision.


      “I went along with Balder’s plan, but…I really wish you could have heard all these cheers, Bell.” Propping his head up at the announcer’s table and spinning his cap in one hand, there was a bittersweet glint Hermes’s eyes as he smiled.


      “Incredible…”


      Finally securing a brief reprieve from her duties, a certain goddess burst through the entrance of the amphitheater, breathless.


      “You’ve become such an incredible adventurer…Bell.” Hestia smiled with radiant pride as the cheers for her follower enveloped her like a physical force.


      The voices rose higher and higher. It felt like a rebirth of the city’s greatest legends—the decisive showdown of the war game, the duel with the Black Minotaur, the roaring flames of the familia war. The students of the School District were left speechless, witnessing an entire city roar for a single boy, chanting the name of the record holder dashing up the jagged, difficult path toward becoming a hero.
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      At first, I thought I was just seeing things. But the further north we go and the closer we get to it, the more that illusory hope fades.


      A cold wind blows. I can hear the sharp whistling of the wind.


      The dirt carried by the breeze stings my cheeks, a warning to all who approach to quickly get away.


      It’s large enough to pierce the sky.


      “A tornado…?”


      The wind that reaches all the way here blows my hair back as I stare, dumbstruck.


      It’s a furious, tremendous swirl that seems to reject everything.


      Its full scale is immeasurable. The sharp, quiet roar of wind spirals high into the distance, piercing the dark sky and clouds, rising all the way to the heavens.


      An overawing landmark that needs nothing more. It’s almost like Babel in Orario. What’s most terrifying though, is that the tower of the gods in the Labyrinth City doesn’t even begin to compare to the scale of this.


      Even from this distance, the radius is definitely more than a full kirlo, big enough to swallow up not just a large city, but an enormous dominion. Even if it’s as tall as Babel, its scale still exceeds mortal comprehension.


      It’s clearly not natural, but it also doesn’t seem like something that could be manmade either. This supernatural scene brings me the largest shock of all this trip.


      My mouth runs dry as I murmur…


      “What…is that?”


      “That is the spirit storm sealing the Black Dragon.”


      Professor Leon answers plainly.


      Nina is seemingly seeing it for the first time, too, since she’s standing dumbstruck beside me, listening to the storm’s distant howl, desperately trying to understand the knight’s words.


      “That wind is the pillar which holds back the countdown to destruction. That’s what binds the Black Dragon to this land, allowing the mortal realm to continue on.”


      “…!”


      “Only a very limited number of world leaders know this information. The great seal constructed at the line between the ancient era and the era of the gods.”
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      The whole thing pushes me beyond speechlessness, but at the same time, I finally understand. Despite the three great quests, the wish of the world, being not yet completed, the countdown to apocalypse has not begun. The reason there’s still time is because of the existence of this tornado.


      This is the mortal realm’s life support.


      “Who did this…?!”


      “A powerful spirit in the ancient times. You know the name of the one who drove the Black Dragon from Orario’s lands long, long ago, don’t you?”


      “…The mercenary king Valdstejn…I mean the Albert the Great…right?”


      I initially say the name from legend, but I quickly correct myself to the famous name that everyone knows.


      “That’s right, the hero who claimed its eye, driving off the one-eyed dragon from the lands in the west. That dragon was sealed in this land by a great spirit who offered up its own body.”


      There’s a sound of something clicking into place. Rather than truly understanding, it’s more like a collection of instinctive feelings coming together, but either way, I feel something falling into place.


      But my mind can’t process it, and I’m stuck in awe, unable to fully grasp that dawning connection.


      “The Black Dragon whose eye was taken by that great hero set down in this valley and is said to have given an order. A command to all of its brethren around the world…an order to all the dragons of the mortal realm to gather to it.”


      “…!”


      “The deities assert that it wanted prey to heal its lost eye. And in that moment when almost all the dragons of the world gathered in this distant land…the great spirit gave birth to that grand storm. The deadliest of species that ravaged the mortal realm, the dragons were sealed away with the lord of dragons.”


      “So then, is that…”


      “That’s right. That is the place we call the Valley of Dragons.”


      The area enveloped by that giant and enormous tornado, that whole area is the valley of the dragons. There’s no way to observe the area sealed off from the outside world by the tornado, so I imagine it.


      The garden of dragons inside that seal, the countless ferocious beasts roaming just as in times of old.


      It’s a vision of hell.


      If…if…those ancient dragons are still alive, just like the Black Dragon…


      If they possess a potential equivalent to the originals born from the labyrinth, or even more, since they were ancient dragons who had been building power for countless ages, if there are dozens of them inside that storm…


      Destruction. If a swarm of dragons each the equal of a monster rex escapes, pretty much all the habitable world outside of Orario would be wiped out.


      “…In class, we studied it. The dragons that come from the valley produce terrible destruction. Is that…”


      “The sleeping Black Dragon exhales from time to time. That breath…disturbs the wind, creating a tear that a dragon can then escape through. We call that descending from the valley. That’s the cause of the roaming dragon problem plaguing the world.”


      Gulping, I grasp it intuitively. This spirit storm is the true origin and foundation of the mortal realm. This giant seal is the final fortress that gave rise to all of the mortal realm and protects it to this day.


      This is…the end. This is the doom that has always threatened the mortal realm.


      “Around the base of the storm are barrier devices developed by the School District’s finest, maintaining and strengthening the seal. It’s not permitted to get any closer to the valley however, so you likely won’t be able to see them yourself.”


      I remember Professor Adler mentioning something like that in the eschatology seminar, but it’s yet another shock. It was Professor Leon and the rest of the School District’s instructors who installed the barrier devices, a literally life or death task.


      And it’s not just this storm. The Great Wall we passed on the way, too, the work of countless people and spirits are protecting the world’s peace even now. Even if it’s a candle’s weak flame that would be extinguished by a breeze.


      “Nina, can you take out the crystal I gave you?”


      “Ah, y-yes sir!”


      Nina gasps, snapping out of it at that and sets down her backpack. Exhorting her stumbling fingers, she fishes around and pulls out an orange crystal that looks like some sort of magic item and sets it on a pedestal of sorts on the ground.


      We’re on a stony outcropping far from the Valley of Dragons, maybe five kirlos away. This is probably the outer edge where we won’t disturb the dragons.


      Even if they’re sealed by the tornado, the thought of somehow waking an ancient dragon, potentially the Black Dragon, is absolutely terrifying. Just imagining it is hair-raising, and the pressure is unbearable, as if emanating from inside the tornado itself.


      “…?”


      Just then, something far in the distance catches my eye. Near the boundary where the tornado pierces the clouds. A crackle, like lightning.


      …Did I imagine it?


      Focusing as best I can, the sparkle of light disappears, as if it were just my imagination and nothing happened.


      Maybe I’m just on edge after being overwhelmed by the Valley of Dragons.


      Having reflexively taken a fighting stance, I untense my shoulders and exhale.


      “Was showing me this…the goal of the field trip?”


      My eyes are fixed on the swirling torrent still howling in the distance. Behind me, Professor Leon answers…


      “Yes. And now…now comes the adventure.”


      The distinct sound of a blade leaving its scabbard rings out. I’ve heard it countless times on this journey.


      “…Ngh?!”


      I start moving the moment I hear it, trying to escape its reach before bothering with questions. But it seems that was well within expectations. The blur of silver just barely grazes my head. There’s no hard impact, and it leaves no wound. If anything, it feels like a gentle breeze.


      But it’s just close enough to cut Rapi’s—my hair, sending a brown tuft falling to the ground.


      “Wha…?! Professor Leon…?!”


      “A wonderful reaction. And I should apologize in advance. Going forward, I will be true to the dwarf blood flowing in my veins.”


      Spinning around the moment I land, he looks the same as ever. Fair, impartial, humble. The epitome of a knight with a longsword in hand.


      I stare at him wide-eyed. Nina is frozen, too. Adding more fuel to the fire, the crystal sphere Nina set up gleams, sending a beam of light into the heavens. Almost like it’s transmitting our position to someplace far away.


      This feeling…divine will?!


      No way!!!


      There isn’t anyone here else but us. And yet I can feel it. The feeling of countless eyes on me…This is just like during the wargame and the familia war.


      Are we being broadcast in a divine mirror?!


      “Bell, draw your weapon. It is time.”


      I can hear cheers echoing in my ear, even though that shouldn’t be possible. He’s raising his longsword in one hand, as if waiting for me.


      “The competition between Orario and the School District. I’m using it as an excuse…to face you in battle.”


      The strongest knight grins as he unleashes the heart of a lion that had been repressed all this time.
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      THE KNIGHT’S AFTERGLOW


      The heroes are gone.


      The last of the three great quests—the slaying of the Black Dragon—has failed.


      Those heroes I hated, respected, and chased after fell miserably, swallowed up by that dark catastrophe.


      I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to accept it. Like the world in despair, my mind went blank, and the shock crushed me. If that dazzling gleam was no match, if those conquerors could not reach it, then who could possibly face the end of the world? No other light could possibly compare. There was no path more honed than theirs. We understood that best—we were the ones who were constantly losing against them, being forged by them, who were guided by them.


      The mortal realm is doomed. The deities, silent and brooding, have said as much.


      But even so.


      The cocky prum said…


      “Next is our age.”


      The spirited high elf declared…


      “I don’t need a catastrophe. I have yet to see the world.”


      The most dwarven of dwarves grinned…


      “My blood is boiling for the next fiery battle.”


      The boar who experienced the mud more than anyone raged…


      “We’re the ones who will consume your light.”


      The great hero, once the strongest of all and now a pathetic, one-armed sight, declared…


      “Bring it, runts.”


      Having fallen to the Black Dragon, burning the last remaining embers of his light faced the next generation’s hatchlings in battle, as if to entrust it all.


      “Give us your life, Maxim. For our sake. For the sake of the next generation.”


      And I, too, with a roar and blood, planted my sword, marking the end of that once great hero.


      The heroes are gone.


      But even so, new heroes began to emerge. Just as in the epics. When one hero falls, a new one rises. The spirit continues without end. The flame survives, carried on into the future. Lightning thunders in the distant sky as if to say this is the ship of heroes that has continued its journey since ancient times.


      So next is our turn to face the end with the bloody instructions beaten into us by those many heroes.


      The heroes are gone, but the heroes’ myth continues.


      So long as there are people to inherit it. So long as the teachings never die out.


      So long as there are backs pressing ever onwards, so long as there are those chasing ever after them. Forever.


      After what once was a floating fortress had transformed into a school…


      “I’m going to become a teacher.”


      Guided by my patron god, giving up my delinquent youth, I settle on my path.


      “I want to pass on their ultimate technique, the gleam of heroes…that afterglow…to even just one more person.”


      The slash that the warrior, and even the witch, could wield. Merging with the light seared into me during that battle on the sea, I begin to call that technique the afterglow.


      When I said that to the boar who, aside from those heroes, was the one I clashed with most…


      “I can only fight for the sake of the goddess,” he declares awkwardly. “I will leave the instruction to you, Leon.”


      “Ha-ha. Same as ever.”


      The man most influenced by that warrior is also a truth seeker. That route is just right for the boar who can do nothing but charge straight down his path.


      With a laugh, we promised to fight again.


      The Labyrinth City wanted an enormous number of people from all over the world. When the school set out from port, entrusted with the mission of that hundred-year plan, the prum, elf, and dwarf surprisingly came to see me off.


      “So that brat’s becoming a teacher.”


      “I am in awe of god Balder’s guidance.”


      “As expected of the god of light, I suppose. Quite different from our own patron.”


      They joked that it would rain swords tomorrow, and we promised to keep fighting on our separate battlefields.


      I traveled the mortal realm, gathering many students. In addition to training, I continued to study, refusing to compromise in my role as an instructor.


      I did not force my mission upon the students, respecting the paths they chose for themselves, guiding to the Labyrinth City only those who wished it. Many promising adventurers emerged. A mage with wonderful potential joined Braver and them. However, no one emerged capable of making the afterglow their own.


      Perhaps it truly was madness to hope for the reemergence of people like those unreasonable and nonsensical heroes. Would I have to face the end with whatever we could cobble together?


      The will I inherited was beginning to drift from anxiety to chagrin. But then the world found you.


      You, who raced up the hero’s stairs faster even than Zeus and Hera’s followers could match.


      After the heroes were gone, beyond the myth, I was able to meet you.
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      “Whaaaaaat’s this! It’s been dangling so tantalizingly close, and now it’s finally here!”


      Just as the roaring cheers threatened to pierce the heavens, Ibly’s voice echoed even louder, drawing every gaze in Orario and the School District toward the sky.


      A massive divine mirror hung suspended in the air, its shimmering surface reflecting a lone knight and the boy standing across from him.


      “““There it iiiiiiiis!!!”””


      “Rabbit Foot and Knight of Knights! Just as we hoped!”


      “I wouldn’t have forgiven them if they’d sent out anyone else!”


      “But why is he wearing a School District uniform…?”


      “Who gives a damn! It’s just cosplay! Look, just have a drink! Come on, bottoms up!”


      “I don’t really get it either, but if that’s the match up, then bring it on!”


      “Hey, more importantly, isn’t that…?”


      “Yeah, aren’t they in the far north?”


      “Is that the Valley of Dragons?! Whoa, that’s insane!”


      Even before the first blow was struck, the atmosphere in the amphitheater reached a boiling point.


      Some cheered at the sight of Bell and Leon, while others tilted their heads, doubting their own eyes at the strange attire and the perilous location. The audience’s reactions were a chaotic, vibrant mix.


      “Asfi’s beacon crystal has finally activated, huh. Now the mirror can function without a hitch.”


      “Even at such a distance, we must use arcanum! But with a beacon, we can economize the output! We wouldn’t want to provoke the dragons in the valley!!!”


      “Thanks for the technical lecture, Ganesha. But the kids here don’t need the logistics, and your voice is like a hammer to the skull, so could you tone it down?!”


      “Tee-hee, Ganesha!!!”


      Hermes and Ganesha performed their comedy routine at the commentator’s table. Plugging a finger in one ear against the tusked god, whose natural voice was deafening enough as it was, the dandy god grinned. Standing up, he planted a foot on the table and snatched the mic before thundering…


      “We’ve kept you waiting, ladies and gentlemen! The fifth and final round! The location for the fight selected by Denatus is, as you can see, the ends of the earth! On the outskirts of the Valley of Dragons!”


      The crowd fell silent in an instant hearing that name, but as if it had all been planned, the god continued…


      “Here, first-tier adventurers can go all out without any concerns! We’ve had to be careful of damage to the surroundings and used rules to tamp things down, but now they can let loose their full power! So let’s enjoy the show! The fifth and final round is, of course, the ultimate-anything-goes showdown!!!”


      The amphitheater crackled with excitement. The roar began to rival the deafening heights of the familia war, echoing through the city’s every street and alleyway.


      “Master Bell is the final representative?! Lili hasn’t heard a single word about this!”


      “Honestly, I half expected something like this the moment he went missing…”


      “Will Master Bell be all right…?!”


      “So that’s what Lady Hestia’s commission was for…”


      Lili, Mikoto, Haruhime, and Welf watched from their seats in the middle of the stands, their faces a frantic collage of shock, resignation, concern, and analytical focus.


      “But,” Welf said, flashing a grin at the others, “we might as well cheer, right? Who cares about the Orariad—that’s our captain up there.”


      The others exchanged glances and nodded in unison. They raised their voices toward the mirror, shouting loud enough to pierce through the surrounding thunder of the crowd.


      “Master Bell! You’re going to get an earful when you get back, so you’d better come back with a win!!!”


      “Stay calm! Your opponent leaves no openings!”


      “Fight! Fight! Master Bell, keep fighting!”


      “Don’t you dare lose, Bell!”


      The Hestia Familia’s voices merged with the unstoppable tide of passion. Every citizen, adventurer, and deity watched with bated breath, refusing to blink as Ibly licked his lips and dove back into his role.


      “The final round of the Orariad that was kept secret even from us! The title card is what everyone’s been hoping for! the School District’s strongest instructor, Leon Verdenberg, and Orario’s number one agitator, Bell Craneeeeeeeell!!!”


      There were no voices there concerned about the fate of the world. No pessimism about the looming end.


      The city of heroes sought the thrill of adventure, cheering wildly for the scene unfolding far, far to the north.
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      “Fight…? Professor Leon…and Rapi…Captain Bell…here?!”


      Unable to keep up with the rapidly changing situation, Nina’s deeply bewildered voice echoes between us.


      I feel the same when facing off against Professor Leon.


      Why do we have to fight? Why is this necessary? I feel that confusion and anxiety, but at the same time, somewhere deep in my heart, I also understand it.


      —I would like to go on an adventure with you myself next time, Bell.


      —I want to ascertain your mettle.


      He’s already hinted at it. The hope imbued in each and every word. Wanting to know me, confirm my strength. He’s been waiting for this. He’s been waiting for the moment when he can set aside the sacred role of instructor just for a moment and become a pure knight.


      And if this is that moment, then…


      “You are correct. I’m aware of my position, but in this moment, I’m sure the students and deities will forgive me for drawing my sword.”


      “…!”


      “Let me make this clear. This is a duel, Bell.”


      I feel like I can still hear cheers echoing in the back of my ear. I can’t reject this fight. I know that.


      But still…there’s a part of me that wants to try facing him.


      I’ve thought all along that he’s strong. I feel like he’s as unapproachable as Mr. Ottar. Now that I’m a first-tier adventurer, I realize there’s a pinnacle that I still can’t reach. I grow surer of it during this journey.


      And the adventurer inside me, recognizing that, still wants to test it. To try the person Ms. Aiz says is even stronger than her.


      “There’s no escaping this, right?”


      “Yes.”


      “I can’t refuse?”


      “Yes.”


      “I’m allowed to accept this, right?”


      “Of course.”


      With that short exchange, we both smile slightly, and then steel ourselves.


      There’s no need to justify myself anymore. I want to chase after my idol. I want to protect Winne. I want to win against my rival.


      I’ve collected many different wishes and goals, and they all connect to my wish to become strong. So I’ll say it again one more time. I want to become strong. Strong enough to stand beside this knight.


      I draw my Hestia Knife. He silently takes a stance.


      With a silent apology to Nina, who is holding her breath at the edge of my vision, I lock eyes with the lion.


      The next moment, I kick off the ground.


      “Hah!!!”


      Sword and knife clash. I lose in the first exchange. As he declares at the start, his dwarven strength ripples through my knife and into my body.


      My eyes open wide. The next moment, my pores open. I already know the difference in our strengths. But that’s baked in from the start. This is just a test for what comes next. Otherwise, I wouldn’t bother trying to face a Level 7 head-on like this!


      Unable to withstand the force of a longsword held with two hands, as if being blown away, as if slipping, I jump diagonally above him, into the air where there’s no escape and with limited options for movement.


      In that execution ground without footing, unhurried, I thrust out a hand.


      “Firebolt!”


      A rapid-fire burst of fire and lightning. Ten shots with no concern for keeping a reserve of mind for later. Faced with a crimson rain of lightning imbued with a significant amount of magic, he remains unmoved.


      He boldly slashes with his sword. That’s all he needs to cut through the fire and lightning.


      “Ngh…!”


      “A feigned frontal charge into a rain of magic from a dead angle. An excellent surprise attack. Who did you learn it from?”


      “A cold and merciless elf teacher who is as beautiful as a woman charred me with the same sort of attacks…!”


      “Ah, Hedin. That explains it.”


      With the shroud of sparks hiding me, I land on the ground, taking my distance again. I’m low to the ground, like an animal on guard, not allowing any opening while he slowly turns and smiles.


      A single knife slash and the use of a single spell. With only that, I grasp the difference in our strength and smile back at him.


      Just barely. Sweat is pouring down my cheeks.


      I know this feeling.


      He’s really Level 7. A distant summit, just like Mr. Ottar.


      Faced with that impossible and unreasonable wall, I’m still smiling. If it disappears, there’ll be nothing left to do but cower pathetically.


      Leaving Nina aside, Professor Leon and I clash again.
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      In the distant reflection, a sword flashed across the battlefield where flame and lightning crackled. Leon’s overwhelming skill with the sword should have cut the match almost tragically short, but Bell’s quick attack magic, which required no chanting, kept it going for now.


      “What is that spell?! Cheater!”


      Alisa, a School District prefect, roared up at the divine mirror. Watching Bell employ the very technique that had so infuriated mages across the world, she and the other students shouted in indignation.


      “But Professor Leon is definitely stronger!”


      “Professor Leon is our best teacher!”


      “You can do it! Professor Leon!”


      In the School District’s arena, the cheers were equally relentless. The students placed their absolute faith in Chief Instructor Leon Verdenberg. No one believed that the School District’s ultimate champion could possibly lose—not in a duel with no special rules to hold him back. If the Knight of Knights was free to unleash his full power, Leon’s victory was certain. Every soul connected to the School District felt convinced of their triumph in the Orariad.


      “But Bell Cranell is tenacious. He’s pretty good for a Level Five—even if he is a trespasser!”


      “He’s clashed with Professor Leon over and over…that ‘Record Holder’ title isn’t just for show. Even if he is an intruder!”


      Gradually, even the students who had initially harbored grudges found their opinions shifting as Bell held his ground. Every student there understood exactly how impressive it was to survive more than three seconds against a man like Leon.


      Watching him weave swordplay and magic together without restraint, resisting a Leon who countered with only a blade, they were forced to begrudgingly acknowledge his prowess.


      “Mmm, hmmm…”


      “What is it, Misa? You’re always so absent-minded, it’s weird to hear you actually struggling with something.”


      “Maybe it’s just the uniform, but… that silhouette feels vaguely familiar. Like that person who went to buy Jyaga Maru Kun with Nina, maybe? Sort of…”


      “Iglin, do something!”


      “Give me a break! What am I supposed to say?!”


      “Leave it to me! Hey, Misa! Bell Cranell might look a bit like Rapi, our comrade in the 3rd Squad, but he’s a completely different perso—”


      “Aaaaargh, shut up, shut up, shut up!!!”


      Iglin had been sweating bullets listening to the girls nearby, but when he heard Chris on the verge of exposing everything, he snapped, drowning out the slip-up with a desperate scream. The girls leveled cold glares at the shouting dwarf, while Legi—the one who had pressured him to do something in the first place—simply looked away, pretending to be uninvolved. Iglin’s cheeks quivered with frustration.


      “…Argh, damn it. Who am I even supposed to cheer for?!”


      Mussing his hair with both hands, Iglin stared back up at the mirror. Before him were Leon, the man he deeply revered, and Bell, the true identity of his friend Rapi.


      In the entire arena, those three were the only ones unable to cheer without reservation.


      Though Legi’s expression remained hidden, she fidgeted incessantly with her mask, while Chris looked back and forth, paralyzed by indecision.


      “No, it’s Professor Leon! We have to support him! But…!”


      Iglin’s anguished cry was a perfect testament to the turmoil plaguing the 3rd Squad.


      Just then…


      “Nina?!”


      The name of the final member of the 3rd Squad suddenly rippled through the stands. Surprised voices rose in a wave, drawing the squad’s attention back to the mirror and their eyes widened in disbelief.


      “Why is she casting her magic on Bell Cranell?!”


      The School District’s star student was healing Orario’s champion.
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      “I’m sorry…! I’m sorry, Professor Leon!”


      I’m badly battered and barely able to keep from taking a knee when I hear Nina’s apology.


      The warm white light enveloping my body is all the explanation I need. It’s only been a short while, but Lilly and Ms. Lyu’s strict training has taught her how to heal a moving target, and she’s using what she learned to restore my stamina. I’m amazed when…


      “But…it’s just unfair to Captain Bell!”


      That surprise is immediately replaced by a twitch.


      While I have mixed feelings about a younger girl taking pity on me, Professor Leon, who is entirely unscathed, lowers his longsword. The eyes looking back at Nina hold no rebuke.


      “I know this is supposed to be a duel, but…but…!”


      “I don’t mind. To be honest, I asked you to accompany us for this purpose, Nina.”


      “!”


      “There’s no doubt it was presumptuous of me, and I apologize for it, but consider it a handicap. In fact, without some such handicap, it would be far too unreasonable for a Level Seven to challenge a Level Five to a duel.”


      He nods magnanimously as Nina holds her staff high.


      “Though this may be humiliating for you, Bell.”


      “…No. It may be lame, but I’m used to getting someone’s help.”


      “I see. In that case, you may come at me together with Nina.”


      “Yes sir!”


      I was on the verge of running out of stamina, but with my momentum back, I slash again. Nina, absolved of any feeling of guilt, seems to make up her mind, standing with her legs wide and focusing on controlling her magic and casting.


      “Swaying stem, breath of white. Sing of flowers, and of the pristine hill—Magia Kreis!”


      She repeatedly places her recovery magic carefully so as not to get in the way of my movements. I now have more leeway in terms of stamina. Just as I start to calculate how much mind to preserve for my Firebolt—my dwindling mind reserves receive a boost. Turning around in shock, I see Nina sweating as she forces herself to smile.


      “Nina’s healing magic is also capable of sharing her mind with the target.”


      Professor Leon explains it to me in passing as the sparks fly from our blades.


      My heart clenches at Nina’s self-sacrifice. She’s really an incredible healer and a valuable support. By pairing her with Ms. Haruhime, they would surely be a huge help for Hestia Familia. I’m sure we would make an incredible party.


      —Wanting to reach that future, I draw out even more power.


      If we win the Orariad, Nina will be able to join our familia without any issue. Finding another reason I can’t afford to lose, my whole body burns as I clash with Professor Leon.


      “…!”


      Counting on Nina’s healing, I change tack and commit to hit and run tactics, relying on my speed. One moment, I strike from the front, and the next, I come from the side. Attack from behind, and then immediately after, drop down from overhead. I tear across the ground fast enough to leave afterimages, already gone almost before my attacks land. I approach from every angle, weaving a net of cuts and slashes. Combined with a forceful blend of magic interwoven into the attacks, and for the first time, Professor Leon’s eyes widen, just a little bit.


      “Gah?!”


      Snatching his back with a diagonal slash, it’s easily deflected. Not just my hand but my entire body feels numb as I land backward. Immediately, a healing light envelops me. The knight staring at me drops his stance, as if taking a fresh start.


      Not only that, he puts the longsword back into the scabbard on his back.


      “Bell, you’re far stronger fighting with someone than fighting alone.”


      …?”


      “And your brave figure becomes a light that grows. Those inspired by you surely become stronger, too. That’s an irreplaceable quality for facing the end of the world. It’s a trait I value greatly.”


      And then, removing the sheath from his armor, he lets it go, sticking it into the ground.


      “Which is precisely why I’d like to draw out even more of your strength.”


      I’m bewildered by him dropping his weapon, but he just quietly begins to cast.


      “Ring out, remnant light. Twelve seats of greatness.”


      My eyes fill with surprise as light coalesces in his hands.


      “Blaze of the Round.”


      A shining wind and powerful magic pour into the knight’s left hand. He activated a spell.


      It takes the form of a one-handed sword. A sword of golden-colored light.


      An enchantment…? No, a spell that creates a weapon out of magic power…?


      My caution leaps to a new level, but the astonishment gradually overwhelms it.


      The sword of light that formed in his hand is certainly a mass of powerful magic, but it’s quite different from the usual feeling of magic, that sense of an ultimate technique. His usual weapon, the longsword, has a far longer reach, and honestly, it felt harder to approach him before he cast the spell. There was a pressure to it. Maybe they weren’t really comparable, but Ms. Aiz’s wind felt far more incredible and terrifying.


      I already know. I can’t let my guard down. It’s magic, so there has to be some other effect, too. But…


      You are strongest when you are attacking.


      Remembering my training with Ms. Aiz the other day, I choose to go on the offensive, not noticing Nina gasping outside my vision.


      “No! Captain Bell! His magic is—!!!”


      Her warning is drowned out in the wind rushing past as I sprint, stepping in powerfully. The one-handed sword is easier to bring to bear than the longsword, and it flashes swiftly, but my weapon is superior in flexibility. Quickly drawing the longer knife, Hakugen, I had been saving so far, I hit the light blade from the side, slightly deflecting the path of the powerful attack.


      Maybe because it’s a magic weapon, it feels light!


      It does not feel heavier than the longsword and the attack seems light!


      Escaping the danger zone—unleashing a slight charge hidden in the sound of closing the distance and evading. There is a soft chime, just two seconds’ worth.


      Adding the weight of my skill to the attack, I slam it into the light sword!


      “Haaah!”


      A powerful slash cloaked in particles of white light. Though it was a brief charge, Goddess’s knife is imbued with an incredibly destructive force, piercing his defenses for the first time.


      There is a shrill crashing sound, and the sword of light shatters like glass.


      Unshaken by the momentary force on par with a Level 7’s strength, Professor Leon declares…


      “Splendid. Now, next.”


      “Eh?”


      I was about to celebrate, but there’s no time for that.


      The shattered sword turns into gleaming particles and returns back to his hand. What emerges this time is twin blades of light.


      “What?!”


      The distance between us that should have widened as we passed instead vanishes in an instant. Professor Leon leaps forward. And he did it faster than he has so far.


      Before I can begin to shiver, a boundless shock strikes.


      “Ghhhhh?!”


      “You’ve cleared Percil. Next is Gable.”


      After bending my body backward with the attack, he unleashes a merciless follow-up. I immediately respond while dodging through a terrific string of attacks.


      From a large longsword to a one-handed sword and now a set of twin blades?! In such a short time, he’s used three different styles! I can’t believe it!!!


      It’s the sort of skill with all styles that an all-rounder like Ms. Mikoto can take advantage of, but what is most terrifying is that even switching to a dual-wielding style, the pressure and intensity of Professor Leon’s attacks hasn’t waned at all. It’s three different styles, but he’s mastered them all!


      “Ghhhhaaaaaaaa!”


      Refusing to lose to the attacks pouring down on me, I raise my speed to the max gear. I’m a natural dual-wielder myself !


      As I try to put up a bold front to hide my racing heart, a storm of slashes erupts. It’s as if I’m facing a mirror, spinning constantly like a top.


      What is his magic?! It’s not just weapon magic?! Does each weapon have a secondary effect?! But his speed…he’s faster than before…?!


      I don’t know the nature of his magic. It feels awful and terrifying, but in the flurry of blows, I don’t have time to speculate on the nature of it. It takes all I have not to be done in.


      The flashing blades.


      Hakugen and Hestia Knife groan. A chill fills my lungs at the pressure that approaches what I felt facing Ms. Aiz and her wind.


      The blade in his right hand easily slips into my side, the proclamation of defeat due in the next instant. Rejecting that, content to endure the damage, flame, and lightning erupt from the Hestia Knife, whose blade is pointed down.


      “Firebolt!”


      Shooting into the ground, the blast knocks both of us away. The blast burns me and for a moment I lose my hearing. But even so, I only have a slight scratch on my side instead of more fateful blow.


      Meanwhile Professor Leon, as ever, lands without difficulty or so much as a scratch. Desperate for a chance to catch my breath, I fire off my magic wildly.


      “Aaaaaah!”


      This time it’s twenty shots, even though I know they’ll all be evaded.


      But this time, Professor Leon intentionally faces them head on. Choosing not to evade, he bats them all down with his twin blades. By this point I’ve already recovered, but my eyes go wide as I watch him go to work. I add even more shots to the barrage. I have no choice. I have to check my work with Professor Leon.


      In the end, seventy-seven shots are fired, and seventy-seven are cut down. But finally, the twin blades reach their limit and shatter.


      “Gable has been cleared. Now Darbazar.”


      “…!”


      And the previous scene repeats itself. The fragments of light absorb back into him, this time giving birth to an ax of light. It’s a giant golden battle ax that should probably be called a great ax.


      My eyes shoot wide open when I lay eyes on it.


      “Captain Bell! Professor Leon’s magic isn’t a weapon spell. It’s a buff ! When each of the first eleven weapons breaks, his status improves!”


      “What?!”


      It was just a brief moment, but Nina’s shout reaches me during the pause in the furious combat. I can’t believe my ears. I feel it when I break the first one-handed sword.


      His speed increases. That isn’t just my imagination, it is the effect of his spell!


      Meaning…!


      “The more you fight…the stronger you get…?”


      It’s straight out of a fairy tale. A tale where with each page the situation grows more dire, but the hero pushes on to victory, nonetheless. An unyielding knight overcoming all challenges!


      “It’s often misunderstood, but my Round is a very inefficient spell. Eleven weapons have to be destroyed to achieve the full effect.”


      “Gh…?!”


      “Starting with Percil, my agility, dexterity, strength, endurance, magic, skills, and spells…are all boosted. It’s incomparable to Ottar’s beast transformation that dramatically boosts his status in a single go.”


      In the interest of fairness, he explains his spell, and I can’t stop the cold sweat pouring down my back. What he said is correct. It certainly might be an inefficient spell. But unlike Mr. Ottar’s transformation, there probably aren’t any risks associated with it either.


      It’s plenty terrifying already that his stats are increasing steadily without any obvious downsides. And this is just my guess, but given how troublesome the steps are, when the twelfth weapon is unlocked, I bet the stat boost surpasses Mr. Ottar’s transformation.


      That prediction verging on assurance echoes in the back of my mind. The effect of his spell is probably on par with Level Boost, and it would not be surprising if the boost in the specified abilities surpassed a level up.


      My heart trembles, as if about to crack beneath the impossible power that no single follower should possess.


      “Each of the weapons have their unique traits, too. This Darbazar can’t be so easily swung around as Percil or Gable…but each attack is heavy.”


      Twisting his waist, he raises the ax to his shoulder. Even though it is a weapon made of magic, I can tell from here just how much weight it has.


      My skin crawls. Without focusing on it, I start charging my hand. The distance is more than ten meders, but alarm bells are ringing.


      “Can you overcome this, Bell?”


      Holding the ax in both hands, he swings it down diagonally. In an instant, an enormous slash of light forms.


      “[image: image]”


      It’s déjà vu from the familia war. The impending light of despair. The charge I had intended for a spell to nullify it was instead diverted to a full evasion.


      Leaping to the right, I unleash the magic in the opposite direction, accelerating my disgraceful dodge. The next moment brings the destruction and thunderous crash. The ground shudders.


      “~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~?!”


      Blown back by the shockwave, I roll across the ground. The flash of golden light fills my vision. Rejecting the embrace of the ground over and over, the momentum finally fades. Looking as I start to stand up, I see Nina sitting on the ground in the opposite direction from where I am.


      I immediately realize why. Half of the plateau we were standing on is now missing. It has transformed into a deep gash in the ground, completely destroyed.


      “…Mr. Ottar’s magic…”


      —I can’t manage it as well as Leon.


      I finally understand what he said while the four of us were fighting him.


      It all comes back to this slash of light.


      He boasts the ultimate defense, and Professor Leon wields the ultimate offense…
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      “Whoooooooa! It’s finally begun! Leon Verdenberg’s truest form, that crazy slash! The castle splitter!!! Bell Cranell is looking deathly pale!!! And so am I!!!”


      Pushing aside the cries in the amphitheater, Ibly shouted into the wind.


      The cheers for the boy turned into awe at the knight, a rehash of the Warlord’s fighting during the familia war.


      The team of three who rushed back to the amphitheater once their match was over arrived just in time to see that impossible scene.


      “Knight of Knights’ slash that is said to have split a castle…!” Asfi gasped. “His emblematic attack, the reason he is called the strongest knight!”


      In the School District, it’s the glory of the knight called the modern hero who has saved the mortal realm from danger all around the world. That tremendous slash of light featured in too many stories for anyone to doubt it there. But Lyu and Aisha, who were not as versed in the information outside the city, were both speechless at the sight.


      “Leon’s slash is the only thing that has pierced Ottar’s defenses head-on other than Zeus and Hera…”


      “Argh…that wannabe knight went and got even stronger.”


      The first-tier adventurers Hedin and Allen calmly analyzed the situation and can only acknowledge the knight’s strength.


      In the eyes of the world, Leon was the potential hero closest to claiming the seat of the last hero.


      “…Stop looking so stupid, you fool. You are being tested right now.”


      Hedin irately rebuked his stupid disciple standing vacantly on the other end of the mirror.
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      “I call this technique the afterglow.”


      An icy bead of sweat trickles down my cheek.


      At the edge of my vision, an impossibly large gash of light tears through the land. My pounding heart echoes in my head as Professor Leon, ax of light in one hand, calmly walks forward.


      “My and Ottar’s enhancement magic ordinarily just increases our physical strength and the power of our weapons. They don’t allow an attack like a magic blast.”


      Crossing my line of sight, the knight speaks plainly without looking at me, moving to Nina, who still hasn’t stood back up.


      “But, by combining it with the afterglow…we can erase the distance, cutting down our target.”


      “Gh?!”


      “It’s the ultimate technique that we, after endlessly immersing ourselves in the outrages of Zeus and Hera, stole like bandits.”


      Zeus and Hera’s technique…?!


      The two familias that ruled over Orario for almost a thousand years?!


      I’m speechless, but also, I can tell it’s no exaggeration.


      The golden flash he unleashes is impossibly similar to the gold flash Mr. Ottar wielded. It would all make sense if the two of them, who both fought in Orario fifteen years ago before those two familias fell to the Black Dragon, had grasped its essence.


      But even if it’s the same attack…his is sharper and scarier than Mr. Ottar’s!!!


      The attack just now and the ones during the familia war. Comparing them now, it feels like Mr. Ottar’s uses an impossible strength to forcibly supplement the technique. In other words, Professor Leon is even more skilled with the technique.


      The path of the knight is optimized for offense—not for the single act of slashing. The slash of light that strives to surpass the blast of a first-tier adventurer mage.


      That’s Knight of Knights, that’s why he’s hailed as the modern hero!


      “I believe there are certain conditions necessary to master this afterglow. The first is, of course, one must use a slashing weapon such as a sword or ax. And the second…”


      Stopping in front of Nina, he reaches out a hand, helping her to her feet like a chivalrous knight before walking past her to the backpack on the ground.


      “…An enhancement magic or skill.”


      Opening the bag and unwrapping the white cloth, he takes out the greatsword. Welf’s weapon that the Goddess gave me.


      “In other words, Bell, you too have the potential to master this afterglow.”


      “!!!”


      His arm swings up. That simple motion sends the sword spinning through the air, and then it lands with a whoosh, sticking out of the ground right in front of me.


      “This isn’t instruction—it’s an order. Take that sword.”


      “…?!”


      “Please prove that my eyes didn’t deceive me.”


      After one glance at the sword, I immediately look back at him. My confusion only builds as he continues.


      “Before the Orariad was announced, after negotiating with a certain mage, I was able to watch your fight in the familia war via a magic item’s recording.”


      “!”


      “I also went to Ottar and asked his impressions. After all of that, I’m sure that the sound of that thundering bell…that skill of yours can achieve the same afterglow as us.”


      Then, he disappears, appearing right in front of me the next moment. My instincts howl as the ax swings, and I immediately draw the sword and defend myself.


      “Ugh?!”


      I endure one, and then two attacks, wobbling on my feet. We change positions on the third attack. A big sweeping upward slash easily knocks me away. After a gentle arc, I manage to land with Nina, visibly stunned, right behind.


      “Use your skill, I’ll wait for you to charge.”


      “What…?!”


      “Use Nina’s healing and let your bell ring out. Let’s exchange blows.”


      The shock rocks my entire body.


      Exchange blows…with slashes of light?


      Me and him?!


      Countless questions and confusion rock me. Can I really reproduce a technique I don’t even know if I can do? Did Lady Hestia have this weapon prepared for me, knowing it would come to this? What is expected of me?


      But clamping down, I manage just one.


      “What do you want me to do…?!”


      “I’ll speak my shameful true intent…I wish to master this afterglow.”


      His unbending, unyielding gaze pierces me.


      “I have severed a hill and cut down a castle. But I must yet slay the dragon with this technique.”


      “Gh?!”


      “And if Zeus and Hera’s instructions are to be followed…by clashing with one who has stolen this afterglow for themself, by improving with them, and by consuming them, my sword will finally advance to the next stage.”


      It’s not a lie. I can tell. He’s serious about this. Because Nina, who has known him far longer than I, wouldn’t be trembling behind me if he wasn’t serious.


      Right in this moment, I can see the figure of the villain unworthy of knighthood that he spoke of in his past just last night.


      “Bell, steel yourself.”


      “Gh…”


      “I have no intention of settling this in any other fashion.”


      He takes the ax of light in both hands, as if to indicate there’s nothing more to say. He’s in a natural stance, able to swing at any moment. The style of one standing at the top, waiting for me.


      —Don’t I have any other choice?


      —No, I don’t.


      Escaping the panic, there’s just a single moment’s hesitation.


      This Orariad is a test, and he has already provided both the formula for the question and the condition for passing. My job isn’t to get out of my seat and question him or tear up the test in a fit. I have to take my pen and face this impossible problem until the final bell rings.


      Grasping my test proctor’s intentions, I reach my answer. Remembering the mindset of a student I learned in the School District, the combat gear I’m wearing even now rustles as I crouch.


      The chime rings out as I begin to charge my greatsword.


      “C-Captain Bell…?!”


      “I’m sorry Nina…please lend me your strength.”


      Looking only at the knight, I apologize to the girl behind me and plead with her.


      “I want to meet his expectations.”


      If possible, I want to surpass them. Managing to convey my feelings, Nina is speechless, but I can sense her nod slightly. Taking her distance far enough back to not get in the way, she raises her staff directly behind me.


      “Gh…”


      The white light gathers in Welf’s greatsword as a bunch of calculations fill my mind.


      No matter how much I charge, I won’t be able to do that slash. I already know. I couldn’t do it against Goliath, and I couldn’t do it against my rival. When I charged a greatsword, I had to get close before attacking to land the critical hit.


      So what if I try to copy Professor Leon and Mr. Ottar?


      Impossible. Bell Cranell isn’t that clever or skillful. I have to assume it will fail.


      If it’s just a matter of closing the distance, can I use my magic? Can I charge a Firebolt?


      No, that isn’t right. He wants me to use his technique. He said he wants to use this moment to refine his own technique. He made it clear that magic isn’t his specialty.


      The master of slashes wants an attack that can split a dragon in half. Besides, Firebolt inherently isn’t a particularly powerful spell. There’s no way it can imitate the force of his afterglow.


      If I can recreate it, the only way would be a combination of my strength stat and the strength of the weapon Welf made.


      So, assuming it will fail, and given my talent is far outclassed by the people who endured and struggled through the mud after so many countless challenges, how much should I charge?


      What is the right answer? How much work should I show? A heavy droplet of sweat trickles down my cheek as I struggle in the dark, looking for an answer. Meanwhile Professor Leon offers…no advice.


      One minute. It’s one minute.


      I stick to my gut, looking for my own answer. This should be the same path that he took. Improving himself by fighting with the followers of Zeus and Hera until achieving the castle cutting slash on his own.


      After hearing that story of his, I have to try. So long as I can still claim to want to be a hero.


      “Is that your first answer?”


      Seeing through my intentions from the minor adjustments to my stance and the scale of my charge, his eyes question me.


      There’s an iron grip on my heart, and it feels like my breath is getting caught in my throat, but eyes flaring, I clutch the hilt of the sword and show my spirit.


      I don’t want to rely just on the power of the charge. I want to grasp the basis of this technique. A flying slash, this afterglow has to have some sort of method to it, I need to understand that critical information.


      As someone who has been constantly faced with the unknown in the Dungeon, working backward, I put all the knowledge and wisdom I have to work, slowly raising the sword.


      Mirroring me, he rests the ax of light on his shoulder.


      “Haaaaaaaaaaaah!!!”


      And then I swing down.


      A one-minute charge.


      A slash that I pour everything into after piecing together two Level 7s stances.


      “Weak.”


      The knight unleashes a single stroke. Even though he swings second, his pure strength and the precision of his technique seem to reverse the flow of time, reviving that terrifying afterglow.


      “[image: image]Ngh?!”


      It’s the same as before. A tremendous flash robs me of my vision. The slash flies at me faster than the speed of sound, and…my own attack fails!


      “Gh?!”


      Right in front of me, the charged strike swings into the ground, clashing with the afterglow.


      The result of that dreadful collision goes about as well as I expected. The difference in the quality of our techniques is night and day; the winner is obvious. Though I manage to cancel out most of the impact, I’m completely overmatched. Clinging stubbornly to the sword, I refuse to let go, and get hurled backward.


      Right into Nina!


      “Captain Bell!”


      “Gh…uuugh…?!”


      She rushes to my side and immediately activates her healing magic. Beneath my tattered combat gear, my torn skin begins to knit back together.


      Just a single slash. It wasn’t even a direct hit, and yet the damage is staggering.


      But…he’s holding back!


      The first afterglow tore half of this entire plateau away; this one only carves a deep gash into the earth. At least I wasn’t obliterated.


      “Bell. Abandon all concern for me.”


      “…!”


      “So long as any remains, you will never be able to cut my afterglow.”


      My first answer is incorrect.


      The tiny sliver of concern I have for him remains in my heart, earning me a failing mark.


      It’s nothing more than an insult to the knight. Not even a pointless worry. It’s just pure stupidity.


      My battered body and this complete failure tell the story.


      “Gh…! Nina, get out of the way!”


      Standing up, I roughly push away the girl who healed me and begin my charge again. She looks hurt, as if she wants to say something, but she keeps her distance.


      As I hold the greatsword, the chime begins to ring.


      The knight raises his ax again.


      And then, just as he said, a gruesome shootout begins.


      A storm of light slashes tears into me, one-sided and relentless.


      “Gaaaah?!”


      A two-minute charge fails.


      “Again.”


      Next is three minutes.


      “Again.”


      Four minutes.


      “Again.”


      Five minutes.


      “Again.”


      The results are all the same.


      I reach out desperately for the essence of the ultimate technique he calls “afterglow,” but I can’t even begin to trace its outline.


      All I can do is increase the output of my skill, only for it to be shattered every time.


      Part of my combat gear is blown away. Blood flies. My bones creak and crack.
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      Without the sacrifice of the healer restoring my stamina, mending my flesh, and supplementing my mind, I would have run out of strength long ago.


      At last, the grand bell rings.


      At a three-minute charge, while the white slash still refuses to fly, it manages to halt his afterglow, and I’m not immediately blown backward.


      Or at least, I wouldn’t have been, if he hadn’t swung his ax again.


      “[image: image]”


      A consecutive attack.


      There is nothing strange about it.


      There is no chant required and no charge needed; it’s a pure slash, so it’s only natural that he can repeat it two or three times. During the fight with Warlord, he hit me with that golden flash twice in a row, yet the memory somehow slipped my mind here—a despair-inducing blunder.


      Just when it feels like I have pushed back one of the slashes, I am forced to endure a second and a third.


      But when a fourth comes, the grand bell attack is finally broken.


      I go flying pathetically, unable to withstand the deluge of light. I soar backward with a force unlike anything before. Unable to stop myself, Nina throws herself into my path to catch me. She drops her staff to break my fall, but we are still sent tumbling. Her arms hold tight, refusing to let go as we roll across the ground until the aftermath of the slash finally dissipates.


      The area, already a wasteland, crumbles further. Rocks steam and smoke rises all around like a scorched field.


      In Nina’s embrace, I force my trembling eyelids open and see the knight standing calmly, unmoved.
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      Th-this is…! This is just an execution…!”


      Even the announcer, Ibly, was at a loss for words at the scene.


      The destructive power reshaped the black wasteland that sat at the end of the world.


      Even high-level mages shuddered at the sight of the knight unleashing a slash equivalent to an ultimate finishing move, over and over again.


      The amphitheater was silenced by the spectacle.


      It was the same outside the city in the School District. The students covered their mouths, witnessing a brutally severe side of Leon they had never seen before. The arena fell silent.


      “Just as with the familia war…what has our Bell Cranell done to deserve this?!”


      Desperate to fill the void, Ibly tried to perform his role as commentator, but he could not dispel the tremors rocking the Labyrinth City and the School District. His noisy voice simply faded into the blue sky, swallowed by the awe.


      “He stepped onto the staircase of a hero.”


      “““Nothing more.”””


      It was Alfrik and the rest of the Gulliver brothers who answered Ibly’s echoing question with calm unison.


      “Like him getting wrecked is anything new.”


      Allen scoffed haughtily, just as he always did.


      The einherjar, forged in the abnormal environment of Folkvangr, were the only ones in the stands entirely unmoved by the violence. All save for Hedin, who merely scoffed in irritation at the boy on the other side of the mirror, frustrated by his inability to act.


      “I alloyed it with mithril, but even so… that is adamantite…! And it’s already fracturing…?!”


      Lili, Mikoto, and Haruhime turned ashen, but Welf, with his blacksmith’s eyes, perceived the wear on the boy’s greatsword.


      He had carefully and painstakingly forged it using the adamantite given to him as a reward by Hephaistos for their victory in the familia war. Bell was wielding a custom weapon made specifically for him.


      Sensing the prelude to its destruction through the mirror, the smith could only grimace at the terrible might of the knight’s afterglow.


      “Lady Hestia gave him that sword… knowing it would turn out like this…?!”


      There was a hint of reproach in that shout, though it did not reach the goddess’ ears. Far from their seats, standing in an aisle, Hestia clenched the handrail with both hands.


      “Bell…”


      “Was it wise to send Mr. Bell into this?”


      Dull gray hair rustled as Syr, dressed in her light green uniform, appeared next to Hestia.


      “I didn’t think it would end up all flash-boom-bang like this! Balder’s letter just talked about going to the valley with that knight boy and wanting his help with a hunt! And… I guess also that there was a good way for Orario and the School District’s argument to be worked out!”


      “Ah, excuses. Poor Mr. Bell.”


      “I don’t want to hear it when you gave Bell the full Folkvangr experience! And what about your job?! I at least got approval for time off !”


      “Don’t ask. I’m going to get an earful from Mama Mia after this!”


      “So you are skipping work!”


      The goddesses’ squabbling drew annoyed glances from the surrounding seats. Righteously indignant, Hestia finally sighed and looked back up at the mirror.


      “…Sooner or later, he was going to end up in that valley.”


      “…”


      “Hermes said it, too. Bell is sure to get recruited for the Black Dragon hunt.”


      “He is already a potential hero, after all…”


      “So he needs to learn about the world out there now. He has to know what awaits him, and how to prepare…I just thought it was better he gets ready sooner, is all.”


      Leon’s cruel lesson was one part of that preparation, though Hestia did not say as much aloud.


      “I want the fun times to keep going forever… but if we don’t do what we can now…both Bell and I…we’ll regret it.”


      Syr alone truly understood what she felt in her heart. It was a sacred divine will born of compassion, anxiety, and apprehension.


      “…Indeed. I should do the same.”


      The goddess and the town girl, representing different matters, watched the same child while sharing the same dark premonition.


      They watched the boy, wounded and struggling through his supreme ordeal.
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      “Please stop, Professor Leon!”


      I raise my upper body, but Nina hugs me tight, trying to shield me, almost in tears.


      It’s a pained plea from a student, but he does not yield. His eyes focus on me; his face is that of the knight, not the kind teacher.


      “This isn’t a lesson at all! It isn’t even a fight! This is just…!”


      “You are right, Nina. This is neither a lesson nor a match. This is a trial by fire.”


      “!!!”


      “The very same trial hammered into us by Zeus and Hera fifteen years ago. And it’s a trial that he will surely come face to face with eventually. I am merely moving up the timeline. If he cannot overcome this much…then he has no right to be hailed as a hero by the world. He would be offering the people nothing but a hollow dream.”


      His words pass over Nina and cut me deep. My chest aches, as if bits of glass are being ground into it.


      Maybe I had gotten the wrong idea, guiding Nina and the others on a field trip, running wild on the twenty-ninth floor. Maybe I got complacent after becoming a first-tier adventurer.


      In the eyes of people at the same level—or even higher—maybe Bell Cranell still looks like another child. Maybe they are disappointed.


      “Can’t you stand, Bell? I have not had enough. I have yet to see the ‘you’ capable of severing hills, splitting castles, and felling dragons.”


      It’s an unseemly demand. Unreasonable, even. I never wanted to do something like that myself. Telling me to take up a sword and cut a hill, a castle, a dragon in two…It’s insane.


      I am sure those heroes of the Zeus’s and Hera’s familias—people I know nothing about—were just as unreasonable.


      He is trying to force something awful on me.


      “…I have not yet met the you who can turn the afterglow into a light of hope.”


      But I know. I know the meaning of that terrible demand. I know the true intent lurking within this trial. I already heard the emotions hidden in his words when he shared those stories of his past.


      Now, as ever, I want more heroes to rise.


      He told me that night, sitting in front of the campfire.


      Waiting…


      He is waiting, even now. He has been waiting more than fifteen years since Zeus and Hera left. For me. For all of us. For new heroes to stand up and chase after him.


      So…with hands trembling…I stand up.


      “…! Captain Bell!”


      “Nina…! Healing…please…!”


      I force the words out as a drop of blood trickles from my lips.


      “This is the last one…!”


      I load every last bit of my determination and what little strength I have left into my body. Refusing to turn my back on his feelings, I meet his gaze, burning away even the pool of blood forming around me.


      I offer up a vow that forbids turning back.


      “I want to be a hero…!”


      Standing there in the black wastelands.


      “She is waiting, too! One of the heroes!”


      I will save this world threatened by impending doom. I will do it so the man on the other end of my line of sight can see it. The knight standing in the distance smiles quietly as his hair rustles in the wind.


      “Gh…! Swaying stem, breath of white. Sing of flowers, and of the pristine hill—Magia Kreis!”


      Hearing my resolve, unforced by anyone, Nina understands it, too. Choking back a cough, her voice echoes sonorously, granting a healing light.


      My stamina and mind reserves are far from full, but it’s a salve for my wounded body and heart.


      That is enough. Apologizing to my sword, which is already starting to crack, I ask for its help one last time—before summoning my magic.


      “Firebolt!”


      ““!””


      Both of them are shocked as I cast the spell directly into the blade. Immediately, the grand bell begins ringing. A dual charge. The adamantite and mithril alloy reacts to the fire, resisting the channeling of magic power, but I force it through, enchanting the sword with an armor of flame.


      I can’t fire the afterglow like him yet! My technique can’t make a slash fly on its own yet! But by using the spell’s nature and heightening it to the limit…!


      If all I have to do is close the distance, then magic is enough.


      Just Firebolt isn’t enough to match the force of his afterglow. I know that. But if I use a dual charge to boost it, enchanting the sword itself to supplement the power, I can manage a pseudo-afterglow—a flying, flaming slash!


      It’s one reckless assumption on top of another. The ultimate sink-or-swim moment on stage. But my adventurer’s instincts are shouting that this is the best shot I have, so I trust that feeling.


      My technique, my slash, even my resolve is lacking. So I will use everything I have. My skill, my magic, all the things I’ve experienced to this day—even baseless theories.


      “Giving up on completing the technique and planning to use magic to bridge the gap, Bell?”


      He sees through it immediately. A failing mark? A total rejection? No—the stern knight wears an almost feral grin.


      “Not a blind and reckless gamble, but using your knowledge to fill the gap in search of every shred of possibility…Utilizing every option at your disposal and blowing it all up at once…So that is who you are.”


      That’s right. That’s it. That’s who I am! That’s the current Bell Cranell! Taught by Aiz and many other people, having survived countless unknowns to reach this point!


      Roaring in my mind, I let the grand bell peal instead of my voice. Inside the pure white particles of light, a crimson flame swells and rages. When I raise my sword, his eyes soften. Like an adult with a child’s heart, overjoyed at having discovered a character straight out of a heroic epic.


      “I would have liked to face the current you with everything I have.”


      He murmurs firmly, yet with a hint of reluctance…


      “But…it’s time.”


      Then, the knight turns around, looking up overhead.


      And there, from the dark, clouded sky, a roar echoes.


      “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”


      ““!!!””


      A creature other than us lets out a terrible cry. Nina and I both look in shock toward the valley. I see a splash of light. Like lighting flickering over and over. Out of a split in the clouds away from the tornado, a terrifyingly enormous something appears.


      “What is…that…”


      “A giant centipede?!”


      Nina’s awestruck behind me, but with a first-tier adventurer’s vision, I can make it out. Its skin’s a dark purple color.


      Its long body, maybe fifty meders long, has countless joints, unlike a snake. Compared to the enormous body, it has dozens of legs on either side of the torso, almost like short, thin claws. The repulsive way it seems to writhe and skitter is like an insect. The head’s a hideous jaw, and it has long, sharp projections like a fly’s proboscis. Also, just below its head on either side, instead of legs, it has what looks like wings.


      And its entire body is clad in sturdy, draconic scales…


      “Is that…!”


      The immediate instinct in my head is confirmed by Professor Leon.


      “It’s a dragon.”


      ““!””


      As if hearing it, the dragon writhing in the sky turns its eyes on us. Glaring at insects disturbing its territory, its proboscis-like projects emit beams of light—thin lasers.


      There’s a sharp sound and then the place Professor Leon is standing explodes.


      ‘Professor—?!”


      “This is…a venom sky centipede dragon.”


      Interrupting Nina’s fearful cry, smoke rising behind him, he lands without danger next to us. Nina twitches seeing him, and as for me, I gulp at the huge crater that appears in the ground.


      It’s maybe five kirlos away. It can cover that distance?! With an attack that powerful?!


      We’re both dumbfounded, but not taking his eyes off the monster, Professor Leon continues.


      “If my memory serves me, it’s a monster Zeus and Hera discovered on the sixty-seventh floor.”


      “The sixty-seventh floor?!”


      My eyes spin at that information. The Valley of Dragons is inhabited by dragons of old that emerged from the Dungeon. Given that, it isn’t that strange that there would be a monster with that sort of vintage.


      It isn’t that strange…but it’s still crazy!


      “Why is that monster…?!”


      “More than ten days ago, a dragon’s snore was confirmed. It likely escaped due to the spirit’s failing seal.”


      “Gh…?”


      He calmly explains to Nina who’s completely flustered. I stare at his face.


      It was confirmed more than ten days ago…? Did he…


      Before my suspicion can turn into confidence, the knight in shining armor begins analyzing the situation.


      “School District’s barrier appears to be broken as well. It seems still caught in the lightning web, but it will break free and come for us.”


      “…!”


      He’s right. The centipede dragon is struggling in the sea of clouds with a sparkling flash of lightning. Straining my eyes, I can see a superfine netting of light tangled in its wings.


      The flashes of light I noticed when we first got here…that was the dragon struggling to get through the barrier!


      That’s probably part of the barrier set around the tornado by the School District. As the name lightning web implies, it’s a web of magic that catches and entangles dragons trying to fly out of the tornado, and the more they struggle, the more they become entangled. Even if they manage to burst through, with a body that large, it’s bound to catch on something and get stuck, buying time for a squad to come deal with them…What an incredible setup.


      “Wh-what should we do?”


      Hearing that a dragon is about to attack, Nina does her best to keep her voice steady. Both of us focus completely on the knight who has more experience fighting dragons than anyone, who has contributed the most to the constant struggle against the dragon problem.


      “Due to circumstances, the Orariad match is suspended. We will immediately prepare to fight the dragon.”


      He raises his voice for the sake of being heard by those watching through a mirror, and then, he quietly turns around and looks at me and my fiery sword that’s still charged.


      “Bell, you defeat it.”


      “Gh!”


      “Hit it with the afterglow. As you are now, you can do it.”


      His golden eyes shine with absolute trust. I freeze up as he turns away and moves out in front of us.


      “If Zeus and Hera weren’t just making things up for fun, the centipede dragon’s estimated potential is a Level Seven.”


      “What?!”


      “But you can relax. From what I can see…this one is weaker than Udaeus.”


      “I-I’ve never fought Udaeus before, though!”


      I yelp at that explosive information, but he just moves forward, as if this is normal. He even seems to be smiling playfully.


      My tense body starts to relax.


      “I’ll buy you time.”


      That’s more reassuring than anything as he dashes forward.


      At the same time, the centipede dragon completely escapes its binding light, rapidly descending toward us!


      “OOOOOOOOO!!!!!”


      Howling and writhing as if crawling through the air, the hideous dragon barrels forward. The dark purple laser begins shooting as the dragon flies in. Professor Leon easily dodges the first and second shots aimed at him. The third shot is aimed right at us. It’s so fast, Nina and I freeze—only for Professor Leon to immediately place himself in the line of fire, letting the laser hit him.


      “Professor Leon?!”


      Nina and I both shout at the purple explosion. But…


      “Darbazar clear. Phyron unlocked.”


      The knight’s cape flutters gallantly as a new weapon of light emerges. The ax that hits the laser and cancels it out transforms into a greatshield.


      The ultimate defense that takes a form like the flat of a giant’s dagger.


      “Living up to my dwarf heritage!” He reassures us with a smile. “Leave the defense to me!”


      Now that his status is even stronger, he energetically charges ahead, performing a stupendous clash with the dragon. Against a dragon with an estimated potential of Level 7, he doesn’t fall back a step. Unflinchingly blocking every heinous laser with the shield, he pulls bits out of the back of the shield, removing daggers of light and hurling them gloriously.


      Quickly realizing they have the force to pierce its scales, the centipede dragon twists its body to evade. Its eye twists in annoyance, focusing entirely on Professor Leon.


      A textbook tank technique, drawing all the aggro to himself !


      “…!”


      This isn’t the time to admire his skill!


      I raise the sword and continue the charge. The grand bell begins ringing. Hearing the thunderous gong and perhaps sensing the approaching flames, every segment of the centipede dragon’s body swells like a balloon.


      Without letting its guard down against Professor Leon, it unleashes a dark miasma from its entire body.


      “Nina, cast Krisheim!”


      “Eh?!”


      “Valley dragons Level Five and higher spew dragma! Dragon scales that seep into wounds drastically impede healing magic! Protect Bell!”


      “…! Lullaby of wind, cradle of flowers!”


      With his warning and facing the oncoming black tidal wave of miasma, Nina immediately begins casting. She leaps in front of me, staff raised, and begins weaving a spell with what reserves of magic power she has remaining, deploying a field of light to protect me this time when my wounds aren’t fully healed.


      “Lagriell Krisheim!”


      It’s the third time I’ve seen this. The dark miasma right in front of us crashes into a field of fluttering white glimmers, creating a tremendous spray of sparks. The miasma almost looks like the dragon’s jaw closing around us, but it can’t breach the area staked out by the holy fairy spell. Instead, Nina sinks to her knees.


      “Ugh…?!”


      “Nina!”


      “I’m okay…! I’m okay, Rapi!”


      She’s saying the wrong name, which shows how much focus and energy it takes to maintain this field.


      Purified by the light, the miasma begins to clear, and peering into it, I see Professor Leon performing an impossibly complex defense against the centipede dragon. In the brief moment I couldn’t see, the entire surrounding landscape has been completely shattered. Stones directly exposed to the miasma crumble like broken glass. In the blink of an eye, the plateau has been churned up and everything besides the ground we’re standing on starts to lose its form.


      It’s a terrifying scene. Like the end of the world.


      If all three of us don’t use every bit of our strength, we’ll meet the same fate.


      This is the far north! It isn’t the Dungeon, and yet it’s just as dangerous!


      “How many dragons like this are there…?!”


      “There are countless dragons like that inside that tornado…?”


      In the amphitheater, in the arena, or perhaps somewhere in the city, someone asked that question.


      Even though the sky above them was a beautiful and clear blue, unlike the dark sea visible in the mirror, it seemed to slowly seep in. The sight of just the three of them left everyone speechless, locked in place, watching the battle with that repulsive dragon.


      “Do you get it now? I hope you do. I hope you realize how little leeway we have left.”


      Hermes touched a finger to the brim of his hat, his gaze sweeping across the silent amphitheater.


      “Please grasp it. Grasp the destruction looming even now in the north. Grasp the reality that we do not have time to be bickering.”


      Balder looked down from the balcony atop Breithablik at the trembling audience in the arena.


      “And if possible, join hands in the birth of more heroes.”


      Deep within the Guild’s underground altar, Ouranos murmured the words, his eyes shut tight as he sat upon his throne.


      “This is what we have to fight…Bell…everyone.”


      And finally Hestia trying to warn her followers of the future.


      All of the deities watched the battle with the dragon with clear eyes.


      This…this is the enemy we will have to fight.


      The thought creeps into the back of my mind while I remain protected by the purifying field, the resonance of the grand bell still ringing in my ears.


      I remember everything Professor Leon said on this journey. I’m finally learning firsthand why the world yearns for heroes. More heroes. Without them, we can’t withstand this looming danger.


      The spirit storm swirling in the distance is painful to even look at. As I gaze at it, I clench my sword’s hilt.


      One more time, I reaffirm my resolve. To stave off this destruction, I will fight alongside everyone, just as Professor Leon and Nina are doing right now.


      So cut it…


      Summon the afterglow from my hands. Transform the remnants left by the heroes, the power the knights are trying to entrust to me. Make it into a light of hope.


      I know what is asked of me. I know what I want.


      Carrying on the story that began with the original hero, we prove our determination until the last hero finally emerges.


      “Ghhh!”


      The trigger for my skill, I envision Leon Verdenberg. He is the modern hero who has protected the mortal realm all these years, constantly chasing the backs of the legends who came before him. Searing the image of that sublime knight who strives so hard to fulfill the guidance he inherited, I swing the fiery sword.


      I envision the Knight and the Warlord.


      I recreate the stance of those two gallant men with my own still-unreliable body.


      I acknowledge my technique is lacking and boost it with the supporting flames.


      What I need are strength, magic power, and a grand, unwavering determination.


      Sever hills, split castles, and fell dragons.


      I can do it.


      My eyes meet the lion’s gaze. There is no doubt in either of us. The light has been inherited.


      The sound of the ringing grand bell.


      Five minutes. A full charge.


      Staring into a distance far too great for steel to reach, I unleash the swirling flames and let it fly.


      “Argo Vesta.”


      The fairy leaps back and I swing.


      The flaming slash reaches its critical mass…and flies. It transforms into an enormous fiery light, taking the shape of a slash, rushing straight toward the dragon’s eyes.


      It’s a new light, unlike that of the knight’s, splitting the sinister dragon in two.


      “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO?!?!”


      The centipede dragon screeches in pain. Despite hovering in midair, its body is torn open by the slash. The roar of the flame soon swallows its dying cry. Where the blade passed, the flesh burns in the extreme heat until the body is consumed. Once the fire reaches the magic stone at its core, a magnificent crimson flower blooms.


      The ash flutters down like a blizzard. The flaming slash that cut the dragon carries on, reaching the dark clouds that cover the lands of the north.


      The dark sea parts. The black, sunless wastelands are greeted by a sliver of blue sky and a blinding sun.


      The beautiful sunlight feels almost nostalgic. Nina and I stare up at it in awe.


      “…I did it…”


      The charred greatsword, having surpassed its limit, crumbles to dust. I lower my arm limply, barely managing to keep my knees from buckling. It still doesn’t feel real.


      “Yes, you did it.”


      Through the crackling embers and ash, the knight walks over to us. His silver armor is slightly scorched, but he stops in front of us and smiles.


      “Thank you, Bell. Because of your help, the dragon was slain.”


      Hearing that, I finally manage to smile back.
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      “Incredible, Rapi! I mean, Captain Bell!”


      Excitement colors Nina’s cheeks as she leans in. But that is all I can withstand. The tension finally releases, and I start to slump. Nina, reaching for my hand, catches me instead. With her hugging me and holding me up, I feel a bit pathetic for not being able to keep it together until the end, but I can’t hide the joy that overwhelms the fatigue.


      “It was truly splendid. I am glad we had this adventure…”


      With gentle eyes, Leon looks up, his expression softening at the single ray of sunlight poking through the clouds. It’s as if the light is celebrating the results achieved at the end of this journey.


      Seeing him, I feel sure of it.


      He knew about the dragon that had escaped the seal. He could have defeated that centipede dragon on his own. At the very least, he had made preparations to handle it even if something stronger than the centipede dragon had appeared.


      And yet, he brought us—brought me—here. So that I could slay the dragon. So that I could grasp a glimmer of that afterglow.


      And…


      “It’s hardly the time for the Orariad now, but…would you like to continue the fight, Bell?”


      “…No.”


      “I see. In that case, while it was an unforeseen series of events, I acknowledge my own ineptitude in handling it. I propose that this match be recorded as a draw. Orario and the School District are unable to reach a conclusion.”


      It’s a shameless cop-out that he doesn’t bother trying to hide, and I can’t hide my smile either.


      Nina, who is offering me a shoulder to lean on, seems to understand it all, too. She struggles to keep her reputation for seriousness intact, fighting the urge to burst out laughing.


      If I said there was a way to do something about this conflict without having to take one side or the other, would you be willing to help me?


      This was the method he had in mind when he asked that question. Pretending to be the stars of the final bout of the Orariad, setting up a monster to intervene, a dragon that had to be slain, and then depriving both sides of a clear conclusion.


      But will everyone be willing to accept this?


      I wonder about the adventurers and students who are surely still watching us through the magic mirror when he speaks again.


      “Bell, though it was by chance, you have now fought a valley dragon. I would like to ask you: What do you think we should do?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Do you think it’s possible to defeat these dragons with just the adventurers in Orario? Do you think it’s possible for the School District’s strength alone to continue protecting the mortal realm?”


      I am sure this is the final test of the field trip. I was the subject of study over the course of this journey, and this question is the final topic on the agenda.


      Nina gulps while looking up at me, but I already know my answer.


      “Even if some incredible hero appears…one person alone can’t win.”


      Her eyes widen, and the knight smiles. Facing all the people watching us, I flash a tired, worn-out smile.


      “One person can’t do anything. But with two people, you can start to do something. You can do more with three. And with everyone…you can do anything.”


      Without Professor Leon’s and Nina’s help, I would never have been able to defeat that dragon. And as amazing as Professor Leon is, I’m sure even he can’t exterminate every last dragon inside that seal by himself. We all have limits. I realized that again after coming here. So I want to raise my voice and have the courage to rely on others.


      Because a band of heroes is obviously stronger than just one.


      “Is that from a story?”


      “Yes. It’s a line from one of the books my gramps loved…It just popped into my head.”


      The words of a certain hero that Gramps read to me back in our home village. They have always stayed in my heart, and they felt like the perfect thing for this moment.


      “I can’t win without everyone else… that is what I think.”


      Professor Leon nods deeply, as if I had earned full marks.


      “I think so, too.”


      “Professor Leon…”


      “There are still many people and many groups in the world fighting among themselves. But someday, I would like to bring them all together. As people standing against the same destruction, I do not doubt that we are all facing in the same direction.”


      He holds out his hand, and of course, with a smile, I shake it.


      Seeing that, Nina breaks into a smile, too.


      Even as the dark clouds reform, the warm sunlight remains, shining on us until the very end.
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      “Now then.”


      A god’s voice broke the silence that filled Orario and the School District.


      “The Knight of Knights is correct. It seems this competition has come to an end without a conclusion, but…what shall we do, Orario? The School District?”


      Hermes did not bother to hide the transparent setup as his voice echoed in both the amphitheater and the arena. Everyone sitting in the seats wore a troubled look, or else was deep in thought as he casually continued.


      “It was scary, though. Terrifying. The Valley of Dragons at the end of the world. Someone has to pacify it. And someone capable of doing that…won’t emerge out of this sort of bickering. That’s an oracle from a god.”


      The world yearned for heroes—


      Atop the School District’s tower, the god of light murmured, eyes closed and smiling.


      “If you are willing to lower your fists, Denatus can mediate between both sides and provide a constructive compromise… What will it be?”


      A certain god-hating adventurer spat that they were dancing in the palm of their hand.


      Some young students pouted, calling the whole thing a farce.


      No one answered. But it was also true that no one rejected the hand the gods offered with a smile.
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      They would learn the results only after they returned to Orario.


      The Orariad officially concluded in a 2-2-1 draw.


      Leon held the advantage over Bell from start to finish, so the School District most likely would have won if put to a judge’s decision, but no one was boorish enough to argue the point. Having proven their strength matched Orario’s, the School District secured favorable terms in the Denatus-led reconciliation. The requisition for orichalcum was scrapped. In exchange, the School District would directly participate in and contribute to the Guild’s shaft plan.


      “If clearing the Dungeon is for the sake of saving the world, and this project serves that goal, then we will cooperate as much as we can. Furthermore, if the School District’s famed Alchemy Department is involved, the risk of unforeseen accidents will be greatly diminished. Is that not the best outcome for every party involved?”


      Balder’s smiling proposition finally broke the Guild’s resistance. When he also hinted at the possibility of allowing the recruitment of students to resume, the outcome became inevitable. Guild Chief Royman had hoped to monopolize the fame and authority of this era-defining project, but swallowing his bitterness, he reluctantly signed the proposal.


      The machinations of Denatus continued behind the scenes after that. News of the clash between the Labyrinth City and the School District had spread across the entire mortal realm. To avoid a blow to their image, they pulled Ouranos out to shake hands with Principal Balder for a sensational piece of propaganda, even though the founding god of the city rarely showed his face in public.


      This moment of friendship and cooperation was captured by countless artists, who excitedly penned articles and sketched portraits to distribute far and wide.


      “You outplayed everyone, Ouranos.”


      Closer examination would reveal that the old god had predicted everything from the School District ultimately offering its full support to every move made in Denatus. A certain mage sighed heavily at ever getting worked up in the first place.


      With a shake of their head, they added, “Deities really can’t be trusted.”


      “It went even better than expected, Balder. Bell seems to have been refined even further, which is always welcome news for me…but I did my part helping out with your scheme, so you had better give me something that’ll make up for all that effort.”


      The dandy god’s words were carried off by the wind as he sat atop the city wall.


      Seeing his patron god, who had been plotting with Balder from the moment the Guild demanded the orichalcum, long before the Orariad was even announced, his supremely capable follower sighed in much the same way as the mage had.


      “I can’t forgive Orario…or more like the Guild, but if this is what Professor Leon wants, then I guess that’s that…”


      “We’ve always seen how scary the valley is…This really isn’t the time to risk a falling out.”


      “Everyone! You don’t have to look so hesitant! I know there are lots of wonderful adventurers like Rapi—I mean, Bell Cranell in Orario!”


      The young students were not ready to accept such a dissatisfying conclusion, and many of them held onto some resentment, but in the end, no one raised any objections to the settlement.


      They prided themselves on understanding the danger of the world better than anyone, and they decided to act mature. Just as a certain worst squad had mentioned, some of them had been impressed by the performance of the impossibly sincere white rabbit’s heroic stand and were starting to see him in a new light.


      The most obvious change was how many more people were requesting internships, hoping to spur on the exploration of the Dungeon.


      And finally, Orario itself.


      A certain decision was made in the city always grumbling about adventurers. The topic was a certain adventurer’s name. The subject was none other than Bell Cranell, who had been given the title Regulus Arne. One who brings hope, the rabbit who inherited the light carried from Zeus and Hera’s era by the lion.


      When that name was proposed at Denatus, the boy’s patron goddess had no choice but to raise her hands in defeat. It had been officially accepted.


      The boy’s renown grew with the announcement of his new name as a Level 5 first-tier adventurer. Excitement filled the city, the School District acknowledged him, and the world continued to dream anew. A dream of a rabbit joining the circle of heroes, staving off the darkness. A dream of the future when the mortal realm’s greatest wish was finally fulfilled. Praying they would not wake from that dream, people stood alongside deities to sing of hope.


      “I’m sorry, Bell, for forcing you through something so cruel.”


      “Ah, no, it’s fine. I was surprised, but it’s what Orario and the School District needed to reconcile…and it was far more considerate…and better…than Folkvangr…ha…ha-ha…”


      Not yet back in the city, the boy, of course, had no knowledge of what had been transpiring as he, the half-elf girl, and the knight walked together beneath the vast blue sky.


      “Umm…Professor Leon…”


      “What?”


      Unlike in the north, the wind here was clear, and the grass and flowers at their feet swayed softly as he made up his mind to ask the question on his mind.


      “…Did you ever meet your parents again?”


      While Bell had been raised by a father figure, he had never known his parents. He wasn’t sure if what he felt was jealousy or aspiration, but he felt that family bonds were more important than anything, and so he had been sad to hear of Leon’s separation from his parents. Ever since, he had wanted to ask what happened to them after.


      “Ah…right. Since I told you so much already, I suppose you have a right to know…”


      Nina cocked her head in confusion as the knight stopped, his armor clattering. Looking a little ashamed, his gaze seemed to dart toward the Alv Mountains, before the dwarf who used to be a delinquent answered…


      “After I became an instructor, I went to visit the town they were in.”


      “And?”


      The boy leaned forward, brimming with curiosity. Leon smiled wryly at the red eyes peering up at him in such suspense.


      “Once they saw what I had become…they cried tears of joy. It was embarrassing, but…I was glad.”


      Scratching his cheek, the knight smiled bashfully like a child.


      Seeing that, Bell broke into a smile of his own.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “I’m so tired… I wonder if everyone is mad at me for leaving without saying anything?”


      Nina stretched as she passed through the giant city gate.


      They were on North Main Street, basking in the warm sunlight after finally making it back from the bleak wasteland.


      “I’m sure they’re worried. I made these arrangements without consulting anyone, so there’s no need to worry. I will apologize to everyone on your behalf.”


      “Eh? I-I can’t let you do that alone…”


      “Ah-ah-ah… I’m going to have to apologize to everyone, too.”


      Even at a moment like this, Leon was honest and sincere. Nina fretfully waved her hands while Bell laughed, realizing that he was hardly off the hook. His red eyes softened as he stared at the clear blue sky up above. Over the course of this trip, a new resolution had been born inside him. He was determined to do everything he could to protect this blue that had been lost in those black wastelands shrouded in miasma to the north.


      I need to become strong—stronger than I am now. With Goddess’s help and the rest of the familia supporting me…and with Ms. Aiz and everyone else.


      Once he made that promise to himself deep in his heart, he began walking again.


      Grateful to Leon, who had carried his and Nina’s gear the whole way, he followed them to the Guild Headquarters to make a report on everything that happened.


      Passersby in the street said encouraging words to the celebrity and the problem child who had stirred the city up again.


      …But only a few.


      The vast city had gone quiet. An unusual murmur filled the air. The three of them halted as they noticed the strange mood enveloping the city.


      “What is it…? Was Orario always like this…?”


      “…It seems something is going on in the center of the city.”


      Nina looked around in confusion while Leon zeroed in on the epicenter with his Level 7 hearing.


      “…? Let’s go see.”


      Bell could feel his heart racing as they turned away from the Guild Headquarters located in the northwest of the city.


      Residents, adventurers, deities…everyone was whispering or running in a panic. They were all heading in the same direction—to the base of the white tower. The three of them hurried, as if drawn to it. The further south they went, the more the murmurs turned to cries.


      A powerful premonition gripped Bell’s racing heart as they approached the center of the city. Calm and confidence were quickly replaced with unease.


      What is it…? What happened?!


      They soon arrived at Central Park. The plaza that should have been mostly empty after adventurers departed into the Dungeon for the day was instead packed with people, with more arriving. There was no mistaking that something serious had happened. Slipping through the crowd, Bell dove into the heart of the commotion and entered Babel itself.


      “B-Bell…”


      “Sis?! What happened?!” Nina cried.


      Right after passing through the door, they spotted Eina standing there for some reason. Her face was deathly pale, and even when her sister called out to her, she simply stared at Bell, as if pleading with him to get away from this place.


      He could almost hear his heart twisting. His brain flashed red and black as he caught the distinct scent of blood in the air. Holding his breath, his eyes widened as he ran past Eina’s weakly outstretched hand toward a group of shouting people.


      “[image: image]”


      He had found the source of the smell—adventurers covered in freshly spilled blood. Many of them were wounded, some missing limbs. An entire familia worth of battered adventurers.


      And their tattered flag bore the emblem of the jester.


      “The expedition failed! The expedition failed! The alliance was wiped out on the sixtieth floor!!!”


      In the midst of the despairing adventurers, a black-haired young man shouted. Covered in blood himself, cradling one of his arms, he looked like he might collapse at any moment. He pleaded, tears in his bloodshot eyes as he cried.


      “Hurry! Send reinforcements! Our comrades! The captain and the others are still in the depths!!!”


      Time stopped for Bell in that divine tower. His eyes widened as far as they could.


      She wasn’t there.


      She wasn’t anywhere to be found among the wounded adventurers.


      The swordswoman.


      The girl with golden hair.


      The one he had always chased after was not here, on the surface.


      Hope had been flipped upside down as sneering despair reared its head.


      Loki Familia had been wiped out…
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      Afterword


      I had a favorite teacher in elementary school.


      He ran so fast that if he got serious, my friends and I could never catch him, and he could even dunk a basketball when the hoop was so far away for us.


      When everyone in class was messing around, he would clap his hands and smile, but whenever we did something we shouldn’t, he would be there, scolding us with a booming voice that made us jump. I think all my friends loved that teacher, too.


      When I was scared and couldn’t jump over the vault, he stayed with me and helped me practice until I could do it. I still remember the first time I did it. Both of us cheered so happily.


      But then he apologized to me.


      “I’m sorry. I should have taught you like this sooner.”


      I didn’t know why he was apologizing, and honestly, I was just happy that I finally managed to do it, so I just smiled and laughed. But looking back on it now, despite the fact that it felt like he could just do whatever he felt like, behind the scenes, he was working really hard.


      Once, when I was cleaning up and threw the handout he made in the trash, he didn’t get mad, but he had a look that seemed almost sad. To us, he felt so mature, but looking back now, he seems surprisingly young. I’m sure he was struggling and trying to find his way just as much as we were.


      Every day was so much fun with him, but I never did ask why he wanted to become a teacher or what happened to him when he was younger.


      I should have asked more questions.


      I would have liked to know more about him.


      Is it too late?


      I find myself thinking of all those questions now.


      When I set myself to fleshing out this book’s key figure, Leon, I found myself thinking about that teacher a lot.


      Having written all this, I should probably say that he and Leon don’t resemble each other at all. There aren’t really any particularly notable throughlines either. My ideal ultimate knight teacher is more handsome and capable and stronger than my teacher ever was. I’ll brook no debate on that point since I poured in so many of my idiosyncrasies into this! Ga-ha-ha!


      Also, I make a concerted effort not to reflect myself or the people around me in the characters I write, since I’m the type that feels weird if a character starts to overlap with someone I know, so even if I tried to deliberately do it, I doubt it would work very well.


      But for some reason, for all the trouble I had writing Leon, it became easier and easier for me when I thought back to that teacher.


      What a strange feeling. I wonder what it is?


      When I think about how he might still be teaching me even now, I think I might cry. Chance encounters are a wonderful thing. We may not realize it at the time, but as time passes, we discover what a treasure those meetings have been. Maybe that’s what it is.


      That’s what I’ve felt while writing this volume.


      And finally, this is perhaps an unseemly, but the protagonist’s feelings and admiration toward the knight might just include some of my perspective toward that teacher. On that point, I am truly sorry.


      With that, allow me to give my thanks.


      I am deeply grateful to my editor Usami. I also look forward to working with my new editors Nakamizo and Tsukui. To the illustrator Suzuhito Yasuda, thank you so much for breathing such life into Leon and the others.


      This twentieth volume was also released with a special edition, which could only happen with the help of many, many people. I am deeply grateful to Niritsu, who provided the cover of the extra booklet, Yamachi Taisei, Yagi Takashi, Momoyama Hinase, Fuku Kitsune, and Kurodeko, who provided guest illustrations, and all of the many people involved in its production. It was a rush with a special edition being decided on suddenly, but thanks to all of you, it successfully made it out the door.


      And finally, dear readers, the main Dungeon series has reached twenty volumes. Thank you for supporting it all this way, and I hope you will continue to read it going forward.


      And here are some announcements. This volume and Sword Oratoria’s are continuing the A-side and B-side plot lines from Dungeon Volume 19 and Oratoria Volume 13.


      I believe that the connection between this volume and Oratoria Volume 15 will be quite important. Those who are interested, please check out Oratoria Volume 15 as well. Even if you have not read the side story at all to this point, I believe you will be able to pick it up with Volume 15 if you want.


      With this, the shortest arc of the series, the School District arc, comes to a close. Starting in the next volume, the story will finally enter its final arc. I hope you’ll enjoy it.


      Thank you for reading this far. If you will excuse me…


      Fujino Omori

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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BELL CRANELL

The hero of the story, who
came to Orario (dreaming of
meeting a beautiful heroine in
the Dungeon) on the advice of
his grandfather. He belongs
to Hestia Familia and is still
getting used to his job as an
adventurer.

AlZ
WALLENSTEIN

Known as the Sword Princess,
her combination of feminine
beauty and incredible strength
makes her Orario's greatest
female adventurer. Bellidolizes
her. Currently Level 6, she
belongs to Loki Familia.

EINA TULLE

An adviser and a receptionist
for the Guild, the organization
in charge of overseeing the
Dungeon. She has bought
armor for Bell in the past,

and she looks after him both
officially and personally.

LYU LEON

Formerly a powerful elven
adventurer, she now works
as a waitress at The
Benevolent Mistress.

9

Suzuhito Yasuda

Abeing from the heavens,
she is far beyond all the
inhabitants of the mortal
plane. The head of Bell's
Hestia Familia, she is
absolutely head over heels
inlove with him!

LEON
VERDENBERG

Aninstructor in the
School District.
A member of Balder Class.

NINA TULLE

Ahalf-elf student of the
School District. A member
of Balder Class.

SYR FLOVER
Awaitress at The Benevolent
Mistress. She established
afriendly relationship with
Bell after an unexpected
meeting.

LILLILUKA ERDE

WELF CROZZO

A girl belonging to a race of pygmy humans known as
prums, she plays the role of supporter in Bell's battle
party. Amember of Hestia Familia, she’s much more
powerful than she looks.

MIKOTO YAMATO

Agirlfrom the Far East. She feels indebted to Bell after
receiving his forgiveness. Belongs to Hestia Familia.

IGLIN MARS

Adwarf student in Balder Class. Level 2. Uncommonly
for a dwarf, enjoys putting on airs.

CHRISTIA ELVIA

A prum student in Balder Class. Level 2. Uncommonly
for a prum, a frontline fighter brimming with confidence.

ASFI AL ANDROMEDA

A smith who fights alongside Bell as a member of his
party, he forged Bell'slight armor (Pyonkichi series).
Belongs to Hestia Familia.

HARUHIME SANJOUNO

Afox-person (renart) from the Far East who met Bell in
s Pleasure Quarter. Belongs to Hestia Familia.

BALDER

The patron god of Balder Class. Founder and
headmaster of the School District.

LEGI GIGI

Adark elf student in Balder Class. Level 2. Speaks in a
unique cadence. A mysterious assassi

HERMES

A gifted maker of magic items. Belongs to
Hermes Familia.

MIACH

The head of Miach Familie, a group focused on the
production and sale of potions and other recovery
items.

TAKEMIKAZUCHI

The deity of Takemikazuchi Familia. The god of combat
and martial arts, he boasts tremendous skillin the

art of war and has instructed Mikoto on a range of
techniques.

ROYMAN MARDEEL

The highest authority in the Guild. Also known
as Guild's Pig. An elf who deeply understands the
significance of the three great quests.

The patron god of Hermes Familia. A charming god who
is quick on his feet and is careful to maintain neutrality
amongst the various factions. Is he keeping tabs on Bell
for someone...?

AISHA BELKA

A daring, lustful Amazon in Hermes Familia. Formerly a
member of Ishtar Familia.

HEPHAISTOS

Deity of Orario’s most well-known and respected
familia of smiths, Hephaistos Familia. She has loose ties
with Hestia dating back to their time in the heavens.

OURANOS

The god in charge of the Guild, who also manages
the Dungeon.






