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      Prologue: Summons


      “Ugh! I’ve been waiting forever!” Rita the angel complained to me as soon as I stepped off the Dungeon Elevator on the 100th Level. She puffed her cheeks out in a pout and gave me a cute glare with her arms akimbo.


      No explorers were challenging the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level at present, so I was the only one there. We were standing in a wide-open field that contained only a table and a chair.


      “I’m sorry...”


      At my apology, Rita’s expression changed into a bright smile. She laughed and replied, “I was just kidding. Welcome to the 100th Level!” She fluttered the small wings on her back. Were they smaller than mom’s and Eri’s because of her youth? “Here, have some tea! ☆”


      “Thank you very much.”


      I accepted the cup she offered me. A fragrant aroma wafted from the tea, which turned out to have a powerfully bitter and savory taste. I spent some time chatting with the angel while enjoying my drink. Apparently, so few explorers came to challenge the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level that she was bored. She jabbered on and on.


      “The Dungeon Master who took over Babel recently raised the difficulty way too much! The previous one had it set just right, so there were plenty of explorers who could reach and get past the 100th Level. Those were the good days.”


      “Oh? The difficulty’s changed?” This was the first time I’d heard about that. None of the teachers at the academy had mentioned anything.


      “Yep! Probably happened about a hundred years ago now, I think. Anemoi, the current Dungeon Master, is still young, so she doesn’t know how to control herself!”


      “A hundred years ago?”


      That wasn’t very recent at all. No wonder my teachers hadn’t mentioned it. I enjoyed conversing with Rita for a bit longer until she clapped her hands like she had just thought of something.


      “Oh? Speaking of which, what are you doing here?”


      “You summoned me here, Rita. I’m here to collect the Gifts of Grace.”


      “Right, right! Hold on a second. Hi-yah! ☆”


      She snapped her fingers. Three golden magic circles appeared in the air and produced weaponry and armor. I felt incredible mana coming off each item.


      So these are the prizes for passing the 100th Level... I studied each one carefully. The first one that Rita took and gave me was a staff. Though it appeared to be made from wood, it didn’t feel like it in my hand.


      “What’s this?”


      “Please give that to Sumire. I used a talon from the Divine Beast Phoenix for its core and coated it with my angel’s magic, so not even Sumire can set it ablaze. At least, I’m pretty sure she can’t... Anyway, just let me know if there are any problems with it.”


      “Rita, you made this?”


      “That I did! I worked my butt off, I’ll have you know.”


      She could even create weapons? Rita must be very good with her hands.


      “This over here is for Sara,” Rita continued. “It’s the Cloak of the Celestial Lion. Not only will it protect her against the four elements, but I’ve also enchanted it with Arrow Dodging for free. ☆”


      “The Cloak of the Celestial Lion... This is the equipment that the legendary Saint Anna used, right?” Sara would definitely love this.


      “And, last but not least, here you go! Your new sword! ☆”


      A white sword appeared before my eyes. As I picked it up, I noticed something. “A wooden sword?”


      I looked it over and saw that it didn’t even have a blade. Though I wouldn’t have gone so far as to call it a toy, it didn’t look like something that could help me in a real battle. I couldn’t fight monsters with this thing.


      Rita chuckled. “Try channeling your mana into it, Eugene.”


      “My mana? But I only have white mana.”


      “Just do it! ☆”


      “All right, understood.”


      Though I thought it odd, I covered the white wooden sword with my mana. A high-pitched noise rang out as the sword slowly but surely transformed into a metal weapon, its blade shining in the light. To test it, I touched it and found that it had turned cold.


      Rita approached and whispered into my ear, “The wood is taken from the Tree of Life in Heaven. We angels only possess white mana, so the only way for us to deal damage is to use these sorts of angel-exclusive weapons.”
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      I gasped. “Wait, so I can use this as a magic sword?!”


      “Of course! Congrats!”


      My chest felt warm. I see... I can finally fight on my own now. That was when I realized something about what Rita said. “You know that my mother is an angel?”


      “Of course I do! ☆ Lila asked me to take care of her son just the other day!”


      “I see...” Apparently my mom’s request was also the reason that Rita wanted to speak with me directly.


      “Now then, there are two warnings I’d like to give you.”


      “I’m listening.”


      Rita raised two fingers. “That white sword is not only an angelic weapon—it’s also capable of evolving. The stronger you get, the more powerful that sword will become. Angels can’t actually improve themselves, so to be more precise, it’s a weapon that changes depending on the angel’s rank and innate strength. As a human, you get stronger with training, so I hope you’ll better both yourself and that weapon! ☆”


      “A weapon that can evolve?” I repeated, finding it peculiar.


      “One! More! Thing! And this is what’s really important.” Now only holding up one finger, Rita leaned in close.


      “Wh-What is it?”


      “It’s about that black sword of Cerberus you have hanging off your belt. You shouldn’t use it too much. It’ll reduce your lifespan.”


      “Huh?” Shocked, I looked down at the Divine Sword.


      “The goddesses and the Divine Beasts are shrouded in anima, which equates to life force for the people of the surface. Simply swinging that sword will deplete that energy. The trade-off for that risk is that it’s very powerful, of course. But you should still be mindful of when you use it.”


      “The Divine Sword sucks away at its user’s life force?” I examined the black blade more carefully this time.


      “Well, it’s only taking a little, and you won’t be able to use Ambrosia Tears on the 101st Level and above in Babel. It would be silly if monsters kill you because you’re too scared to use that weapon, so I think you should just pull it out when fighting a Boss or something. Use the white sword of angels for your usual training and dungeon exploration! ☆”


      “Understood. Thank you for your warning,” I said, lowering my head.


      “Anything for Lila’s son! ☆ Ahhh, and there are other things to watch out for above the 100th Level...”


      My conversation with Rita went on for a long time.


      ***


      Once I’d finished my business in Babel, I returned to the school. Wow, it’s really late. But I still have to go see Eri and Headmaster Uther... They had been of great help in the mission to slay the Great Beast Haagenti. I wanted to thank them. I also had to give Sara and Sumire their Gifts of Grace. Now then, what order should I complete those tasks in? I was wondering as I walked down the stone path leading to the dorms.


      “Eugene! I finally found you!”


      At the sound of my name, I turned around. The speaker just so happened to be one of the people I was looking for. “Sara, what is it? What’s the rush?”


      The normally composed Sara was out of breath. “Um! I only just heard about this myself, but... Don’t get mad. You know the Unity Tournament the school is going to hold, right?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      It was a very important competition. Those in the upper rankings of the Unity Tournament even received job offers from countries across the Southern Continent.


      “A rule stating that the winner of the martial arts tournament earns the right to challenge Eugene Santafield, the hero who defeated Demon Queen Erinyes, was added without my knowledge!”


      Sara’s words came as a shock. After staring at her for a long moment, I asked, “What?”


      At some point, I had been turned into a prize for the tournament.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Eugene Confirms Details of the School Festival


      “A rule stating that the winner of the martial arts tournament earns the right to challenge Eugene Santafield, the hero who defeated Demon Queen Erinyes, was added without my knowledge!”


      “How did that happen?” I asked in shock.


      “The head of the Festival Committee came up with that rule without consulting anyone! Ugh, unbelievable!” Sara was shaking with anger.


      “The head of the Festival Committee is a senior in the Hero Course, right?” She was pretty well-known around the school. If I remembered correctly, she was pretty loud too.


      “Yes! She loves festivals, and she always makes things a much bigger deal than necessary! We were already struggling with the budget!”


      “Is that... Uh, is that okay?” There couldn’t be a festival without money, after all.


      “That’s precisely the reason behind all this! She set up Super VIP seats and an exhibition match, and she was selling tickets for a million gold each! All without submitting a single request to the student council! She’s using your name to get people in those seats, Eugene.”


      “I-I see...” It was embarrassing to admit, but I had gotten to be pretty famous around the school. She must have used that to her advantage.


      “So, I’m going to march into the Festival Committee’s office and give her a piece of my mind. Come with me.”


      “Sure thing.” Though I was tired from my trip to Babel, I couldn’t possibly say no to her when she got like this.


      The Festival Committee’s base of operations was inside a massive tent set up to the side of the training grounds. On my way there with Sara, I handed her the Gift of Grace that Rita had entrusted to me.


      “Huh?! Isn’t this the Cloak of the Celestial Lion?! Amazing! It’s the same piece of legendary equipment that Saint Anna used!” Sara’s eyes were sparkling; she was clearly touched that she would get to wear the same thing as the heroic Saint who had once saved the world. Without wasting a moment, she put on the cloak and twirled on the spot. “Well, what do you think, Eugene?”


      “You look good in it.” I was telling the truth. It suited her and her long hair well.


      “Really?! I’m so happy!”


      “H-Hey, Sara!” I protested as she wrapped her arms around me.


      I could feel eyes boring into us, but Sara didn’t seem bothered. She admired her Gift of Grace for a few minutes more until she remembered what we’d come here to do, and we returned set off again. She was humming a tune and practically skipping. As we walked, I told Sara about the white sword that I’d received.


      “Oh? So that means you can go exploring on your own now,” she said.


      “Yeah. I’m grateful for that.” Sara hummed in response. “Sara?”


      “Nothing. Let’s keep moving.” There was a meaningful look in Sara’s eyes, but she said no more.


      We continued walking until we reached the Festival Committee’s tent. A large sign that read “Lykeion Magic Academy’s Festival Committee Headquarters” stood outside, and many people were going in and out of the tent.


      “Let’s go, Eugene.”


      “Yeah.”


      Sara and I walked through the entrance flap. The tent was bustling with students hard at work, but they reacted as soon as they saw Sara, and they hurried toward us.


      “President Sara?”


      “What is it?”


      “I can’t believe you would personally come all the way here!”


      “Is Chairwoman Rebecca here?”


      At Sara’s question, several members of the Festival Committee exchanged a glance.


      “Well, I haven’t seen her around here since yesterday.”


      “She was yelling something about how we ran out of money, and how she was going to do something about it. And then she ran out of the tent.”


      “Why isn’t the person in charge at headquarters?” Sara asked haltingly.


      “We also have many things we’d like to discuss with Chairwoman Rebecca, but she’s always been the type to do as she pleased.”


      “You can say that again.”


      The members of the Festival Committee clearly weren’t too happy with their absentee chairwoman, and they all had frowns on their faces. At first, they hadn’t been paying me much mind, but then one of them noticed me.


      “Hmm? Are you, by any chance, Eugene?”


      “Yes, I am.”


      “Whoa! Gosh, thank you so much for agreeing to fight in the Unity Tournament’s exhibition match! You’re a lifesaver!”


      “Huh?” Sara and I said in unison.


      Seeing our surprised expressions, the Festival Committee member blinked in confusion. “W-Wait, don’t tell me... You didn’t actually give permission?”


      “I only just heard about it,” I replied.


      “O-Oh no... But the chairwoman said that she got the okay from you...”


      “I came all the way here to ask you about that.”


      “Ack, so the exhibition match was the chairwoman deciding things on her own again?!” the Festival Committee member exclaimed, holding his head in his hands.


      “Listen,” Sara sighed. “Eugene and I only returned from the Grenflare Empire this morning. How could she have gotten his permission?”


      “Sara, looks like the chairwoman isn’t here, so what do you want to do? Wait here?” I asked.


      “No. If she hasn’t dropped by since yesterday, then waiting would likely be an exercise in futility. Let’s look for her.”


      “All right.”


      Sara and I left the tent. However, Lykeion Magic Academy was huge; it was bigger than even some villages. I doubted we could find Chairwoman Rebecca by running around without a plan.


      “Where should we start from?” I asked.


      “I suppose we have no choice but to ask for help from the student coun—” But before Sara could finish, a roaring noise interrupted her, followed by a pillar of flames rising into the air.


      Sara and I jumped and looked at each other. That’s Firestorm, isn’t it? The high-tier fire spell... The magic itself wasn’t too odd a sight. Many students at Lykeion Magic Academy could cast high-tier magic. What stood out was its intensity. The inferno was so powerful that it seemed capable of burning the very Heavens. I couldn’t even see the top of the pillar.


      Normally, mages wouldn’t use magic in this way. If they wanted to cast a spell of this caliber, starting out with a super high-tier or royal-tier spell was far more efficient. Despite this, someone had produced a high-tier spell with the same destructive force as a royal-tier one, which meant this person had more mana than they knew what to do with.


      “That Fire Magic was...”


      “Yeah, it was probably Sumire,” I answered Sara. I was pretty familiar with this brand of Fire Magic.


      “Unbelievable! I can’t believe Sumire would cast such a powerful spell somewhere other than the training grounds!”


      “Let’s go check on her. She might have lost control of her magic.”


      Sara thought about that for a moment, and her expression turned serious. “You’re right. I’m worried.”


      Personally, I was less worried about Sumire than I was about anyone in her vicinity. Sumire was an Ifrit, which meant she was more than capable of burning down anything and everything around her. She went with Leona to check out what the Martial Arts Club’s preparing for the school festival, didn’t she? The members of the Martial Arts Club knew the strength of Sumire’s magic, so they should have been fine, but I couldn’t help but hurry.


      By the time we got to the Martial Arts Club, the pillar of flames was still burning but had become much smaller. Sumire’s aptitude for Fire Magic was incredible. There was a crowd of people, and as I drew closer, I could hear their conversation.


      “S-Sumire! That was incredible! You’ll definitely catch the audience’s eye with such an insanely powerful spell!”


      “You really think so?” Sumire giggled.


      “Uh, vice captain? Sorry to burst your bubble, but it’s against the school festival rules to use spells that are too combat-oriented.”


      “What are you talking about, Leona?! Sumire is an otherworlder in the Hero Course, isn’t she? I’m sure they’ll let us bend the rules a little bit!”


      “Er, no, I’m in General Education...”


      “Wh-What?! In General Education, yet capable of wielding such amazing power?! Stupendous!”


      “Are you listening, vice captain? We can’t use the Hero Course’s special privileges!”


      “Oh, there’s no need to fret, Leona. In times like this, we have to march right up to Headmaster Uther and argue our case to him directly! I trust that he’ll turn a blind eye to some recklessness if it’ll make things more entertaining.”


      “We need permission from the Festival Committee and the student council for anything related to the school festival. President Sara is really strict, you know?”


      The vice captain of the Martial Arts Club laughed. “And that’s why filing our permission request to the student council will be the last thing on our checklist. Actually, why don’t we simply put on our performance without telling them, and then ask for forgiveness later?”


      “They’ll definitely find out! You saw the size of those flames!”


      “No vice captain of the Martial Arts Club is going to cower in fear of the student council!”


      “Don’t come crying to me later, then.”


      “Oh?” There was a thin smile on Sara’s face. She took rules very seriously, as did other people from the Cardia Halidom. Perhaps this was a national trait. The snatches of conversation that had reached our ears must have ticked her off.


      Sumire noticed us and called, “Ah, Sara!”


      The members of the Martial Arts Club jumped, and their vice captain, who had just been plotting something nefarious (if we could call it that), paled and stammered, “P-President Sara?”


      “Oof. Just remember I tried stopping you,” Leona said, shrugging and taking a step back from the vice captain.


      “Th-This is a misunderstanding, President Sara! I was in the middle of filling out the permission forms to hand to the student council...”


      “Oh, is that so?” Sara asked with a smile. Despite her expression, she was so intimidating that no one would have dared to contradict her insinuation.


      “I’m so sorry!” the vice captain yelled, prostrating himself before her.


      Yeah, that was definitely the smart move.


      “Hey, Sara, are we not allowed to use magic in the school festival? The meanies from the Swordsmanship Club were mocking the Martial Arts Club and saying their performance was really boring, so they wanted to do something to really stand out. I figured that my magic would be just the thing,” Sumire said, an innocent look in her eyes.


      “Listen, Sumire,” Sara sighed. “If a club can harness magic safely, then we’ll obviously allow it. You don’t have any problems controlling your fire, do you?”


      “Eh? Ah, no. It’s almost perfect!”


      “Almost isn’t good enough!”


      “Whaaat? Come on, just a little magic wouldn’t hurt.”


      “No way!”


      “Miser...”


      “What was that?!”


      Before their usual argument began in earnest, I stepped between them. “Sumire, hold this for me.” I handed her the other Gift of Grace that Rita had left with me.


      “Eugene? What’s this, a staff?”


      The second Sumire held it, the staff glowed red, as if reacting to her Ifrit mana.


      “What do you think, Sumire? Rita said that she customized it so that you would find it easy to use.”


      “Mm? Lemme try it out, then. Hi-yah! ☆” Sumire gave the wand a casual wave.


      A chill ran down my spine. Sumire had flicked the wand seemingly without any deeper thought, and yet I had the feeling that she had cast a tactical attack spell at me. Her magic activated, and angels made of fire appeared in the air, giggling and cheering playfully.


      “She created magical beings?”


      “Th-They look like angels! So this is holy-tier magic?”


      “And she cast it without an incantation?”


      The vice captain and Leona were staring in open shock. Well, that went for Sara and me too. Sumire, meanwhile, was gushing about how cute the angels were and playing with them. She was the only one who didn’t seem to realize what an incredible feat she’d just pulled off.


      “What do you think, Sara?” I asked.


      After a moment, she replied, “Someone has to keep an eye on her whenever she uses magic!”


      “Got it.”


      As Sumire’s guardian, that would be my job. It looked like the new staff was the perfect fit for her, but since it made casting powerful spells easier for her than ever before, she would have to be very mindful of how she used it.


      At that moment, a magic circle appeared in the air with a schwing, and someone stepped out of it. Teleport? This was a rare kind of magic that few people were capable of using.


      “My goodness, who was the one who cast that amazing spell just now?” the person emerging from the Teleport circle—a petite elvish girl with curly, bright red hair—asked. She looked young, but as a long-lived elf, her age wouldn’t match her appearance.


      “I-It was me,” Sumire said, nervously raising her hand.


      “Oooh! I know about you, Sumire Sashiougi. I hear you came from another world; I’ve been dying to talk with you. Do you have some time? I’ll have the people back at headquarters prepare some tea and snacks, so why don’t you and I—”


      “We’ve been searching for you, Rebecca,” Sara said, interrupting the elf’s rapid-fire speech.


      “Oh! You’re Sara, president of the student council, and this is the boyfriend I’ve been hearing so much about. Ah, yes, yes! I’ve been wanting to chat with you as well. Perfect timing!” She grinned, a challenge in her large eyes. I recognized her. This girl was... “It’s nice to meet you. My name is Rebecca J. Walker, chairwoman of the Lykeion Magic Academy School Festival Committee. Pleased to make your acquaintance, young Demon Queen-slaying hero! ☆”


      This beautiful red-haired elvish girl was the very person we had been looking for. She leaned her face close to mine, and her smile stretched wider. Despite her small frame, she exuded an extraordinary amount of mana.


      “Likewise, Chairwoman Rebecca. My name is Eugene Santafield.”


      “I know! You’re famous. So, with your talents in mind, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you.” Chairwoman Rebecca slid right up to me and stared up at me with her big eyes, much like a cat would.


      “What is it?”


      “It’s about the upcoming Unity Tournament.”


      I’d figured. “I heard that there’s a new rule that makes it so that the winner of the tournament gets to fight me.”


      “Yes! That’s exactly right!” She grabbed my hand. Chairwoman Rebecca’s body temperature was so high that her skin was hot to the touch.


      “I didn’t agree to that.”


      “Please! The tickets are already sold out. Do you know what will happen to me if you can’t make an appearance?” Chairwoman Rebecca was already close, but she took another step until she was practically hugging me.


      “Wh-What’ll happen?”


      “Unable to pay back the mountains of debt, I might have to resort to selling my body! And if that were to happen, a girl as beautiful as me would be treated like a plaything, forced to spend every night with the rich elites...”


      “Huh?” Was she serious? Did an organizer of a school festival really need to go that far? As I stood there, unsure of how to react, she wrapped her arms around me.


      “If I have to service someone, I’d like it to be a boy as handsome as you! ☆ How about it? If you agree to appear in the Unity Tournament, I’ll give you permission to do anything you want to my body.”


      Upon hearing her ludicrous words, Sumire and Sara barged into the conversation and stood between us.


      “G-Get away!”


      “Rebecca, you’re getting much too close to our Eugene.”


      “Ah, Eugene’s girlfriends, huh? I guess it was rude of me to seduce him in front of you two!”


      “Your joke wasn’t funny.”


      Upon hearing me say that, Rebecca, still holding on to my hand, shot me a flirtatious look. “My offer wasn’t a joke, you know?”


      “No, Rebecca.”


      “Eugene, don’t listen to her!”


      I didn’t need Sara and Sumire to reject the proposal for me, as I’d never had any intention of sleeping with Chairwoman Rebecca.


      I had always been interested in participating, so I told her what I had been thinking about. “I don’t mind appearing in the Unity Tournament as a last-minute entrant in the normal bracket.”


      “Mm, but you know, I want you to fight the winner!” Chairwoman Rebecca pointed at me. “After all, you’re the hero who defeated Demon Queen Erinyes, the demonic sovereign who ruled over the Southern Continent a millennium ago!”


      “So you’re using me as a crowd puller.” She thinks I’m some spectacle for people to gawk at?


      That thought must have been obvious from my expression, as Chairwoman Rebecca hurried to say, “The Unity Tournament Finals and the exhibition match will take place on the last day of the Lykeion School Festival! VIPs from the Grenflare Empire and the Cardia Halidom will be at the stadium; I can’t possibly afford to bore them! Please! I’ll do anything you say!” She bowed her head low.


      Anything, huh?


      “Eugene?” Sumire and Sara said in unison as they poked me in the back.


      I’m not gonna ask anything untoward! Instead, I asked something else. Pretty much everyone at the school knew about Chairwoman Rebecca, who was an A-rank explorer. I had a lot that I wanted to ask her, as I would be attempting the 101st Level soon.


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, what’s your record in Babel?”


      “Me? I’m an ordinary A-rank explorer who couldn’t defeat the Boss of the 150th Level—my record stalled out there. When I first enrolled in school, I was determined to surpass my mother’s record, but... Well, things don’t always go to plan.” Chairwoman Rebecca’s face fell.


      Everyone knew about this too. Rosalie J. Walker’s record in Babel was the 300th Level, putting her in ninth place on the charts. Her nickname was the Crimson Witch, and she had attended Lykeion Magic Academy many years before we did. She was also Chairwoman Rebecca’s mother. I felt like Chairwoman Rebecca must have really struggled under the weight of her famous parent’s legacy. I could relate to that.


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, next time we go into Babel, we’ll be starting from the 101st Level. If you’ll give us advice and information on the Last Dungeon, I’ll agree to appear in the Unity Tournament.”


      “You’ll accept a reward as paltry as that?” Chairwoman Rebecca must not have anticipated that, because her eyes widened.


      “Aw, man, I can’t believe you accepted her request,” Sumire sighed.


      “You’ve always been far too kind to women,” Sara huffed.


      “It’s not a bad trade,” I protested. I would be the only member of our party of three who needed to fight in the Unity Tournament, and given that Chairwoman Rebecca had reached the floor just before the 150th Level, it would benefit us to hear what she had to say.


      “Thank you, Eugene! I love you!” Chairwoman Rebecca lunged forward and hugged me, a wide smile on her face, but Sumire and Sara dragged her away immediately.


      “No!”


      “Rebecca, no!”


      And that was how my appearance at the school festival was decided.


      ***


      “So, at the end of the day, you’re still participating in the Unity Tournament? You’re such a nice person, Eugene,” Eri said, sounding like she was in disbelief.


      We were in the Seventh Sealed Prison, which bore the name “Taboo.” This was a forbidden space where dangerous mythical creatures, including Eri, were sealed away.


      “It’s fine,” I said. “I wanted to fight in the tournament, anyway.”


      I hadn’t been here since my trip to the empire, so I took my time in looking around and checking up on everything. As Eri’s room was particularly messy, I was cleaning it up.


      “Eugeeene! It’s been forever since you last visited. Pay more attention to me!”


      “Don’t pull on my clothes. If you’ve nothing to do, could you at least line up your empty wine bottles?”


      “No way! That sounds like such a drag. I was so bored without you. C’mere!”


      “Whoa!”


      Eri dragged me away from my tidying up and pushed me down onto the mattress. Her hauntingly exquisite face stared down at me, and her shining silver hair brushed against my cheeks. She licked her red lips seductively. No matter how many times I gazed upon her, I never grew accustomed to her beauty. Today, though, she seemed like she was in a rather foul mood.


      “You know, it’s unbelievable that you would spend time with those two brats and visit me afterward! Do you understand what I’m saying, Eugene?”


      “Brats...” Well, at Eri’s age, I guess she’d consider anyone a “brat”...


      “By the way, we’re bound by contract, so I know whenever you’re sleeping with other girls. Do you understand how frustrating that is?! You’ll be spending a lot of time with me today, so you better prepare yourself,” Eri said as she dragged a long finger down my neck.


      “Hmm?” I got a bad feeling from what she just said. I had a contract with the Demon Queen. But I also had contracts with Sumire and Sara. “Hey, Eri?”


      “What?”


      “A Contract of the Flesh is...uh...”


      “The other party can feel everything you do when you lie with others. You didn’t know that?”


      “I, I didn’t...”


      Eri giggled. “Then we’ll have to make sure that those brats know without a doubt that we’re consummating our love! ♡”


      “Hey, uh, is there a way to do it so they’re not alerted?”


      “Of course there isn’t. That’s what a Contract of the Flesh is.”


      “Wh-What a terrifying contract.” Now that I thought about it, the author of some grimoire I’d read had recommended against forming contracts with multiple people for that very reason.


      “Excuuuse me. Stop thinking about other women. Pay attention to me and me only.”


      The Demon Queen’s eyes were a darker crimson than normal. This doesn’t bode well. I had seen this hue several times in the past. It was a sign that Eri was feeling pent-up. In the end, she kept me so busy all night that I couldn’t sleep until the morning hours.




      After a short nap, I got up from the bed. “I should get going,” I said. Thankfully, my morning classes were all the self-study type. I could hear quiet snoring behind me, so I figured that Eri was asleep. But...


      “See you, Eugene. You’ll be restarting your dungeon exploration today, right?”


      Apparently, she was awake.


      “Yeah, but we’ll just be testing out the new weapons we got. We won’t really get back into the groove of things until a later date.”


      “Be careful on the 101st Level. If you let down your guard for even a second, you’ll die.”


      The Demon Queen sounded dead serious. I swallowed and replied, “Got it.”


      “The current Dungeon Master is young, so she’s not good at pulling her punches.”


      “Really?”


      “I hear that she’s been pretty ticked off about how no explorer’s been able to overwrite the current records.”


      I hummed in response. After bidding Eri farewell, I left the Seventh Sealed Prison. The sun was already high in the sky. I returned home, changed my clothes, and went to class. Afternoon classes were always a fight against drowsiness, but fortunately, these were all practical lessons, so I didn’t have to worry about falling asleep. Once I finished school, I took another nap and went to the meeting spot.


      The 1st Level of Babel—that was where I would be meeting Sumire and Sara. I arrived a little earlier than our agreed time, but they were already standing there. Sumire was staring at me in silence, holding her hands behind her back. Sara had her arms crossed and was leveling a cold glare at me.


      “W-Wow, you two sure are early,” I said. They replied with even colder looks, then approached me from either side and grabbed onto my arms. “S-Sumire? Sara?”


      I couldn’t ask them what the matter was. I didn’t need to.


      “Eugene,” they said as one. “You sure had a lot of fun last night.”


      Their interrogation lasted for a little over an hour.


      ***


      The girls spent the entire Dungeon Elevator ride peppering me with questions about my night with the Demon Queen. Finally, they released me on the condition that whatever I did with Eri, I had to do with both of them too. Will I even have the stamina for that? Despite those thoughts swirling through my mind, my eyes were glued to the scenery around me as I took in my first sight of the 101st Level.


      “So this is the 101st Level of Babel,” Sumire murmured.


      “It does indeed have a different atmosphere from previous levels,” Sara said.


      Both of them were looking around with serious expressions on their faces. Unlike the 99th Level, which had been teeming with monsters, the 101st Level was quiet at first glance. Beyond the green plains were several large buildings. Even from this distance, they were clearly dilapidated, more akin to ruins.


      A city where civilization perished—that was the impression I got from this place.


      This is where the Last Dungeon truly begins...


      So the Demon Queen had told me. I hadn’t been able to suppress my instinctive excitement at those words.


      “O-Over there! I see someone!”


      Sara and I looked where Sumire was pointing. There was a creature there that stood much taller than us. It walked on two legs like a human but had green skin—definitely not a human. It noticed us and stared without making any sound.


      That’s... I thought back to what Rita had warned me about in preparation for our expedition to the 101st Level.


      “Dungeonite!” Sara yelled, hurriedly holding her sword aloft in a battle stance.


      “Sara, calm down,” I said. “As long as we don’t attack it, it’ll leave us alone.”


      Sara gave me a long, hard stare. “Really?” she asked without lowering her weapon.


      “It keeps looking at us. It’s kind of scary...” Sumire said, hiding behind me.


      The dungeonite observed us for a while longer, and then, still silent, it wandered deeper into the ruins.


      “All right. We’re safe now,” I said.


      “Hey, Eugene, what’s a dungeonite? Is it a monster?” Sumire asked. Classes in General Education didn’t teach anything about the Last Dungeon floors above the 100th Level. Sara learned about them in her Hero Course classes, but Sumire and I had to self-educate to some extent.


      “Sumire, remember how I said adventurers who die above the 100th Level can’t be resurrected with Ambrosia Tears?” I said.


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “What we just saw was the lingering remnant of a deceased explorer. That’s what a dungeonite is.”


      Sumire tensed up. “Huh?”


      “People usually treat them like something closer to the living dead,” I explained. “They continue to work for the dungeon and don’t age. There’s no guarantee that an encounter with a dungeonite will be peaceful—apparently, their current selves reflect their past personalities, so an aggressive explorer, for instance, will become an aggressive dungeonite. Some dungeonites are even capable of complex thought.”


      “That’s the first time I’ve heard of anything like that,” Sara murmured. “The Hero Course only ever taught us that dungeonites are impossible to communicate with, so we should kill them if they approach us.”


      “That’s because the current Dungeon Master is the combative type. I hear that when the last Dungeon Master was in charge, trade and stuff with the dungeonites was booming. The current Dungeon Master tends to focus on raising the Last Dungeon’s difficulty, which affects the dungeonites too. Lately, though, the Dungeon Master has changed up their philosophy and...”


      “W-Wait a second! Where did you even hear stuff like that?”


      “Rita, the angel from the 100th Level, told me. She told me that she’d like it if people would be more casual about chatting with her.” Apparently, A-rank explorers were allowed to hear stuff like that.


      “No one ever really asks me questions,” Rita had complained sadly.


      “I could never dare to chat with an angel...”


      “Oh, she feels that way? I’ll go spend time with her, then.”


      Sara and Sumire were quite different when it came to their views on angels.


      Rumble rumble rumble... Scuffle scuffle scuffle...


      The sound of something heavy reached our ears, and shortly, the ground started trembling under our feet.


      “Eh? An earthquake?!”


      “No, Sumire,” Sara said. “This is probably...”


      “It’s the dungeon self-destructing and then reconstructing itself. We arrived right in the middle of the process.”


      The Last Dungeon’s layout was constantly changing, and on the floors from the 101st Level and upward, the changes were literally constant. Explorers who were unlucky enough to be standing in the wrong place at the wrong time sometimes lost their lives to this process. If I squinted, I could see one of the ruins in the distance crumbling.


      “Looks like it’s happening way over there,” I said.


      “This is our first time exploring this level, so we shouldn’t go too far,” Sara said.


      “On that note, it’s kind of surprising that we haven’t run into any monsters.” But right after Sumire said that...


      Something sliced through the air with a deafening whoosh, and immediately, a giant shadow passed over us.


      “Wha—?! That’s a...” Sumire gasped.


      “D-Dragon!” Sara exclaimed.


      “It’s a medium-sized one,” I said. “If it notices us, we’re in trouble. Let’s hide.”


      Lying low, we moved from the field to the ruins. They were empty, with weeds growing everywhere they pleased inside. Many of the buildings had lost their walls, meaning we had good visibility. Just in case, we checked it for monsters, but we didn’t find any.


      “That was a shock,” Sara sighed.


      “Hey, aren’t only Bosses supposed to be dragons?!” Sumire asked, grabbing my arm.


      “Monsters that showed up as Bosses on lower levels start appearing as regular monsters from the 101st Level onward,” I replied. Rita had given me that information too. A Storm Dragon might appear before us without warning, and there was a chance that we’d stumble across a Killer Bee Queen’s hive while walking around.


      “Urgh... The 101st Level’s a scary place,” Sumire said.


      “You’re not going to last mentally if you let fear consume you,” Sara said before admitting, “I’m a little frightened too.”


      Both of their expressions were tense from the nerves. Suddenly, we heard a rustling noise from behind us.


      “Eugene!” Sara hissed.


      “There’s something there,” I said.


      “Huh?!” Sumire yelped.


      I pulled the white sword from my belt. Thanks to Rita, I could now use a magic sword on my own. I poured white mana into it and held it in a ready stance. For a moment, the three of us stood in silence, but then we heard light footsteps. A small monster that resembled a mouse scurried along the ground, dashing past us.


      “Oh, that was it?” Sumire sighed in relief.


      “Screeee!” A large black shape leaped from the shadows at us, causing Sumire and Sara to scream.


      “Niten Enmei-ryu Wind Stance: Air Sickle.” I couldn’t get a clear look at it, but regardless, I slashed out and lopped its head off.


      “Using your sword before your words... You never change, Eugene,” Sara said, extending a hand to Sumire, who had fallen over from the shock.


      “Wh-What was it?” Sumire asked, letting Sara pull her up.


      I approached the monster I’d killed and saw that it was an Undead. This was my first time seeing this type of monster, and if memory served me right, this was...


      “A Zombie,” Sara said.


      “W-Wasn’t it moving pretty fast for a zombie?!” Sumire cried.


      “This is a Zombie Assassin. Now that’s not something you see every day,” I said.


      “Zombie assassins exist?!”


      They were rare monsters that were created when notorious assassins died and were reanimated.


      “I’d expect nothing less from the 101st Level!” I exclaimed.


      I was getting really pumped up, but in contrast, Sumire and Sara were giving me cold looks.


      “Eugene, you look like you’re having fun,” Sumire said accusingly.


      “This isn’t a game, you know?” Sara said. “Control yourself.”


      “I-I know that, of course! We only wanted to check things out, so let’s call it a day,” I said.


      Thus, we ended our first attempt at the 101st Level quite early. I was glad that we had gotten a feel for the challenges we would be facing. We made our way back to the Dungeon Elevator without any sudden monster attacks.


      Since Sara was busy preparing for the school festival and Sumire was helping the Martial Arts Club, we decided that we would go dungeon exploring every two days. We would only progress to new floors when all three of us were together. On days when the girls couldn’t join me, I would engage in solo training.


      ♢A Few Days Later♢


      A giant Satellite System screen installed in the entrance of the student council building displayed feeds of various floors of Babel. The members of the student council were all staring at one particular square of footage that showed the exploration team of Eugene, Sara, and Sumire as they progressed through the 102nd Level.


      “Eugene, that bastard... Taking President Sara with him...”


      “Just give up. If you wanna be in the same party as President Sara, you have to clear the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level first...”


      “Have any parties gotten past that Deus Discipline lately?”


      “Eugene’s team is the latest.”


      “The 100th Level Deus Discipline is way too hard right now!”


      “It does feel like it’s gotten more difficult...”


      That was the conversation taking place among the spectators.


      “This is nuts. How are they tackling the 102nd Level with a party of only three people?”


      “Normally, you’d go in there with a party of around ten, right?”


      “Five, at least! They don’t give a rat’s ass about basic safety rules!”


      “Are you questioning President Sara’s judgment?”


      “N-Not at all! I’m complaining about that womanizer rather than...”


      “Ah! A Griffin!”


      “What?!”


      “W-Will they be okay?! How’s President Sara—”


      “Ah, Eugene just beheaded the Griffin.”


      At that, the group fell silent. The Satellite System’s screen was showing Sumire jumping and cheering as Eugene killed the monster.


      “Look! This time, a group of Orcs and an Orc King appeared!”


      “Oh no! President Sara!”


      “Shit! If only we could be at her side...”


      “Miss Sumire’s Firestorm and President Sara’s Raining Sabers annihilated the Orcs in a second.”


      “Uh... And the Orc King?”


      “Eugene beheaded it at the beginning of battle.”


      “What is up with that guy?!”


      “Well, he is seeded for the upcoming Unity Tournament...”


      “Always getting preferential treatment!”


      “You know he defeated the Demon Queen Erinyes in the Deus Discipline, right? Could you do the same?”


      A beat. “I would never wanna fight the Demon Queen...”


      “I bet I wouldn’t even be able to stand in Cerberus’s presence...”


      “It kinda feels like Eugene’s in a whole other league from us now...”


      The members of the student council sighed. Everyone in Lykeion Magic Academy’s Student Council Task Force was skilled, but they weren’t serious about reaching the top floors of Babel. Rather, most of them put in just enough work to get good results, and they planned to return to their country after graduation to secure stable jobs for themselves. That was why very few of them aimed for the floors above the 100th Level, where the risk of death was much higher.


      Deep inside themselves, everyone present felt that this man, whom they had once considered beneath them, had reached heights far beyond them. Now, as they watched the screen of the Satellite System, they couldn’t tear their eyes from the male student they’d once mocked as being a failed swordsman who could only deal zero damage.


      ♢Eugene’s POV♢


      I feel eyes on me. At first, I’d thought it was a monster or dungeonite, but that didn’t seem right. A Dungeon’s Eye was floating high in the air and staring down at me. It was sending my image to the Satellite Systems. Since the number of explorers decreased dramatically above the 100th Level, the Dungeon’s Eyes naturally stuck to a single party.


      Today, however, I was solo; Sumire and Sara both had things to do. I had been wandering around the 103rd Level when an aggressive dungeonite attacked me. It had been a red one, which meant it was the hostile type. Rita had also told me that ones in darker colors like purple were dangerous.


      It was really strong. The dungeonite had been, as one would’ve expected of an explorer who had cleared the 100th Level in life, a difficult opponent. Though I’d managed to fight it back, I hadn’t been able to defeat it.


      Right now, I was sitting at the entrance of some ruins on the verge of collapse, munching on some rations I’d brought with me. I didn’t have the luxury of enjoying my meal, as I was far busier with keeping an eye on my surroundings. I wolfed down my meal, ending my short lunch break.


      What should I do now? Sumire and Sara had warned me not to push myself. I’d already fought a lone Wyvern and a group of Orcs. I’d also spotted an Earth Dragon, but I’d fled; it would have been foolish to fight a mature dragon while solo exploring.


      “I’ll look around a bit more and then end the day’s exploration,” I murmured to myself before taking a drink of water from my flask. There weren’t any monsters nearby. At least, that was what I thought.


      “Oh, I like you.”


      The voice came from right next to me. I immediately looked over to see, from the corner of my eyes, scarlet as dark as blood. A red dungeonite! I dropped my flask and grabbed my sword, nearly drawing it in one smooth motion before I managed to restrain myself. It had talked to me. That meant that it wasn’t a dungeonite.


      “Hello, Eugene Santafield.”


      Its skin was white. Its hair was white. Yet its eyes were a bright red. Its most eye-catching feature was the robe it wore, bloodred in hue. This person was speaking to me with a bright smile incongruent with where we were. I found myself powerless to reply. What looked like a young girl, no older than the age of ten, was looking at me, lips drawn in an eerie smile.
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      Chapter Two: Eugene Meets the Dungeon Master


      “What’s the matter, Eugene Santafield?”


      The person calling my name like we were friends looked like a girl no older than ten. Was she an explorer? But I didn’t see any other people around her. Her skin and hair were as white as snow. Her robe was as red as blood, and her eyes resembled rubies. When I met her eyes, I felt dizzy for a moment. This young girl was giving off a bizarre mana that I had never experienced before.


      She wasn’t human. She wasn’t an Ifrit like Sumire, a demonic sovereign like Eri, or an angel like Rita either. If I had to compare her to something, I’d say she was closer to a monster. Maybe.


      “Who... What are you? Why do you know my name?”


      “Me?” She giggled. “My name is Anemoi. Nice to meet you. Your battle against the Demon Queen Erinyes was impressive.”


      “Ah, nice to meet you, Ane... Miss Anemoi.”


      She was apparently one of the people who’d watched my Deus Discipline against Eri the other day. Though she looked every inch like a young girl, she was so intense that I couldn’t help but refer to her with an honorific. Her name... Anemoi... Where had I heard it before? I couldn’t remember.


      The young girl with the strange mana drew closer without fear. Normally, I wouldn’t have been so comfortable speaking to an unfamiliar explorer...


      “Hey, are those leftovers? They look good.” The girl who called herself Anemoi sat down next to me, as if that were her spot, and pointed at my explorer rations: hard buns stuffed with ham, vegetables, and eggs and flavored with sauce. I’d brought three, but two were enough to fill me up.


      “Y-Yeah, want some? You can have them.”


      “Thank you.” She opened her mouth wide and...


      She ate it in one bite?! Each bun was larger than an adult’s splayed-out hand, and this little girl had devoured it in a single bite. I could’ve sworn that for a second, her mouth had become unbelievably large...


      “Not bad. ♪” Her red tongue out to lick the sauce off her lips.


      “Listen, are your explorer friends nearby? I’ll escort you to them.”


      “Friends?” At my question, she giggled as if I’d told a joke. “I don’t have any.”


      “Are you exploring solo like I am? That’s dangerous, isn’t it?”


      I knew I didn’t have any room to talk, but it was rare for anyone to attempt the 103rd Level without a party. Even I had made it a rule to only proceed any higher when I was on a team.


      “Dangerous? You sure say some funny things.”


      “H-Hey!”


      The girl named Anemoi wandered out of the shadows of the ruins and headed straight for an open field. Monsters on this level could spot her in an instant.


      “You’ll get yourself killed!” I yelled.


      Anemoi hummed a tune, walking with a pep in her step. The length of her stride was so much smaller than mine, but I was having a hard time catching up. Right then, a large shadow passed by overhead...


      Thud! The ground shook as a giant monster with beautiful blue scales landed in front of us.


      An adult Wind Dragon! It was many times larger than a Wyvern. I wouldn’t have been surprised if this creature had appeared as a Boss on one of the lower levels. It growled; I had no doubts that it had seen Anemoi and me. It stared down at us with its giant, bulging eyes.


      “Tch!” I poured mana into my white sword and held it up in a Niten Enmei-ryu stance. But... Flap! Flap! Flap! Flap! Flap! “Huh?” The Wind Dragon left. Dragons had no mercy for anyone who entered their territory. I’d been prepared for it to attack us, and yet... I whipped around to look at the girl. “Did you do something?”


      “Maybe.”


      The young girl was still smirking. I had to guess that her presence was the reason the dragon hadn’t tried anything. At least, that was my intuition. If that was it, then...


      “Are you a Monster Tamer?”


      “Something like that.”


      “Wow!” I was honestly surprised.


      Only one person in the Biology Club could use dragons as their familiars in combat. Actually, they were probably the only person in the entire school who could. That was how difficult it was to tame a dragon. I was thinking about that when I felt eyes on me. The girl was staring at me with amusement.


      “What a lovely person,” she said. “You were going to fight that dragon alone.”


      “Of course. I couldn’t have just run away and left you behind.”


      “All the explorers of late are cowards who flee the moment they’re in danger. Honestly... It’s so boring.” It was very strange to hear those words from Anemoi’s mouth, as she looked every inch like a child.


      “If danger far above your skill level is incoming, run without hesitation. Staying alive is the most important thing—that’s the academy’s policy.”


      “And that’s why there haven’t been any new Record Holders in years... How vile. The policy of this academy you speak of is most infuriating...” She had been smiling the entire time, but her expression suddenly turned into one of irritation. This girl was pretty moody. “Well, whatever. I was able to meet you today, at least. Keep up the good work on your journey to the 500th Level! ☆”


      She turned and skipped away, becoming a mere speck in the distance in the blink of an eye. Is she using magic? At the rate she was going, she would disappear from sight in seconds.


      “Wait! Just who are you?!”


      She was a Monster Tamer who could take a solo stroll around the 103rd Level, and yet I’d never heard her name come up in conversations about explorers.


      “I gave you my name already, didn’t I? My name is Anemoi Babel. Don’t keep me waiting up there, Eugene Santafield.”


      “Anemoi Babel...”


      The girl in the red robe vanished like a mirage. That was when I finally remembered where I’d heard her name before. It was when Rita the angel had been telling me about things to look out for while exploring the floors above the 101st Level.


      ***


      “Listen, Eugene.” And with a meaningful expression on her face, Rita began to tell me about how the monsters in the dungeon were far more hostile than before. About how the Bosses were far more aggressive. About how most of the dungeonites were combative former warriors. That, she explained, was why I shouldn’t use previous records as a reference point. “And finally...”


      “There’s still more?” My mind was already reeling from all the information.


      “There are rumors that the Dungeon Master, having lost patience with the lack of new records, has descended to the lower levels. She can control the Dungeon’s Eyes at will, so not even the angels can get an accurate read on everything, but...”


      “The Dungeon Master, huh? I wonder what kind of person she is.”


      “As a rule, we can’t tell explorers anything about the Dungeon Master. You’ll see her when you reach the 1,000th Level.”


      “The 1,000th Level of Babel...” That was the finish line of the Last Dungeon. It was said that the equivalent of the 1,001st Level was Heaven, where the gods and goddesses lived. “Why did the Dungeon Master come down to the lower levels?”


      “Apparently, she wants to light a fire under explorers with potential... That’s just a rumor, though. I also hear that she’s just bored, so I don’t know the precise reason either,” Rita replied with a shake of her head.


      “What’s the Dungeon Master’s name?”


      “It’s Anemoi. Anemoi Babel. She hasn’t been Dungeon Master very long—the last one handed over the reins less than a hundred years ago.”


      ***


      How could I have forgotten? Actually, it felt like there had been a fog in my head earlier, preventing me from remembering that conversation. Anemoi might have cast a spell on me.


      Thus concluded my first meeting with the Dungeon Master.


      ♢ Lykeion Magic Academy Cafeteria ♢


      I told Sumire and Sara about what had happened on the 103rd Level.


      “Huh?! You met the Dungeon Master?” Sumire exclaimed.


      “You must be kidding me! What did they look like?” Sara asked.


      “Was she scary? Scarier than the Demon Queen?”


      “Excuse me?! I’m not scary!”


      Even as Sumire and Sara were right in my face, interrogating me, Eri couldn’t resist the urge to defend her honor. Everything was so loud.


      “Uh, the Dungeon Master...” But before I could describe the young girl whom I’d met...


      “Eugene Santafield!”


      Someone called my name loudly—yelled it, really. I saw Sumire jump a little, and I stood in front of her, ready to defend her from anything.


      “What is it?” I asked curtly.


      I was used to this kind of behavior. Back in the empire, people who’d wanted to challenge me to duels had always acted this way. As expected, when I looked in the direction of the voice, I saw a group of male students glaring at me. Usually, when someone picked a fight with me, they were a member of the student council. However, none of these guys sported the armband of the Student Council Task Force. Instead, they had badges emblazoned with an emblem of twin swords. That was the badge of the Swordsmanship Club, the largest faction in the school. I also recognized the male student who called out to me. He was third in the Swordsmanship Club, and his name was...


      “Or...Orval, right?”


      “It’s Orvaux Vaquer!”


      What a difficult name to pronounce.


      “So, Orv, what business do you have with me?”


      “Don’t just shorten my name! What happened to you appearing in the Unity Tournament?! That’s not what you promised me!”


      “Promise?” I tilted my head to the side. Now that I thought about it, I did have a vague memory of telling this guy that I would fight him at the Unity Tournament.


      “Eugene, did you forget about your promise?” Sumire asked.


      “That’s not very nice, Eugene. Don’t you feel sorry for him?” Sara said.


      At the girls’ words, Orvaux flushed red, and he began shaking. Wait, wait. Yes, I did forget, but...


      “I technically will be fighting in the Unity Tournament, you know?” I said.


      “As a seeded fighter against the winner and nothing more! Enter as a regular contestant too!”


      “I’m not sure what you want me to do... Rebecca, the chairwoman of the Festival Committee, was the one who decided this.”


      “You even manipulated the chairwoman of the Festival Committee?!”


      “No, she asked me to do this.”


      “I’m sick of your excuses!”


      Yeah, this conversation is going nowhere. In the end, all this guy wanted to do was complain.


      “Orvaux, let me handle this.”


      I was wondering what I should say to get Orvaux to back off when another man stepped forward. He was tall, with long hair, and twice my size. More importantly, though...


      He’s strong. I could tell from the pressure wave his body exuded. Though this guy was a student, his aura rivaled that of an Imperial Grenflare Golden Knight commander or even a Heavenly Knight. I recognized his face too. He was a famous student. After all, he was the winner of last year’s Unity Tournament.


      “This is our first time speaking, isn’t it, Eugene Santafield?”


      “It’s nice to meet you. To think that the club leader himself would come here.” I was honestly surprised. The captain of the Swordsmanship Club, whom everyone knew was the strongest student in the school, was standing before me.


      Robert Crown—the captain of the Swordsmanship Club, the largest faction within Lykeion Magic Academy. He hailed from the Cardia Halidom, the leading power of the Holy Alliance. In other words, he was Sara’s countryman. I wasn’t short by any means, but he was so tall that I had to crane my neck back to meet his eyes. He had broad shoulders, and his aura was so overwhelmingly powerful that it felt like a pressure wave against the tip of my nose.


      “I have something I’d like to discuss with you, Eugene Santafield.” Though we were around the same age, his deep voice carried easily on the air, making him sound much more mature than me.


      “What is it, Captain Robert?”


      “I believe Orvaux asked you this before, but do you have any interest in entering our club?”


      “As part of the First Division, right?”


      Of all the parties from Lykeion Magic Academy to challenge Babel, the Swordsmanship Club’s First Division had ascended the highest. I’d heard they were close to clearing the 200th Level, which would earn them S-rank status. Even including student explorers throughout history, not many people had managed to reach that rank while still in school. This was by no means a bad offer.


      “What do you think?” Robert asked.


      “I’m grateful for the invitation, but I think I’ll pass.”


      “Hmm. May I ask the reason?”


      “I’d like to test my own strength, so for now, I’d like to challenge Babel as part of a team of three.”


      “You think exploring above the 100th Level is a joke or something?!” Orvaux, standing next to us, cut in. “What do you think you’ll accomplish with only three people?!”


      “You say that as if the Record Holder for the 500th Level wasn’t a solo explorer,” I pointed out.


      “No one could repeat that feat!”


      “I see. All right, then. I’ll respect your decision.” Robert backed down a lot easier than I’d thought he would.


      “C-Captain?! Are you sure?!” Orvaux asked.


      “However, I have something I’d like to ask of you. If, in the upcoming Unity Tournament, a member of the Swordsmanship Club can defeat you, will you reconsider my offer?” Robert continued.


      “Do you mean you’ll be participating?” I asked.


      Robert had won the previous tournament. I would be fighting this year’s winner, and he had the highest probability of making his way up the roster. So this means...


      If I lost my fight in the tournament, I would have to enter the Swordsmanship Club. He was wording it mildly, but he was basically challenging me to a duel.


      “Very well,” I said. “I accept.”


      Robert huffed out a laugh. “I’m looking forward to it.” And with that, the strongest man in the Swordsmanship Club took his leave.


      Whew, he’s finally gone. Simply having a normal face-to-face conversation with him had been exhausting. Someone patted me on the back.


      “Eugene.” It was Sumire. “That guy looked really strong. Can you win?”


      “Eugene, will you be all right?” Sara asked. “Everyone expects Robert to become the next leader of the Holy Knights.”


      They were giving me matching looks of worry.


      “Well, I just accepted his challenge, so...” I hadn’t promised him that I’d enter the Swordsmanship Club, though I would think about it, just in case.


      “You really are competitive, huh?” Sumire said.


      “But you mustn’t enter the Swordsmanship Club without consulting us about it,” Sara warned me.


      “I won’t.” I couldn’t deny that I was a pretty competitive person. And that was how the odds of me dueling the captain of the Swordsmanship Club increased. I’ll have to train...


      ***


      “Yo, Eugene. I heard that you’ll be taking on the top fighter in the Swordsmanship Club at the Unity Tournament.”


      “How did you find out about that, Claude?”


      Claude from the Hero Course and I were training on the 104th Level of Babel. Boom! A massive fist came crashing down from overhead. For a while now, we’d been surrounded by a horde of vicious Trolls. On the 10th Level, a single Troll served as the Boss; here, they appeared in packs.


      “Hah!”


      “Whoa! Sheesh, that was close!”


      Claude and I dodged the attack before killing a Troll each.


      “There was an extra about it in the school newspaper. Fame sucks, eh?”


      I looked around and saw that only half of the Trolls remained standing. Claude and I stood back-to-back, facing off against the survivors.


      “Speaking of which, Claude...”


      “What is it, Eugene?”


      “Are you not gonna participate in the Unity Tournament?”


      “I was in it last year, but... Well, that was on orders from my homeland, so I’m not sure what I’ll do this year. I did put my name down in the slot for a Warrior from the Blue Sea Union, so I can fight if I want to.”


      “Oh? I see.”


      Claude was strong. He had the abilities of a Hero-in-Training, and he was the probably the strongest spearman in the entire school. He just didn’t have any interest in the school’s rankings; he preferred to spend his energy on flirting and hanging out with girls.


      “All right! That’s the last one!” he said.


      “Yeah,” I agreed.


      Together, we toppled the last and largest Troll, and it fell to the ground with a rumble.


      “I’m gonna head back. What about you, Eugene?”


      “I think I’ll get in some more solo training.”


      “Don’t push yourself.”


      With a wry smile on his face, Claude waved and headed for the Dungeon Elevator. After he left, I looked around for a bit to see if there were any powerful monsters, but unfortunately, the day’s exploration came to a peaceful end.


      ***


      Today, I had to perform my duties for the Biology Club. I headed for the Second Sealed Prison, otherwise known as the Nth Level of the Last Dungeon. When I reached the massive barrier, I unlocked it and entered.


      Graaaaagh! Screescreescreescree! Grrrrr...


      Wow, it sure is noisy today. I heard the cries of more monsters than usual ringing out. The Second Sealed Prison had been constructed to surround Babel, as its purpose was to contain any monsters that escaped from the Last Dungeon. Though the interior of Babel was enormous, monsters still had their own territories. When they were pushed out of their habitats, they had to flee to the lower levels, and some even made their way outside. The Second Sealed Prison prevented escaped monsters from entering the villages around Babel.


      Is that what I’m hearing—escaped monsters? I should defeat them. One of my seniors in the Biology Club would probably come by later, but if I was already here, I figured I might as well do the job. Right when I placed my hand on my sword, though...


      “Royal-Tier Fire Magic: Phoenix!” A giant bird of flames soared past my head and launched itself at the monsters. Their dying screams echoed off the walls as they were all burned to a crisp. “Oh? Is that Eugene I spy with my little eye?”


      At the sound of my name, I turned around. “Chairwoman Rebecca? What are you doing here?”


      Standing behind me was the chairwoman of the Festival Committee. As many of the monsters in the Second Sealed Prison were weak, it was open to everyone so young and nervous students could train here and gain combat experience. Students of Lykeion Magic Academy could come and go as they pleased, but it was rare to see a veteran explorer like Chairwoman Rebecca here.


      She hummed before replying, “I was wondering if there was a monster that would really liven up the festival, so I came to look for one.”


      “You take your job really seriously, huh?”


      “But there aren’t any interesting monsters in the Second Sealed Prison, you know? They’re all weaklings. I figured that if I could just nab a Boss-class monster, I could put it in the ring, have people place wagers on the outcome, and get them all riled up.”


      “Uh, that’s against the rules, isn’t it?” Lykeion Magic Academy forbade students from organizing anything that could be construed as gambling.


      “Oops, a slip of the tongue, I assure you. Please don’t snitch on me to that cute Cardian girlfriend of yours! ☆”


      I sighed. “Just try to be a little more discreet about your secret.”


      Chairwoman Rebecca slung her arm around my shoulders in an overly familiar way. “Heeey, Eugene.”


      “Wh-What is it?”


      “I hear that you and Headmaster Uther are the only ones allowed in the Seventh Sealed Prison. What do you say about sneaking little ol’ me in?”


      “What do you plan on doing inside?”


      “I wanna look around for some interesting monsters!”


      “Everything in there is a mythical creature. It’s forbidden to let them outside.”


      Chairwoman Rebecca made a dissatisfied noise. “Then how about letting me into the Sixth Sealed Prison, ‘Calamity’?”


      “The Sixth Sealed Prison is under the president’s jurisdiction, so you’ll have to take it up with her.”


      “Urk... The president of the Biology Club is terrifying...”


      “She’s really nice once you get to know her.”


      “Mm... Then how about the Fifth Sealed Prison...”


      “The only monsters you’ll find in there are Undead, you know? It’s called ‘Graveyard’ for a reason.”


      “Undead aren’t exactly cute, though...”


      “For starters, monsters in general aren’t cute.”


      “By the way, how about the Fourth—”


      “The Fourth Sealed Prison, ‘Infirmary,’ is where we treat injured monsters.”


      “That’s not exactly the kind of place I can go mess around in... And I don’t wanna set foot inside the Third Sealed Prison, so we can pass on that.”


      “You mean the ‘Insectarium’ Carlo’s in charge of. He was complaining recently about how no one ever wants to drop by the Third Sealed Prison and check it out, so I’m sure he’ll be pleased if you visit.”


      “I know about that! We’re in the same class! Carlo keeps telling me, ‘Hey, you’re an elf and you grew up in the forest, so you love bugs, right?’ and showing me his collection of insect monsters! I hate insects!”


      “Ah... Is that so...” Looked like Chairwoman Rebecca wasn’t on the best of terms with Carlo.


      “Oh well, I’ll keep looking. See you! I’m looking forward to the Unity Tournament. ☆” With that, Chairwoman Rebecca Teleported away. What a busy person.


      ***


      “Is it just me, or are you really tired today?”


      It took me a moment before I mustered the energy to reply, “Too much training.”


      I had collapsed onto the bed in Eri’s cell. Lately, I’d been spending all my time in Babel. Though I’d reached the 106th Level as a result of this hard work, it left me exhausted.


      “Don’t push yourself too hard,” Eri said with an exasperated expression.


      “I won’t.” My body felt like weights were dragging it down. Note to self: No more overdoing it in training.


      “Unbelievable... Rest up for a bit here.”


      “Thanks, Eri...”


      I’d come here to check up on the Demon Queen only for her to fuss over me instead. Taking up Eri’s offer, I settled on the bed, but...


      “I’m so bored with you asleep!”


      “Hey, Eri...”


      “Whaaat?”


      “You’re really heavy...”


      “Oh my! How rude.”


      Eri settled her weight on my prone body. Argh... I can’t sleep! Eri continued her teasing, and in the end, not even I could’ve said if I’d had a good rest or not. We were lazing about like that when a thought seemed to strike her.


      “Eugene, the school festival starts tomorrow, right?”


      “Yeah. It’ll start tomorrow and last for a week.”


      Yes, at long last, the next day would mark the beginning of the Lykeion Magic Academy School Festival.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: Eugene Participates in the School Festival


      “Good morning, everyone. I am Sara Ilia Cardia, the president of the student council. Today is the first day of Lykeion Magic Academy’s weeklong school festival. I am pleased to see that we have been blessed with good weather. This is surely a boon from Althena, the Goddess of the Sun.” Sara’s clear voice, made louder thanks to Amplification Magic, sounded out over the First Training Grounds.


      “Hey, listen, Eugene. Chairwoman Rebecca, Headmaster Uther, and I were the ones who put in the real work making the weather nice. It was supposed to rain, you know?” Sumire, standing next to me, looked a little put out.


      I only heard about it afterward, but we were supposed to have bad weather for the whole week. It was the student council who had forced the skies to clear up for the duration of the school festival. Chairwoman Rebecca had come up with the idea, and Headmaster Uther had constructed the spell that would do it. Sumire, with her Ifrit mana, and the members of the Festival Committee were the ones to activate the spell.


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, who came up with the plan, said that people working behind the scenes shouldn’t try to step into the spotlight, didn’t she?” I pointed out. “She even paid you to keep quiet about it.”


      “Well, yeah...”


      Anyway, I know she likes festivals, but she likes them so much she’d even go and change the weather? Chairwoman Rebecca’s got very high standards.


      “I believe that everyone has put their all into preparing for this day. Visitors from countries all over the continent have come to enjoy the festival. Lykeion Magic Academy is the most prestigious educational institution on the continent, and they are looking forward to the shows and events we’ve set up,” Sara continued.


      “What do you plan on doing today, Sumire?” I asked. I didn’t have any plans. The finals of the Unity Tournament weren’t until the last day of festivities, so I figured I could look around the festival with her. However...


      “Um, I’m gonna be helping out the Martial Arts Club!”


      She turned me down.


      “Oh. Well, good luck. I’ll check out what you guys are up to later.”


      “Okay! ☆ Don’t be a stranger!” Sumire grinned. She’d completely assimilated to school life here.


      Sara had told me that she would be busy with student council duties, and Sumire was practically an honorary member of the Martial Arts Club. Wait, am I the one with the hardest time fitting in? I often found myself alone, and I didn’t have a single friend I could spend time at the school festival with.


      Well, that’s not true. Claude had been the only one to reach out, and he’d said, “So many girls from out of town are here, so let’s take the chance to hit on some chicks.” I’d given him a whack on the head for that. I really think that some girl will stab him one day.


      Sara’s speech was winding down, and she ended it with, “Now then, I’m pleased to announce the beginning of the Lykeion Magic Academy School Festival! Please enjoy these seven days to your hearts’ content!”


      There was a thunderous roar of applause from the audience. And with that, the curtain rose on the Lykeion Magic Academy School Festival.


      ♢Sumire’s POV♢


      “Welcome!”


      “This attraction has a ten-minute wait time!”


      “Hi, little boy! How tall are you? This’ll go pretty fast, so are you sure you’re up for it?”


      “Next in line, please wait here!”


      It was really busy at the Martial Arts Club’s event, a man-powered amusement park. As the name suggested, we offered a merry-go-round, a Ferris wheel, and a roller coaster, but they were all powered by the students. When I’d first heard about it, I’d thought to myself, The Ferris wheel will probably be a small one that can only seat, like, ten people. But...


      It’s huge! Not how I was imagining it at all! I had to crane my neck back to look up at it. The giant Ferris wheel was similar to the one at the amusement park in Odaiba, and everyone in the Martial Arts Club was using all of their aura to power it. This apparently doubled as a way for them to train.


      “Sumire! It’s about time for your fireworks!”


      “Okay!”


      At Leona’s signal, I channeled mana into the magic item for creating fireworks. We’d been told that Fire Magic was a no-go, but fireworks were fine. My job was to set them off as well as to guide guests around the amusement park. Bang! Bang! Brightly colored fireworks rose into the air with crackling explosions. They were barely visible in the daylight. But the sound attracted customers, mainly children, to the attraction. No matter the world, kids always enjoyed amusement parks.


      “Where should we line up, miss?”


      “Over here—I’ll show you.”


      As the guides, Leona and I had to make sure the customers were in orderly groups. The visitors never stopped coming, meaning we were working hard without rest. For a second, I thought I saw someone who looked like Eugene, but they slipped into the crowd within seconds, and I lost track of them.


      “Heeey, Sumire, Leona! You guys can take a break!” an older student told us.


      “Finally! Sumire, let’s grab some food.”


      “Okay! I’m starving!”


      “Let’s go check out that row there.”


      “Sure. That’s where all the food stalls are, right?”


      Some food stalls had been in business even during the preparation phase of the festival, and I’d checked them out with Leona before. Now that the festival was in full swing, all the stalls were giving off the tantalizing scent of food. I bought some fish and chips, along with a citrusy juice. Leona bought some bread and a large hunk of meat with the bone in.


      “Time to eat!” we said in unison before digging in.


      We were sitting on one of the benches that the school had set up all over the grounds for the festival. I could hear the school band’s performance coming from the distance. Since it was noon, the food stall area was teeming with people. It looked every inch like a proper festival. Man, I wanted to hang out with Eugene! I didn’t have a shift tomorrow, so I was thinking I’d ask if he was interested in spending time with me. But would Sara accuse me of sneaking in time with Eugene and get mad at me again?


      “Hmm?” Leona’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Hey, Sumire. Is that Eugene over there?”


      “Huh?” At her words, I looked up at the giant Satellite System screen.


      There weren’t a lot of explorers in the dungeon during the school festival, so I spotted him in no time at all. For some reason, Eugene, who had told me he would be wandering around the festival, was making his way through Babel alone.


      ♢Sara’s POV♢


      “President Sara, your speech during the opening ceremony was brilliant.”


      “Thank you, Miss Teresia. But the real hard work is yet to come.”


      “Yes, you’re right. I’ve prepared some tea for you.”


      “Thank you.”


      I took a sip of Miss Teresia’s tea. The Satellite System in the student council building displayed various views of the school festival. The Satellite System was originally designed to show what was happening inside the dungeon, but Headmaster Uther had used magic to copy it and create this magic item. That was what I’d heard, anyway. Thanks to this Satellite System, I could pinpoint problems far faster than if we sent out patrols. From my desk, I looked over everyone.


      “That stall didn’t apply for permission,” I said.


      “Should we ask them to leave?” a member of the student council asked.


      “No. We’ll let them off with a fine and an additional application form. If they refuse those terms, then chase them out.”


      “Yes, ma’am!” At my order, several members of the Student Council Task Force hurried out of the room.


      “There’s a crowd gathered in that location there. Did something happen?” I asked.


      “It looks like an argument between the Black Magic Enthusiasts Club and the Red Magic Enthusiasts Club. They’ve never been able to see eye to eye.”


      “Why did they set up stalls next to each other if they’re not on friendly terms?”


      “Apparently, that spot is at the ideal distance from Babel for conducting magical experiments. Every year, magic enthusiast clubs apply to set up their stalls there.”


      “Ahhh... A first-year is using magic as an intimidation tactic.”


      “That’s really dangerous... Let’s go shut it down.”


      “Yes, please.”


      The task force members who excelled in magic left to handle the situation. It was only the first day of the school festival, but things were already hectic.


      “Should I do something as well?” I murmured.


      Miss Teresia shook her head. “President Sara, your real work is yet to come. You have a meeting with the princess of the Blue Sea Union tomorrow.”


      “The princess of the Blue Sea Union?” I tilted my head. The Blue Sea Union was an alliance of multiple nations, both big and small. It was not a country in and of itself.


      “She is the daughter of the current chairman of the Union Council. It might be easier to understand her title if I say that she is royalty from the Gilded Land, the largest country in the Blue Sea Union.”


      “Ah, I see.” Clearly this was a very important person. I could see why Miss Teresia had initially referred to her as the princess of the Blue Sea Union. “I didn’t expect her to come. She didn’t last year, did she?”


      “I hear that she’s interested in spectating the Unity Tournament. Chairwoman Rebecca was selling tickets to the royal and aristocratic families of various nations.”


      “Is that so?” I sighed.


      “Mister Eugene is quite popular, isn’t he? Rumors say that she’s here to see the legendary swordsman who repelled the Demon Queen Erinyes.”


      “W-Wait, you’re not saying she’s here for Eugene, are you?” N-No, I can’t have that! There are already other women with their eyes on him. I can’t possibly deal with more!


      “If you’re interested, you should check her out yourself and see if you can get a feel for her intentions. She’ll arrive at the dungeon city tomorrow via airship. Then, three days later, a Saint and a Holy Knight commander will come from the Holy Alliance. That same day, I hear that the chancellor and a member of the royal family will arrive from the Grenflare Empire. President Sara, I believe it would be best if you greet all of them.”


      “I can’t say I’m looking forward to that...”


      “So, you should take it easy today.”


      I was grateful for Miss Teresia’s consideration. Still... “I can understand my welcoming the Saint, but is it really all right for the president of the student council to greet the imperial chancellor and royalty? Wouldn’t it be more appropriate for King Uther to do so?”


      “I’ve received word that students are the stars of the school festival, so King Uther won’t intrude.”


      “And what he really means is...?”


      “Well, King Uther does openly state that he lets others take care of all troublesome work.”


      “I figured as much.”


      The headmaster was a reliable man who would rush to the aid of any student in need, but he didn’t seem to enjoy showing himself outside of emergencies. I really wanted to spend time with Eugene at the festival, but at this rate, I don’t think I’ll be able to... I sighed. Since I’d been too busy for him last year, I wanted to make up for lost time this year. Speaking of which, Sumire said she would help out the Martial Arts Club, but was she telling the truth? Is she sneaking some time with him?


      I was wondering if I should send one of the student council’s spies to tail Sumire when I heard Miss Teresia say, “Oh? President Sara, is that Eugene?”


      “Huh?”


      Miss Teresia wasn’t staring at one of the Satellite System screens depicting the school festival. Rather, she was focused on a screen that showed the interior of Babel.


      On the screen, I could see Eugene, who, for some reason, was exploring the lower levels of Babel. Oh, Eugene, what are you doing?


      ♢Eugene’s POV♢


      The whole school was in a festive mood. Training grounds that were usually empty now housed bleachers for outside visitors. Since there was no room for me to train, I chose to look around the festival on my own. I could hear the music from the school band and the songs from the bards. The students in the Acrobatics Club were performing for the people taking the busier paths around the school. More combative students were holding unofficial matches for people to gamble on, but they scattered the moment that teachers or the student council discovered them. The school rules prohibited gambling.


      There were many food stalls, and all of them were busy. Most of the ingredients they were using were from the Last Dungeon. Many visitors were tourists from outside the dungeon city, and they were purchasing dungeon-sourced food with great curiosity. I had planned to procure my lunch from a stall, but all of them had such long lines in front that I didn’t want to wait.


      The cafeteria... Right, it’s closed during the school festival. That meant my only choice was to go out to town. But a lot of the restaurants in the dungeon city closed during the school festival since so many of their patrons would be here instead. Hmm... What should I do? I was just beginning to think that I could skip a meal when an unfamiliar girl called out to me.


      “Yoo-hoo, young sir! Come here for a second!” She was sitting at a small table that had a crystal ball on it. With the black hood over her head and the covering over her mouth, her eyes were the only part of her face I could see. She was extremely suspicious, but I recognized that outfit.


      “Uh, you’re from the Fortune-Telling Club?”


      “Exactamundo! C’mon, sit! Sit!”


      “No, thanks, I’m not interested in—”


      “Ahhh! Oh, the humanity! I just saw something crazy in your future, and I can’t possibly not tell you about it. But to do so without payment? Perish the thought! Ooh, what am I to do?!”


      This girl went and told my fortune without permission! Besides, fortune-telling was really just another term for Clairvoyance Magic. Everyone in the empire knew that most fortune tellers were scammers. If they were really capable of telling the future with any accuracy, a rich or powerful country would’ve hired them as their exclusive seers. That was how valuable and rare Clairvoyance was.


      I know all that, and yet... And yet, I found myself paying the fee. In the end, all she told me was “During the school festival, you’ll find yourself involved in a major incident.” It was a very vague prediction. If nothing happens, I’ll come back and file a complaint. After making that vow to myself, I fled the crowds and found a bench outside the training grounds to sit down on. I’d checked in on the Martial Arts Club, where Sumire was, and it was so busy that I hadn’t even called out to her.


      From a distance, I watched the crowd. Students from the academy, explorers from Babel, citizens of Karaf, and tourists from outside the dungeon city were all milling about. Among them was someone I seldom saw out here. He noticed me too and approached.


      “Eugene, are you enjoying the festival?”


      “Is something the matter, Headmaster?”


      Headmaster Uther walking around outside—-now that was a rare sight. He was usually in his office, squirreled away in his research lab, or holding a meeting with the Round Council, which was the supreme council of the dungeon city.


      “To tell you the truth, I’m in a bit of a pickle.”


      “A pickle, you say?”


      In contrast to his usual carefree air, there was a furrow between his brows as he gazed up at Babel. “I hear that a Stampede is about to occur in the Last Dungeon, Babel, and I’m looking for an explorer who can look into that for me,” he said in a somber tone.


      “A Stampede within Babel?” Like the normal Stampedes we learned about in school, Stampedes in the Last Dungeon naturally occurred when too many monsters were in the same territory, thus leading to them going berserk. It was considered a dungeon disaster.


      “Mm. Many explorers enter Babel, which means Stampedes are rarer here than in other dungeons.”


      “If I remember correctly, the last one happened over a decade ago, right?”


      “Exactly, and it was a fairly small one too. Only about two thousand monsters escaped from the Last Dungeon.”


      “Two thousand? That sounds like a lot.”


      “There are thousands of explorers in this dungeon city. They can make easy work of two thousand.”


      “I suppose you’re right.” I figured that this new Stampede wouldn’t be much of an issue, then, but Headmaster Uther’s expression remained grave. “Is there something worrying you?”


      Headmaster Uther didn’t answer for a few moments before he rumbled, “The Global Revision of the Millennium Cycle.”


      “Huh? The Global Revision of the Millennium Cycle?” I asked, parroting his words back to him.


      “The gods and goddesses of Heaven sometimes give trials to the people of the surface, and the timing of these trials is called the Millennium Cycle.”


      “I know the goddess of fate’s teachings, as transmitted by the Church of the Goddess...”


      “In the Northern Continent, the Great Devil, who ruled there a thousand years ago, is on the verge of awakening. In the Southern Continent, Glasya-Labolas, the oldest Infernal Demonic Beast in the world, is becoming active after several centuries of dormancy. Nadir, the Last Dungeon on the Northern Continent, has experienced an uptick in small-scale Stampedes. It wouldn’t be out of the question if there are abnormalities within Babel, as it, too, is a Last Dungeon.”


      “You’re right...” With so many odd occurrences taking place around the world it would be stranger if Babel were the only one where the status quo remained in force.


      “Under normal circumstances, I’d love to go in there and conduct an investigation myself, but the current Dungeon Master hates me, which makes it hard to get it.”


      “By the ‘current Dungeon Master,’ you mean Miss Anemoi, right?” I asked, thinking back to that young girl in the red robe I’d met the other day.


      After a beat, Headmaster Uther asked, “How do you know her name?”


      “I saw her just the other day.”


      “What?!” Headmaster Uther looked uncharacteristically shocked. “Are you all right?!”


      “We just had a normal conversation.”


      “I see... The second I set foot into Babel, she tries to kill me without even hearing me out.”


      “Wow... Did you do or say something that might have angered her?”


      “Apparently, she doesn’t like the fact that I was on good terms with the previous Dungeon Master.”


      “Is that all?”


      “The previous Dungeon Master absolutely loved alcohol. If I ever wanted the difficulty of this or that level adjusted, I generally bribed her with drinks.”


      “I-Is that allowed?”


      “I’ve also tried to scale Babel from outside.”


      “You mean you tried to do something against the Dungeon Union’s regulations?”


      “As punishment, the goddess brought divine lightning down upon my head. I really thought I’d die from that smiting.”


      “I’m surprised you didn’t...”


      “I’ve also tried to climb Babel by boring holes in the ceilings...”


      “Doesn’t that count as destroying the dungeon?!” He’s broken every single rule that he came up with! Or, I suppose, he came up with the rules because he received divine punishment for trying out those tactics himself...


      “The angel gave me a warning about my past attempts. Apparently, there won’t be a next time.”


      “Oof...”


      “And that’s why both Heaven and the Dungeon Master have their eyes on me. I can’t do much out in the open.”


      Now that I understood his reasoning, I replied, “I’ll look into it for you, then.”


      “Really? That would be a great help.”


      “I was bored anyway.” The headmaster had helped me out a lot in the past, so I would take any opportunity to repay my debt. “So, what would you like me to check out?”


      “Hmm... Anything out of the ordinary will do. I’d be pleased if you could check and report on the number of monsters and their hostility level, as well as anything unusual that has happened with the Bosses. I’m usually in my office, but should you return to find me absent, you can give your findings to someone in the Dungeon Union or a Lykeion teacher. They’ll pass the message along to me.”


      “Understood, Headmaster.”


      “I leave things to you. I’ll continue my investigation from the outside.”


      Despite the limitations, he hadn’t given up on personally looking into things. After saying farewell to the headmaster, I left to prepare for my trip into Babel.


      ***


      “Nothing wrong here either...”


      I’d made my way up to the 99th Level solo, though I had skipped random floors in between. The most trouble I ran into was when a Cockatrice and a Basilisk ganged up on me. Both monsters were capable of such terrifying petrification toxins that even dragons feared them, but... I survived thanks to the increased toxin resistance from my contract with Eri. Instead of turning me to stone, their poisonous breaths only caused my skin to tingle.


      “You better thank me for that!”


      “You were watching, Eri?”


      “Why in the world are you going back down to explore the lower levels?”


      “The headmaster asked me to. He said that a Stampede will happen within Babel soon.”


      “Ah, right. It’s around that time now, isn’t it?”


      Eri’s words caught my attention. “Do you know something?”


      “Hmm?” She giggled. “That’s a secret. ☆ I’ll tell you if you come visit me.”


      “H-Hey!”


      “See you!” She cut off the telepathic connection.


      Guess I have no other choice but to visit her in her cell later. I sighed. “Looks like there weren’t any abnormalities.”


      I had been so gung-ho about the investigation, only to come up empty-handed. It might have been faster if I had gone straight to the Demon Queen and asked her about it. But right as I was about to turn back to the Dungeon Elevator, I felt eyes on me. I didn’t sense hostile intent. The gaze seemed more interested in observing me. I looked around to see who was staring at me and found the culprit immediately. A petite girl with white hair and a red robe was watching me.


      “You’re...” The Dungeon Master, Anemoi Babel. But before I could ask what she was doing here, she disappeared without a word. I caught a glimpse of her expression before she vanished, and she looked every inch like a child about to pull a prank.


      ***


      “Heeey, Eugeene! I finally found you!”


      I heard someone call out to me after I left Babel and returned to the academy. A cute girl with brown hair scampered up to me, her white exploration clothes flapping in the wind.


      “Sumire, you don’t have any work with the Martial Arts Club?” I asked.


      “I have the afternoon off today! That’s not important, though. Why were you exploring alone? That’s so dangerous!”


      “The headmaster asked me to. He wants me to investigate Babel.”


      “Oh, yeah? Did something happen?”


      “Yeah...” I gave her a quick explanation of what the headmaster had told me.


      “So, did you find anything out of the ordinary?”


      “Mm, no, not really,” I replied honestly.


      Sumire made an acknowledging noise. “Are you busy today? I was wanting to walk around the school festival with you if you’re free...”


      “I’m okay with that. Let me report my findings first.”


      “Okay! Yay! ☆” Sumire latched on to my arm with a wide smile.


      We made our way toward the headmaster’s office, which turned out to be empty, so I asked a teacher who was responsible for monitoring the school festival to pass my report along to the headmaster. Then, Sumire and I looked around the festival. Walking around with someone was much more fun than walking alone. We’d been wandering about for a bit when we saw a crowd standing around an arena. The words “Unity Tournament: Fifth Preliminary Matches Arena” were written on a giant sign.


      “Wanna go watch, Eugene?”


      “Are you interested, Sumire?”


      “Some of my friends in the Martial Arts Club are participating!”


      “Is that so? Let’s go check it out, then.”


      We approached the arena. Unfortunately, the matches had already finished, and they were already announcing the results. Still, we stayed, figuring we could at least see who won.


      “Contestant Claude! Congratulations on passing the preliminary round!” a voice blared out, made much louder by Amplification Magic.


      At the name of our mutual acquaintance, Sumire and I looked at each other. Then, we looked back at the ring and...


      “Heya, you two!” With a fwish, a tall spearman landed in front of us. He’d jumped all the way here from the ring. He was a Dragon Knight in azure armor, and he was holding a platinum spear. It was Claude, a Hero-in-Training from the Hero Course.


      “Congratulations on passing the preliminaries, Claude!”


      “Thank you, Sumire.” Claude flashed his pearly whites at her, putting up a suave front as always.


      “Looks like you ended up participating in the Unity Tournament after all, Claude,” I said.


      “My homeland ordered me to. Said that I absolutely had to get results.”


      “Your homeland? Ah, orders from the Land of Dragons.” The Land of Dragons, where Claude hailed from, was a small island surrounded by cliffs. On the island, humans and wyverns coexisted, so although it wasn’t very populous, it boasted one of the most powerful militaries in the Blue Sea Union. “Sounds like you have it rough as a Hero-in-Training from a militaristic country.” The empire had a very similar culture, so I could empathize with Claude and the heavy expectations that his country placed on his shoulders.


      “Tell me about it,” he sighed. “It’s seriously a pain in the ass. Thanks to this order, I can’t even go on a date with this cute girl I met at the festi... Whoa, Sumire. What’s up with that fire you’ve got burning in your hand?”


      “Dude...” My sympathy for him dried up in an instant.


      “Leona and Miss Teresia said I could lob a Fireball at you if you cheat on them! ☆”


      “Wait wait wait! There’s absolutely no way an inferno that size is a Fireball! Eugene, c’mon, man, say something!”


      “Sumire, hold back a bit.”


      “Fiiine, if I have to. But only a little.” The Fireball became a tad smaller.


      “Hey, Eugene! Stop her!”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll heal you if you get burned.”


      “Eugene!”


      “All right. Time to take out the trash!”


      “Calm down, Sumire!”


      Well, despite her fronting, I’m sure Sumire’s keeping the temperature low, and Claude will probably dodge it, I thought as I watched them go at it. But as Claude and Sumire continued to shout at each other, someone called out to us.


      “Oh, Sir Claude. There you are.”


      I looked over to see a woman in an elaborate dress. Lines of knights stood on guard behind her. They were clad in blue armor; the golden sun emblazoned on their breastplates identified them as knights from the Blue Sea Union. The woman must have been of high status if she could command them like this. Upon seeing her, Claude’s expression grew tense. She’d referred to him by name, so they presumably knew each other. Should I say something? I was still wondering that when the noble-looking woman smiled at us and introduced herself.


      “Greetings, everyone. My name is Tiffania Crystal, the betrothed of Sir Claude Percival over there. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      ***


      “What?! Claude Percival has a fiancée?” Sara’s eyes widened.


      “Yup, he sure does! Did you know about that, Sara?”


      “No, this is the first I’m hearing about it. How dare that man mess with my best friend’s feelings... The blade of my holy sword will taste his blood...”


      “So Claude only viewed Leona as a plaything... I’m really gonna burn him to a crisp...”


      We were in the student council president’s office. Though we’d looked around for Leona and Teresia, we couldn’t find them, so Sumire and I had shared what we’d just learned with Sara, only for the conversation to take a dangerous turn. Claude was busy escorting his betrothed around the school festival.


      Princess Tiffania Crystal—though this was my first time meeting her, I knew about her since her family was famous. Princess Tiffania was the eldest daughter of the Crystal royal family. They ruled over the Gilded Land, which was essentially the safe holding all the Blue Sea Union’s money.


      “Calm down, you two,” I said, trying to cool their tempers.


      “How can you remain so calm?!” Sara snapped.


      “It’s unforgivable, Eugene!” Sumire added.


      “I know how you two feel...” I really could understand where they were coming from, but Claude had filled me in on his situation. “Apparently, today was the first time Claude met his fiancée. Don’t you remember him saying that his country recently set up the engagement without even consulting him? There was nothing Claude could’ve done about this, so we can’t blame him.”


      This was something Claude himself had just told me. He said that he’d never met his fiancée before, and he’d had no knowledge of the engagement itself either; his superiors had decided all this for him. That said fiancée came to the school suddenly and without warning. Her arrival was also the reason the Land of Dragons had forced him to participate in the Unity Tournament. In order to prove himself as a warrior of the Blue Sea Union and Princess Tiffania’s fiancé, he absolutely had to achieve something impressive. I couldn’t help but feel bad for him.


      “Mm, I suppose that’s true...” Sara said.


      “What does Claude plan on doing about this?” Sumire asked.


      “I’m not sure... I hear that most of the nations in the Blue Sea Union owe the Gilded Land money, so they can’t go against them.”


      As an imperial citizen, I wasn’t too familiar with the inner workings of Blue Sea Union politics, but apparently, the relationships between the various union nations were pretty complicated. The girls were having a hard time accepting this, though, and an indescribably awkward atmosphere filled the air.


      As if dispelling this odd mood, Sara asked, “By the way, Eugene, you’re free later, right?” Her tone completely shifted, and she hugged my arm.


      “Yeah, I have time.”


      “Then let’s spend time at the school festival. Just the two of us! ♡ Okay? There’s a place I’d like to check out.”


      “Excuse me, Sara?! I’m here too, you know?!”


      “You were with him this morning, weren’t you? I know you were, Sumire. So his afternoon’s mine.”


      “W-Well... We were only together for a little bit. Hey, Eugene, I’m gonna hang out with you this afternoon too, okay?!”


      “Sumire, you liar. It wasn’t just a little bit.”


      “I’m not lying! How would you even know?!”


      “Humph. Take a look at the Satellite System we set up in my office. I was watching you two gallivanting around the school festival!”


      At her words, Sumire and I looked at each other.


      “Huh? You were monitoring us the whole time?” I asked.


      “Sara... You stalker...” Sumire muttered.


      “I-I’m no—! It was just a coincidence! I was monitoring the school festival, and Eugene just happened to come into my line of sight!” Sara averted her gaze. So she really had been watching us the entire time.


      “Where do you want to go to?” I asked. I’d eaten lunch with Sumire, so I figured I’d take Sara out to dinner.


      “Um...” Sara fidgeted and hesitated. I waited for her to answer, curious as to this reaction, and she eventually continued, “It’s a place off school grounds that some alumni manage, and... Well, it’s a place for lovers to rest up, and... I-I’m just going there to check things out, you understand? It’s a rather improper place, so I was thinking that I would feel a lot safer if you were with me...”


      I had been under the impression that Sara wanted to go somewhere to eat, but it looked like I was wrong. “A place to rest?”


      “Yes, that’s right! Just nice, normal resting. It’ll only be about two hours.”


      “Oh, yeah? That’s fine with—”


      “Nooooo!” Sumire yelled, stopping me before I could finish talking.


      “Hey! Sumire, stop butting into our conversation!”


      “You’re taking him to a love hotel! Why is there a love hotel at a school festival?! Isn’t there some law against that?!”


      “What did you expect? New couples are always trying to start some funny business at the school festival, so if we can corral them all into one location, we won’t see any cases of public indecency. This is something that Lykeion Magic Academy has always done. Everyone knows about it.”


      I didn’t know about it...


      “Th-This is so unfair. I’m going with you!”


      “W-Wait, the three of us will be going together?”


      “Is that a problem?” Sumire asked.


      “Whaaat?” Sara sighed before muttering, “I wanted to be alone with him, but... Mm, I guess sacrifices will have to be made.”


      “All right! Let’s go now, then!” Sumire cheered.


      Huh? Wait, what? Things were moving along faster than I could process or say anything. We were really going to do this right in the middle of the day?


      “Uh, are you two going to ask me for my opinion?” I asked.


      Sumire and Sara stared at me, eyes wide.


      “You don’t want to, Eugene?” Sara said.


      “It’s okay, right, Eugene?” Sumire said.


      “I-It’s fine...” I gave up on trying to convince them otherwise. Only an unreliable man would complain about things at this point.


      That was when someone knocked on the door before opening it and letting herself in. It was Teresia from General Affairs. “Oh, President Sara. You’re heading out?” she asked.


      “Perfect timing! Miss Teresia, I’d like to tell you something, but please remain calm. There’s something you must know about Claude...”


      “Don’t worry, President Sara. Leona and I were just about to go speak to Claude and Princess Tiffania.” Teresia gave us her usual smile, silencing the three of us.


      “W-Wow. Leona will be with you?” Sumire asked, her voice trembling slightly.


      “Yes. Leona was the one who informed me, after all.” She giggled. “Oh, Claude... If he’s engaged to another woman, he could’ve said something to me. Don’t you agree, President Sara?”


      “Oh, um, yes, I do.” Sara seemed cowed by Teresia’s calm voice.


      “Well then. I bid you good day, President Sara, Sumire, Eugene.”


      Teresia turned and walked away. Despite her elegant posture and calm gait, I could sense the murderous rage coming off her in waves. I sent some encouraging thoughts my best friend’s way. Survive this, Claude.


      ♢Entertainment District, Outskirts of Lykeion Magic Academy♢


      “Uh, too bad there weren’t any vacancies,” I said to the downtrodden Sumire and Sara.


      “Five hours’ wait?! What the heck?!” Sumire exclaimed.


      “Not even I was aware of how busy it would be,” Sara murmured.


      Business was booming at the school festival’s love hotel, and a line of couples had formed in front of it. They had been waiting for so long that some of them couldn’t contain themselves any longer. With so many of them locked in passionate kisses, it was hard to say that public decency was a priority here.


      “Maybe you should consider making more rooms,” I suggested.


      “Maybe,” Sara agreed, sounding exhausted. “I’ll make sure to bring it up at our next task meeting...”


      “So, Sara, what should we do now?” Sumire asked.


      “I gave myself the afternoon off... Why don’t we just walk around the festival together?”


      “Are you hungry? Let’s look around the stalls.”


      “Yes, let’s. I only had a nibble of my breakfast this morning.”


      “Eugene, let’s go to a different area than we visited this morning! ☆”


      “Sounds good. We were in the eastern area this morning, so let’s head in the opposite direction,” I said.


      The three of us left the Entertainment District and returned to the stalls. No matter the time of day, the stall area was always busy. Sumire bought some cotton candy and shared it with Sara. I had a bite too, but it was too sweet for me, so I didn’t go for a second one. Sara bought a tropical fruit that had a straw stabbed into it. I’d never seen anything like it before.


      “Whoa! A coconut!” Sumire said.


      “Coconut? This is a yashinut, Sumire.”


      “Oh yeah? I want some!”


      “Here you go. Would you like some too, Eugene?”


      “Just a sip.”


      It was my first time drinking this, but it was good, tasting a lot lighter than I’d expected. After we ate, the three of us went around to see all the attractions. It was only when we were debating taking a break that I noticed people gathering around something. There wasn’t any music playing, nor was there a show. I was wondering what was going on and watching them when suddenly...


      Huh? A fantastical sight spread before my eyes. Sparkles played at the edges of my vision, lingering long after I expected them to dissipate. Every once in a while, glittering butterflies fluttered into my line of sight. This... This is Illusionary Magic! The technique was so flawless that I hadn’t even noticed it at first.


      “Mind Heal!” I hurriedly cast Healing Magic on myself, and my vision cleared. I took a breath to calm down before looking around, and that was when I noticed the lifeless eyes of the people crowding about. Despite that, they were all smiling, as if they were experiencing some wonderful dream. Some of them were even laughing to themselves, making for an eerie sight.


      “Wow... Everything’s so sparkly...”


      “I feel like I’m bouncing on clouds...”


      Sumire and Sara were in the same boat.


      “Mind Heal.” I cast the same Healing Magic I’d used on myself over them.


      “Huh?! Wait, what?” Sumire blinked.


      The light returned to Sara’s eyes as well. “Oh? What happened?”


      “Sumire, Sara, are you two okay?” I asked.


      “Y-Yeah. I feel like I was having a really good dream.”


      “How peculiar... It was as if I was suddenly in a dream. But it wasn’t a bad feeling.”


      Both Sumire and Sara tilted their heads in confusion. That was when butterflies of light flew past us. Now that I was paying attention, the butterflies were everywhere. There were roughly a hundred of them.


      Moonlight Butterflies? They were rare monsters that appeared in Babel. They posed little danger to explorers, but they were trouble nonetheless, as their powerful Illusionary Magic could confuse people. I’d only seen them in person once or twice, but I could say for certain that these weren’t monsters that would just so happen to appear on school grounds. That meant there was a culprit behind this phenomenon, and...


      A familiar voice reached my ears. “Oh? Is that Eugie? Are you patrolling? Keep up the good work!”


      I looked over to see a tall and skinny student with a hunched back. He had unkempt hair and was wearing a white robe.


      “Carlo? Is this your doing?” I asked.


      Carlo was my senior in the Biology Club. He was also a Bug Tamer, so these Moonlight Butterflies were undoubtedly his familiars. Otherwise, there was no way that this many of such a rare species would have gathered here.


      “That’s right,” he said. “Becky asked me to show off some interesting and safe monsters to really wow the crowd.”


      “Uh... And you thought Moonlight Butterflies an appropriate choice?”


      “Don’t worry! I’ve asked them to tone down the Illusionary Magic. No one has to worry about side effects, and everyone can enjoy a beautiful dream.”


      “I don’t think that’s what Chairwoman Rebecca meant when she asked you to ‘wow the crowd.’” I was wondering how I should explain to Carlo where he’d gone wrong when another voice interrupted us.


      “Carlo! I heard reports of a group hallucination and came running, only to find that you’re the one behind it?!” With a schwing, a small and beautiful elvish girl with glossy, long red hair Teleported next to us. It was Chairwoman Rebecca.


      “Hi, Becky. It’s a great idea, right? Everyone looks like they’re enjoying themselves! ☆”


      “You idiot!” Chairwoman Rebecca slapped the smiling Carlo upside his head.


      “Whoa, what? What’s with the violence here?”


      “Send the Moonlight Butterflies away and dispel the hallucinations! Now!”


      “Whaaat? Everyone’s having so much fun, though!”


      Despite his complaints, Carlo snapped his fingers. The over a hundred Moonlight Butterflies formed a beautiful helical trail as they disappeared into the pocket of Carlo’s white robe. It was always a treat to see this talented Monster Tamer in action. The Illusionary Magic faded, and the people came back to their senses, then wandered off.


      Chairwoman Rebecca let out a heavy sigh. “Carlo, do you have any harmless and rare monsters that aren’t Moonlight Butterflies?”


      “Of course I do! How about this? It’s a Beckoning Firefly. It can create fun auditory hallucinations for people to enjoy and—”


      “Enough with the hallucinations, man!” Chairwoman Rebecca yelled as she delivered a roundhouse kick to Carlo.


      “Eugene, he’s in the Biology Club, isn’t he?” Sara asked me.


      “Yeah. That’s Carlo, my senior. He’s probably the best Bug Tamer in the entire school.”


      “As the president of the student council, I would like to interrogate the man responsible for this mass hallucination incident, but I’ll leave this matter to Chairwoman Rebecca.”


      “Is that okay for you to be doing?”


      “Everyone in the Biology Club is a weirdo. It’s like words mean nothing to them...”


      “Is that true, Eugene?” Sumire asked.


      “Rude,” I said before sighing, “Well, it’s not far from the truth.”


      Carlo doesn’t have any ill intent. He just thinks about the world differently; that’s all. Incidentally, Chairwoman Rebecca and Carlo were classmates. They were in the Hero Course two grades above ours, so they were also Sara’s seniors. Right when we were about to leave and let Chairwoman Rebecca handle the situation, Carlo called out to me.


      “Hey, Eugie!”


      “What is it?”


      “You were investigating Babel because the headmaster told you to, right?”


      “I was. I didn’t notice anything abnormal, though.”


      “A teacher requested something similar of me, so I was looking into it a little.” Carlo paused for a moment before continuing. “It’s only a warning sign at this point, but the weaker monsters are migrating en masse. It’s an early indication of a Stampede.”


      I wasn’t the only person to gasp. Chairwoman Rebecca, Sumire, and Sara also reacted with shock.


      “Are you sure about that, Carlo?” I demanded.


      “Mm... Who knows? That’s what the bugs tell me, but nothing feels different to me.”


      “You understand what bugs are saying?” Sumire asked, sounding surprised. This didn’t take me aback, as I’d often seen Carlo speaking to his bugs.


      “So, did the bugs tell you when the Stampede will occur?” Chairwoman Rebecca asked. That was the most important question.


      “I’unno. My cute little critters don’t understand complicated stuff like that,” Carlo replied casually.


      Chairwoman Rebecca scrunched up her face like she had a flea in her ear.


      I should check out the Last Dungeon again next time I’m free, I thought before returning to the school festival with Sumire and Sara.


      We enjoyed dinner at a large outdoor pub that had been constructed specifically for the festival. That night, Sumire attempted to sleep in my room, and Sara insisted that she be let inside as well. I wasn’t sure what to do, as there wasn’t enough space in my room for three people, so at Sumire’s suggestion, we went to where the Martial Arts Club was camping and asked if we could stay there for the night.


      They gave us a tent of the kind used by explorers, but they stayed up all night partying. In the end, at the guys’ insistence, I joined them and partied until daybreak. They told me that, even though they had barely slept a wink, they would be doing their man-powered amusement park for the third day of the school festival. They were truly a tough bunch.


      ♢School Festival, Third Day♢


      “They’re here.”


      At Sara’s words, I looked up at the sky. We were standing at the dungeon city’s airship dock. I didn’t have any reason to come, but Sara did, so Sumire and I were keeping her company. The airships hovering in the sky had a cloud-white bilge and an emblem resembling a green bow. They were a fleet from the Holy Alliance. One particular airship looked more elaborately decorated than the others, and I could see the statue of the goddess of fate on it. The Saint must have been on that one.


      “Announcing the arrival of the Saint from the Cardia Halidom!” we heard someone yell.


      “I’m going to go greet Her Holiness,” Sara said. “She might ask to see you, Eugene, so sorry in advance if we inconvenience you.”


      With that, Sara walked over to the Holy Alliance’s airship. Saint Oriane wasn’t the one coming this time. I wasn’t the biggest fan of hers, so this was a relief. Apparently, however, the Saints were all rather eccentric, so it might not make much difference which of them was coming.


      “Look, Eugene. Aren’t they from the empire?”


      I looked in the direction Sumire was pointing and saw a fleet of red airships. The one at the front bore the intimidating emblem of the Grenflare imperial family. Who was coming? Curious, I observed the airship to see who would disembark.


      As soon as the airship landed, boarding stairs were set down, and an important-looking woman wearing fancy clothing stepped out. She looked around, and when she saw me, she smiled and walked over. I hurriedly knelt and greeted her.


      “Chancellor Ekaterina, welcome to Lykeion Magic Academy.”


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Eugene Santafield?”


      Chancellor Ekaterina smiled at me. So she’s the VIP from the empire. The Blue Sea Union’s was the princess, and the Holy Alliance’s was the Saint. Meanwhile, the empire’s was the chancellor. Was this a fair balance? I knew little of politics, so I couldn’t be sure. I looked up at the chancellor and saw a conflicted expression on her face.


      “Originally, I wasn’t supposed to come,” she said.


      “Really?”


      “Yes. It was supposed to be First Prince Ashton.”


      But then things changed. What could have happened? The answer to that question came quickly.


      I heard the rapid thudding of footsteps approaching. Blonde hair glowed under the sunlight, and blue eyes glimmered like the summer sea. She was wearing a black jacket over a red uniform, the standard formalwear of the imperial army. The emblem of the Grenflare imperial family was emblazoned on her chest, proving her royal heritage. Though she was the princess of the empire, she was sprinting toward us at top speed, rules of etiquette be damned.


      “Eu!”


      “A-Airi?!”


      The person who grabbed me in a tight embrace was none other than the first in line for the Grenflare Empire’s throne: Airi, my childhood friend.

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      Chapter Four: Eugene Reunited with His Childhood Friend


      “Eu, look! Over there! What are they doing?”


      “That’s the Acrobatics Club. I hear that they made those magic items themselves.”


      “Wow! And what about that stall over there?”


      “I think that’s the one selling fast food made with ingredients from the Last Dungeon.”


      “Oh, I’d love to try some later. What are those cute clothes?”


      “That’s a store specializing in exploration outfits. Students don’t shop there, though, since the academy has a specific one.”


      “Fascinating!”


      I was showing Airi around the school festival. Since the Martial Arts Club’s attraction was getting busy, they had called upon Sumire to help them out, meaning I was alone with Airi. The part of this that I couldn’t wrap my head around was...


      Shouldn’t there be more guards? Currently, Airi was first in line to succeed to the throne of the Grenflare Empire. The notion that they would send her here on her own was unfathomable to me. Granted, I could sense countless gazes upon us, even if I couldn’t identify their sources, so there were likely guards hidden around the academy. However, I was the only person who was actually close to Airi.


      While I was deep in thought, Airi had been peering into my face. “Eu, are you bored?”


      “I’m not,” I replied.


      “But you’ve been so quiet today.”


      “This is how I always am.” Airi usually talked at me, so I had been the quiet sort from childhood. But I was concerned, so I asked, “Is it all right for you to leave the empire?”


      She had only just become first in line, so her place in the court must have changed dramatically. The throne wasn’t a sure thing either. Airi was the seventh princess, and she had a lot of older siblings. I was worried that her siblings might take advantage of her absence to usurp her place in the line of succession.


      “It’s hard to describe it, but lately, everything around me has been so different. It’s like they’re all trying to suck up to me... I’m not only talking about the nobles, you know? My eldest sister and second eldest brother have been as well.”


      “The second prince and princess?”


      I remembered that they were both very ambitious people. Everyone had heard the rumors of them devising various plots to drag the crown princess down from her position.


      “It seems that they’ve all given up on accomplishing something greater than slaying the Infernal Demonic Beast.”


      “Huh.” So this means that no one in the court is trying to harm or entrap her? That’s good.


      “Why are you acting like this has nothing to do with you? Who do you think defeated the Infernal Demonic Beast?”


      “You did.” That had been the official announcement.


      “I did not! You did!”


      “We all worked together,” I replied lightly, looking around to see what I could show her next.


      “Hey, Eu...” Airi held my hand tight, and I knew before she opened her mouth what she would say next. “Why don’t you come back to the empire?”


      I was silent for a moment before saying, “I will after I finish my exploration of Babel.”


      “Who knows how many decades it’ll take for you to reach the 500th Level? Do you really think you can even make it up there? Only one person in centuries has managed that!”


      “But that means it isn’t impossible, right?”


      “Listen, once I’m empress, I can give you as high a status as you’d like. You can even return with your girlfriend Sumire if you want. I’m not saying you have to up and leave this instant, but...stop focusing so much on Babel and come back to the empire, Eu...”


      So this was why Airi had come to the academy. She was here to drag me back.


      “I can’t promise you that right now,” I said.


      She looked down as if she’d expected my answer. “I see... Yes, I figured. You always were the dutiful sort.” Silence stretched between us, and she released my hand. Then, as if to dispel the awkward atmosphere, she pointed at a crowd in the distance. “Eu, look at all the people over there. What’s going on? I want to see!”


      “That’s...”


      “Let’s go!”


      Before I could explain, Airi marched forward, pulling me along by my hand. As pushy as ever. Beyond the crowd, I could see the stadium, and a voice made louder by Amplification Magic sounded out.


      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the pretournament exhibition match, and boy, is it going to be a good one! Our fighter today is last year’s champion and this year’s most prospective winner, Robert Crown!”


      The crowd roared with excitement. I couldn’t blame them. I was curious, though. Robert went out of his way to participate in the exhibition match? As the winner of last year’s Unity Tournament, he was seeded in this year, so there was no point in him fighting here.


      “His opponents today unfortunately finished their respective preliminary blocks in second place, but they’re all powerful warriors in their own right! Robert Crown will fight his way through a total of ten consecutive one-on-one battles! Remember, ladies and gentlemen, that the tournament will officially start tomorrow! Tickets in additional seating are a bit pricier, but you won’t regret buying them. Please come over this way if you’re interested in the show of a lifetime!”


      That announcement gave me my answer. I see. So the real purpose of this show is to sell tickets. I imagined that the red-haired elf, the chairwoman of the Festival Committee, was the one who had put this together.


      “That sounds interesting, Eu! Let’s watch!”


      “Yeah, I’d love to see him in action.”


      I’d seen Robert’s skill with a sword many times through the Satellite System, but this would be my first time witnessing it in person. I wanted to see how the strongest Swordsman in the school fought. Robert was in the middle of the ring, arms crossed and long hair flowing in the wind. Though he was only standing there, I could tell that he didn’t leave any openings for surprise attacks. I could’ve sworn he glanced this way.


      “Eu, that Swordsman is quite strong, isn’t he?” Airi noticed it immediately too.


      “He’s the president of the Swordsmanship Club, which is the largest student group in the academy. He’s the strongest Swordsman here, and everyone thinks that he’ll be the next commander of the Holy Knights.”


      “The strongest in the academy? Shouldn’t that be you?”


      “I only just became a Magic Swordsman, and I haven’t appeared in any official tournaments.”


      “But you were the one who defeated the Demon Queen!”


      “She appeared so suddenly that all of the strongest people in the school were away at the time.”


      “That doesn’t sit right with me,” Airi said, pursing her lips.


      “Whoa!” the announcer’s voice rang out. “Robert here is saying that instead of consecutive one-on-one battles, he’ll take on all of his opponents at once! That sounds impossible, even for him! But the judges are agreeing to this! Fighters, come up to the ring!” Robert and the ten Magic Swordsmen and Mages held their swords and staves at the ready. The audience waited with bated breath. “Begin!”


      At the announcer’s voice, the challengers all attacked Robert at once. A score of arrows made of light and a giant fireball rained down on him. Magical slashes rent the air. To prevent him from dodging, the melee fighters closed in on him, working together to cut off escape routes.


      “Ooh, looks like Robert’s in trouble!”


      Like the announcer said, it was impossible to dodge, let alone counter, a multifront attack that was timed this well.


      Not even Robert can get out of this without a scratch. To my eyes, that was how the situation looked. But I heard Robert’s soft murmur.


      “Hokushin Itto-ryu... Misty Sevenslash.”


      “Now, how will Robert escape this... Huh?” The announcer and audience cried out in surprise. Robert was no longer where he’d been standing, and all of his opponents were lying on the ground. “I-It’s over! Amazing! Robert wins!” the announcer yelled, though he still sounded bewildered.


      “Eu, could you see that attack?”


      “No, I couldn’t,” I answered Airi honestly.


      “Really?!”


      “Hokushin Itto-ryu... I hear it’s a swordsmanship school from the Eastern Continent.”


      “What an outrageously powerful Swordsman you have here,” Airi sighed.


      “Beautifully done, Robert! As the victor, do you have any comments?” the announcer asked, handing Robert the Amplification Magic item.


      “We should get going, Airi,” I said.


      “Oh, yes. By the way, does the Unity Tournament allow for last-minute entries?”


      “Unfortunately, there’s no room in the bracket for unplanned participants.”


      “Oh, that’s too bad. I wanted to take part.”


      “You’re the next empress, Airi. It’s too dangerous.”


      “I’ll be fine. You’re here, after all.”


      “Listen, you...” I sighed. She was way too optimistic. Though she had guards watching over her, she lacked the self-awareness befitting a future empress.


      “Robert, is there anyone in the Unity Tournament that you’re keeping an eye on?” the announcer asked.


      “Hmm... He’s not a participant, but I would say Eugene Santafield. I will win the tournament and secure the right to challenge him.”


      “Ooh, the Demon Queen Slayer! Of course you’d have your eye on him; he’s the star of this year’s tournament! I’m sure many in the crowd are looking forward to your showdown with him!”


      I didn’t kill her, I thought the same moment that Eri protested, “Hello?! I’m not dead!”


      “Excuse me, Eu?! What are they talking about?!” Airi demanded.


      “By the time I knew what was happening, I’d been turned into a prize. They told me that I have to fight against the winner of the Unity Tournament.”


      “So you’ll be fighting against that guy?!” Airi’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me.


      “No one knows yet who’ll win.”


      “I’m sooo excited! ♪ The finals of the Unity Tournament are on the seventh day, at the end of the festival, right?! I’ll stay until then!”


      Oh, Airi will be watching the tournament too? I really can’t put on a pathetic show.


      After that, we resumed our walk around the school festival. We ended up eating our dinner at the stalls. They all offered simple fare, but Airi, who only ever ate fancy dishes at home, enjoyed the break in routine. I was happy to see her having such a good time, and in the end, I showed her around the school festival until the sky turned dark.


      “It’s about time for today’s festivities to end,” I said. “What are your plans for later?”


      “Um, I hear that we reserved a room in the dungeon city’s First District.”


      “The First District... Ah, the Aristocratic District. In that case, I’ll walk you there.”


      “We’re heading back already?” Airi sounded upset.


      “You’ll be staying in the city for a while, right?”


      “Well, yes, but... My schedule starting from tomorrow is packed with meetings. Today’s about my only chance for free time.”


      “Ah.”


      We’d spent all day enjoying ourselves, but Airi wasn’t here to goof off. After all, she came as a member of the imperial family as well as an observer of the school festival. That being the case, there wasn’t any harm in spending more time with her, but at this late hour, most of the stalls would be closed.


      “Let’s go on a walk, then,” I suggested.


      “Yes, let’s,” Airi agreed.


      She and I strolled about, watching the people clean up after the festival. As I’d expected, nowhere was open. I figured we could just keep walking like this until we reached Airi’s inn, but just then, an unfamiliar voice called out to us.


      “You two over there! Are you looking for a place to hang out?”


      “Yes, we are!” Airi replied.


      “Then come with me. I’ll show you a place that’s perfect for you two!”


      “Wow! Hey, Eu, let’s go.”


      “U-Um...” The guy was a little suspicious. If we’d been in one of the back alleys of the dungeon city, I would never have followed him. But right now, we were on school grounds. Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I doubt it’ll be some illegal or shady place.


      I followed him without much worry, only for him to take us to a building that was illuminated by oddly pink lights. “Dungeon’s Hidden Inn” was written on the sign at the front of the hotel.


      “A hidden inn? What is this place?” Airi tilted her head to the side.


      We’re at a love hotel! This wasn’t good. It had been so busy the last time I went that I didn’t think they would be trying to get more customers.


      “Hey, um, Airi, we shouldn’t...”


      “It looks fascinating! Let’s go!” Airi interrupted me. She gave the man the advance payment and pulled me along.


      “W-Wait a... Airi!”


      “Hurry, hurry!”


      My childhood friend, still as pushy as ever, dragged me into the inn.


      ♢Next Morning♢


      “Phew, I slept like the dead! ♪ But my goodness, this room is quite small, isn’t it?”


      “You shouldn’t compare it to a princess’s room. This is only a temporary hotel that they made for the school festival.”


      “I suppose you’re right.”


      Airi and I yawned and stretched as we walked out of the hotel. The sun was just rising, and the morning air was refreshing.


      “Princess Airi! I’m here to pick you up!” a bright and familiar voice sounded out.


      This person had been lurking around us all day yesterday. Ah, so she’s one of the guards, huh?


      “Thank you for coming to get me, Cammy.”


      It was Camilla Vena, a former classmate at the military academy and a current member of the intelligence corps. She had come to Lykeion Magic Academy as part of Airi’s entourage.


      I stared at her for a moment before saying, “Hey, Camilla.”


      “Wh-What is it, Eugene?” Her expression grew guarded as I approached her.


      I leaned in close and hissed, “Don’t you think you should’ve said something about Airi visiting?”


      “Whaaat? I figured this way, it would be a surprise,” she whispered back.


      “It’s because it was a surprise that I’m saying this!”


      “Oopsies. Sorry!” she said, though her expression was guileless.


      Did she forget about the curse?


      “What are you two whispering about?”


      “Nothing, Airi.”


      “We’re just having a chat, Princess Airi!”


      “Oh, really? Well, I’m glad to see you two on good terms again.”


      Airi was nodding with a satisfied expression, and Camilla sidled up to her, giggling.


      “So you and Eugene were getting hot and sweaty last night, Princess Airi?”


      “Hot and sweaty? No, not really. It was rather cool last night.”


      “Oh, you! You can’t fool me, silly!”


      Airi didn’t understand, and she tilted her head to the side before saying, “By the way, what does the schedule look like for today, Cammy?”


      “Um, please hold on for a second, Princess Airi.” Camilla took a red notebook out of the front fold of her shirt and flipped through it. Where was she even stashing that? “Let’s see... You have lunch with King Uther at noon, and then you have tea with the Cardia Halidom’s Saint. Then, at the end of the day, you have dinner with Princess Tiffania from the Blue Sea Union.”


      Airi sighed. “Looks like I won’t be able to spend any time with you today, Eu. Oh well. I’ll come see you again.”


      “You’re so busy, Airi,” I commented.


      “I really am. My goodness, am I starting to hate it.”


      Considering Airi’s status, her hectic schedule was a given. However, if Camilla was the only attendant she’d brought for all these functions, her retinue was seriously understaffed. It was a little worrying how careless the future empress was acting. I glanced around. Since it was early morning, there weren’t many people around, and among them were...


      About...ten guards are observing us? They were all highly skilled; I could barely sense their presence. They were probably keeping watch from a distance so as not to disturb the princess while she was enjoying the school festival. The second that anyone suspicious approached, they would likely jump out and secure them before anything could happen. It looked like I’d been worried for nothing.


      “All right. I should get back to my dorm,” I murmured before I jumped. A sharp chill, like someone had put ice down my shirt, ran down my spine. Two glares were prickling at my skin, and I could feel anger in the air, like steam rising from boiling water. When I saw who was the source of this fury...


      “Good morning, Eugene, and what a wonderful morning it is! ☆”


      “Oh my goodness gracious! What a coincidence to run into you as you’re coming out of the love hotel, Eugene.”


      I averted my eyes from Sumire and Sara, but they marched right over. I couldn’t ask why they were here. For the security of the school festival, magic items to monitor the grounds were placed all around campus, and there were plenty of Satellite System screens in the student council president’s office so that she could keep an eye on things. They must have known everything I was doing.


      “Eugene, look at us,” Sumire said.


      “You have two girlfriends, and you still cheat? The nerve,” Sara said.


      “Sorry” was all I could say. Sumire and Sara furrowed their brows even more. Camilla looked like she was thinking, Oof, while Airi looked like she had no idea what was going on.


      “I’m surprised how messy you are when it comes to girls,” Sumire sighed.


      “It’s against the teachings of Ilia to judge a situation without hearing out the other side. Eugene, do you have any excuses for yourself?” Sara asked.


      “No... Do whatever you want to me.” I couldn’t say anything to defend myself. I figured that I deserved their punishment. Behind me, I could hear Airi and Camilla’s conversation.


      “Cammy, why are they so angry?”


      “Princess Airi, are you seriously asking me that?”


      Sumire’s and Sara’s expressions darkened even further.


      “Well, yes! All we did last night was chat about swordplay and the military academy. That should be fine, no?”


      “Huh?” Camilla wasn’t the only one who reacted. Sumire and Sara also whirled around to stare at Airi, eyes wide.


      “Wh-What does she mean, Eugene?!” Sumire demanded.


      “Is this some sort of joke?” Sara asked. “You two come to a love hotel and spend the night chatting?!”


      “You’ve got to be kidding me! Princess Airi, Eugene, we want the truth!” Camilla said.


      At their behest, I gave an honest account of what we’d done. “Like Airi said, we were reminiscing all night. Airi tired out first, and she fell asleep on the bed, so I spent the night on the sofa.”


      However, it was true that I had entered a love hotel with another woman, even though I was already in two relationships. Sumire and Sara were justified in their anger. I was completely in the wrong here.


      “Can you believe that a room for two people here only has one bed? What a horrible establishment, don’t you think? The empire would never stand for such terrible service, Eu!” Airi was fuming, angry at the wrong thing.


      They’re not exactly wrong about it being a two-person room... But that was a double bed. Airi’s bed in the empire was probably a lot bigger than a double bed in a love hotel. She must not have been able to wrap her head around the idea that a bed for two people could be that small.


      “Princess Airi, Princess Airi!”


      “What is it, Cammy?”


      “Lend me your ear for a second!” Camilla whispered before quietly explaining something to Airi.


      “Huh? We stayed the night in... Wait, it was for that?!” Airi’s face grew redder and redder by the second. She’d finally grasped the concept.


      “Eugene, is this girl pretty ignorant?” Sumire asked, not mincing her words. She was very brave to be calling the next Grenflare empress “ignorant.”


      “She was like this two years ago, and it looks like she hasn’t changed,” I replied.


      “Ah, I see. So she’s a sheltered princess.” Sara’s wording was equally blunt.


      Aren’t you worried about causing an international incident?


      “Excuse me, you two! I can hear you talking smack about me!” Airi yelled, running toward us. Her face was still bright red. “Eu! Why didn’t you say anything last night?!”


      “I figured you realized what it was.”


      “How in the world would I have realized that?!”


      Now I was in real trouble.


      “What would you have done if I’d told you?”


      “Huh?” I hadn’t meant too much with that question, but this time, Airi froze.


      “You have a fianc—”


      “We already broke things off!”


      “Oh, really?”


      Ah, Bert. She broke up with you? Well, they couldn’t have gotten married anyway, as he was Airi’s younger half brother.


      “Come on, Princess Airi. Chancellor Ekaterina’s waiting for us, so we should go back,” Camilla said, tugging on Airi’s hand.


      “Wait, Cammy. I still want to chat with—”


      “The school festival will continue for a few more days, so you can find time later. See you, Eugene and friends!” Camilla, never dropping her carefree and relaxed tone, walked away, dragging Airi with her. Airi put on a show of struggling, but she let Camilla guide her.


      I should go see her if our schedules match up. Spending time with her had been so much fun, like I’d been transported back in time. I watched Airi’s retreating back until I couldn’t see her anymore, all the while feeling twin gazes burning holes into my back.


      “Eugeeene?” Sumire said.


      “Turn around and face us, Eugene,” Sara said.


      I definitely wasn’t trying to escape from reality, no way. “Sorry, Sara, Sumire!” I spun around and bowed my head low. I figured I would start feeling some punches soon or hearing some yelling, but nothing happened. Confused, I snuck a look and saw them staring down at me frostily.


      “What do you think, President Sara?”


      “Hmm, I’m not so sure, Miss Sumire.”


      They were speaking somewhat differently than normal. It was kind of scary.


      “Going to a love hotel with another woman is a total red flag, right?”


      “But we know now that they didn’t actually sleep together. I suppose it barely just counts as a false accusation on our end.”


      “Wow, you’re sooo nice, Sara. No wonder you’re a Saint.”


      “What’s your opinion then, Sumire?”


      “Cheaters should be burned at the stake!”


      “So scary!” Sara and I exclaimed in unison.


      “It’s not like Fire Magic would work on him anyway,” Sumire pointed out.


      “Ah... I’m allowed to use Barrier Magic?” That was a relief.


      “I would never suggest burning you at stake if you couldn’t use that!”


      “Being burned at the stake is a method of punishment my country actually uses, Sumire, so it’s no joking matter.”


      “Seriously?! No way, that actually exists here?! Your homeland is nuts!”


      They were conversing like normal again. Does... Does this mean they forgive me?


      “President Sara, if you hear this announcement, please return to the student council building. I repeat... President Sara! Where in the world did you wander off to?! Get back right this instant!” a voice carried on Amplification Magic echoed over grounds.


      “That’s...” I started.


      “...Miss Teresia from General Affairs! She sounded piping mad,” Sumire finished.


      “I-I’m going to head back. Eugene, there won’t be a next time!” And with that, Sara enchanted her legs with Speed Magic and dashed off, leaving behind only Sumire and me.


      “Sumire, after this...”


      “Ahh... It’s about time for me to go help the Martial Arts Club! See you, Eugene! Don’t go into a love hotel with Airi ever again!”


      “R-Right. I got it.” So as long as we didn’t go to a love hotel, I could see her? This was a pretty loose restriction.


      “See youuu!” Sumire ran off, leaving me alone.


      Well, I have free time now, so I guess I’ll return to the... But a sharp stab of pain interrupted my thoughts. “Ow!” Pain flashed through my head, and at the same time, an unbearable coldness enveloped my body. This is almost like a curse, I thought haltingly. Is she upset?


      This was the first time I’d felt this in a very long while now. This was no time to be returning to the dorm. I turned and ran toward a certain location.


      ***


      Upon arriving at the Seventh Sealed Prison, I went all the way to the back, where the Demon Queen Erinyes’s cell was, and nervously called out, “Eri?” No reply. “Eri, are you asleep?”


      Despite that question, I could tell from her presence that she was awake. A thick miasma filled the room, so strong that it could have knocked out a monster if said monster couldn’t use Barrier Magic.


      “Aw, man. You seem like you’re just having such a grand time with all the girls hanging off your arms.”


      When Eri finally replied to me, she sounded like she was in an incredibly bad mood. I slowly made my way toward her.


      “Th-They’re not hanging off my... Ow!”


      “Pow! ☆”


      She kicked me. Despite her cute sound effect, the kick had enough force behind it to instantly kill something like a Goblin. Bang! I flew backward until I hit the bars of her cell, but I managed to recover and land on my feet.


      “That was really dangerous,” I said.


      “It’s not like that attack could have actually injured you. Come on, hurry and get back over here.”


      “You’re not going to kick me again, are you?” I hesitantly approached the beckoning Demon Queen and sat down right next to her.


      “Caught you!”


      “Huh?”


      Suddenly, my vision went dark, and it took me a few seconds to realize that it was because Eri had covered me with her black wings. It looked like she was spreading them so widely that they filled the entire cell.


      An illusion... And it was an incredibly powerful bit of Illusionary Magic too. It almost felt real. I used a mental barrier to shake off the mirage, only to find that the Demon Queen was pressing me down onto the mattress. Her red eyes glowed as she settled her weight onto me.


      “Looks like I have to remind you who your main heroine is.”


      “Wait, Eri, what are you—”


      “Shut up.”


      She didn’t wait for me.


      ***


      “All right, I’m heading back up. The main fights of the Unity Tournament are about to start, so I want to watch them.”


      “Ugh, fine.”


      Eri didn’t keep me in the Seventh Sealed Prison for as long as I feared. Letting out her frustrations for once had been enough to calm her down. There’s nothing scarier than Eri when she’s in a genuinely bad mood. Honestly, she was more terrifying than she’d been when I’d had to face her in the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level. Though we had agreed on me dropping by once a week, I wondered if I should increase my visits.


      “Next time, I’ll bring you your favorites. Red wine, cheese, and ham, right?”


      “My, that’s very considerate of you. You’re forgetting fruits. Bring me pomegranates too.”


      “Fine...” They’re not in season, so they’ll be really expensive, I thought but didn’t say.


      Right as I was about to walk out, Eri called, “Eugene, keep an eye on Babel. Something very interesting is about to happen.”


      What a cryptic thing to say.


      “Something very interesting?” If it was something Eri, a Demon Queen, considered interesting, then it was sure to be trouble. Big trouble.


      She giggled. “Exciting, isn’t it? ☆”


      “Yeah. Thank you for the warning.” I exited her cell. Something’s going to happen in Babel, huh?


      As much as that prickled at the back of my mind, my legs took me to the coliseum where the Unity Tournament was being held. I would have to face the winner of this tournament, so I couldn’t ignore it. I’d checked the names of those who’d won the preliminaries, but I wanted to see how everyone fought. At least, that was my plan.


      The closer I drew, the louder the audience’s cheers became. The coliseum was huge, even from a distance. Apparently, the Festival Committee had rushed to build it.


      “It’s precisely because they build things like that that we barely have any budget left!” Sara had once yelled.


      However, this would boost the morale of the competitors as well as excite the crowd. I approached the entrance. There were guards standing nearby to confirm that everyone entering had a ticket. I was about to buy a same-day ticket when someone called out to me from behind.


      “Eugie.”


      I didn’t sense anyone. Shocked at how easily someone had snuck up on me, I turned around, only to find no one there. Instead, there was a single dragonfly. It wasn’t a normal dragonfly either. It was a Metal Dragonfly, a monster from the Last Dungeon that boasted steel wings. There was only one person who could use these sorts of insectoid monsters...


      “Carlo, what’s the matter?”


      ...And it was my senior from the Biology Club.


      “Something terrible has happened, Eugie. Come to Babel as quickly as you can.”


      “What’s going on?”


      The answer to my question came quickly: “A Stampede. A large-scale one, at that.”


      I’d heard of Stampedes taking place in Babel, but I had never actually seen one with my own eyes. But of all times, it happens during the school festival? What horrible timing.


      “Everyone, thank you for coming here! I know you’re all very busy!” the voice of a dungeon staffer sounded out over the plaza in front of Babel’s entrance.


      A good number of explorers were assembled there. Judging by their clothing, they were adult explorers—there were barely any student explorers present. At that moment, the boom of magic exploding echoed around us. I turned to see a flying monster falling to the ground, its body burning from a Fire Magic attack. It must have escaped from the Last Dungeon, only for an explorer to shoot it down.


      “Explorers, as you can see, monsters from the Last Dungeon are making their way outside. Soon, a horde of them will arrive at the plaza in front of Babel. As you all know, Lykeion Magic Academy is currently holding its school festival. You must stop the Stampede now so it doesn’t cause any trouble to the students or our foreign guests!”


      “Okaaaay,” the explorers all replied unenthusiastically. I couldn’t blame them, considering how sudden the summons must have been.


      “As this request comes at the last possible minute, we will pay more than double the usual fee.”


      “Yeeeahhh!” The explorers sounded much more motivated than before.


      Considering the circumstances, the Stampede must have been on the smaller end. As proof of that...


      “Carlo, it looks like they only asked the nonstudent explorers to come. Did we really need to answer the summons?”


      The dungeon staffer’s explanation implied that they had only hired the nonstudent explorers for this. It was likely a show of consideration for the students to let them enjoy the school festival. In other words, even though it was a Stampede, it was small enough that we didn’t need all hands on deck.


      “Mm-hmm. The other explorers can handle the Stampede. We have a job of our own to do.”


      “A job of our own?”


      I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I followed him toward the entrance of Babel, where a horde of monsters was about to attack. Upon seeing us, a dungeon staff member came running up.


      “Hey! You two—you students! This place is dangerous. Weren’t you listening to our explanation?! Monsters are about to flood the lower levels of Babel and—”


      “Don’t worry! The headmaster asked us to come,” Carlo said in a cheery tone as he flashed his explorer badge at the staffer.


      “King Uther did?! That badge of yours... Ah, you two are A-rank explorers who’ve already passed the 100th Level. I understand. Please be careful.” The staffer needed no further convincing and left.


      Carlo’s words allowed me to put together what our job was. “We’re here to investigate the cause of the Stampede?”


      “That we are. It should be easier to identify the problem if we look into it now rather than after it’s over.”


      “It goes against the basic rules of exploration to tackle a Stampede with only a few people.”


      There was little risk of death in the lower levels of the Last Dungeon, but the teachers taught us to be extra careful during a Stampede. This was because if a monster killed you, there was a high chance of them eating your corpse before anyone could use Ambrosia Tears on you. That was why it was common practice to tackle a Stampede with a large group. Now, for example, would have been the perfect time for that.


      “You could go in solo without any problem, right, Eugie?”


      “But you, uh...” Carlo was a highly skilled Bug Tamer, but the guy himself was not a very good fighter.


      “Are you worried about me? Don’t worry. I have them with me.”


      Rustle rustle...rustle rustle... At some point, a giant insectoid monster with four pairs of legs had crept up behind Carlo. It had an exoskeleton as hard as a suit of armor, and a beautiful woman’s naked torso was growing from it.


      “An Arachne?” I asked.


      “A Queen Arachne, at that. We recently became buddies. If you’d like, I can call, like, fifty more.”


      “An army of Arachne Queens, huh? That does sound very powerful.”


      These were monsters that possessed more mana than mages capable of high-tier magic. I shouldn’t have anything to worry about if Carlo could command dozens of them.


      “Excuse me, Master.” Carlo’s blonde Arachne Queen spoke the human language fluently, apparently. She picked him up in a princess carry and began climbing the outer wall of Babel.


      “I’m going to check for irregularities from outside of Babel,” Carlo said. “A monster slipped out earlier, so I’m thinking there’s a hole somewhere.”


      “In that case, I’ll check from inside, but...it feels like it’ll be difficult to look around when I don’t even know where to start.”


      “Don’t worry about that. I’ve sent my eyes into Babel. Can you start from the 8th Level? I hear that things are pretty peculiar there.”


      “Got it. I’ll see what’s going on.”


      “Let’s contact each other if we discover anything. I’ll lend you one of my buddies.”


      A small Arachne slid up next to me.


      “I will be assisting you with this mission, friend of my master’s.”


      “Right, thank you. I’m Eugene Santafield.”


      The Arachne looked like a cute girl of around ten years old, with short, evenly cut black hair. The bottom half of her body was a creepy spider, so it made for a rather unbalanced impression.


      “See you later, Eugie. Be careful out there!”


      Still in the Arachne Queen’s arms, Carlo proceeded to ascend Babel’s exterior. It looked every inch like a monster was kidnapping him.


      “All right, we should get going too,” I said.


      “Understood, friend of my master’s.”


      Looked like she had no intention of using my name.


      “By the way, what’s your name?” I asked. She hadn’t mentioned anything, now that I thought about it. I figured that if we were going to be working together, I should probably know how to address her.


      “Number 77053.”


      “Huh?”


      “Master calls me Little 77053. I like this name a lot!” The little Arachne puffed out her chest. As she said, she seemed very attached to her name. I stared at her, speechless, for so long that she asked, “Is something the matter, friend of my master’s?”


      “Uh, no. No. Let’s move.”


      Please spend a bit more time on the names for your monsters, I thought, but at the same time, I was impressed at Carlo’s abilities as a Monster Tamer. To think that he had over seventy thousand monsters under his control... The little Arachne and I hurried toward the Dungeon Elevator to begin our mission.


      ♢The 8th Level♢


      “There aren’t...”


      “...Any monsters here...”


      The two of us were looking around the 8th Level. The monsters that would normally have been bustling about were absent. Number 77 (rest omitted) and I walked around for a bit, but still, we didn’t see any monsters.


      “Hmm. I wonder what’s going on,” I said, stopping and crossing my arms.


      “Is something bothering you, friend of my master’s?”


      “It’s undeniable that this is an abnormality, but I have no idea how this could’ve happened.”


      “Yes, I agree. Where did all the monsters on this floor go?” The little Arachne copied me, crossing her arms and furrowing her brow. Then...


      “Heeey. Did you guys figure anything out?”


      I heard a telepathic voice—Carlo’s. He must have been using the Arachne, his familiar, as a means of communicating with me.


      “Carlo, I’ve reached the 8th Level, but I don’t see any monsters here.”


      “Mm-hmm. The monsters on the 8th Level are all rampaging outside of Babel. The Stampede has started.”


      I gasped. “So that means there’s a hole somewhere on the 8th Level that the monsters used to get out?!”


      “That was what I thought, so I’ve been searching the outer walls, but I don’t see anything. Isn’t that strange?”


      The Arachne barged into my conversation with Carlo. “Master, my web has caught a most peculiar presence.”


      “Really, Number 77053?”


      He really did refer to them by a number.


      “Multiple entities are using Invisibility Magic. They do not appear to be monsters, nor are they explorers,” the Arachne continued.


      “Suspicious,” Carlo said.


      “We’ll go check it out,” I said.


      “Yes, let’s go,” the Arachne agreed.


      We nodded at each other. Apparently, the Arachne had used an ability that allowed her to cover the 8th Level with magical silk and detect anything that tripped these threads. Arachnes normally used this to hunt prey; they would track and hunt down the hapless victim in a group.


      Holding our breaths to conceal our presence, we quietly made our way through the 8th Level. The Arachne’s magical silk was guiding us where we needed to go. After a few minutes of walking, we saw a small humanoid silhouette.


      “That’s...” Upon seeing her, the Arachne started trembling.


      “Are you okay?”


      “N-No! We mustn’t... We mustn’t approach her!”


      The Arachne grabbed onto the sleeve of my explorer uniform. She was terrified, but I couldn’t blame her. That small humanoid silhouette was akin to the little Arachne’s god. It was the queen of Babel and the creator of the monsters. Standing there in a bloodred robe was the Dungeon Master of Babel herself, Anemoi Babel.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: Eugene Explores the School Festival


      Anemoi Babel was the current Dungeon Master of Babel, but she looked like a mere ten-year-old girl. Her fringe was cut in a straight line, and her eyes were as red as rubies. She was standing alone in the middle of a grassy plain in a bloodred robe, making it impossible to miss her.


      Wait... She’s not alone. I couldn’t see them, but I could sense someone next to her. There was someone there. They’re using Invisibility Magic, I suppose.


      An empty 8th Level, the inexplicable presence of the Dungeon Master on the lower floors, and a mysterious hidden figure... This was all very suspicious. However, I couldn’t ignore this if I wanted to figure out the reason behind this terribly timed Stampede. Now, what would come from this confrontation? I slowly approached the Dungeon Master.


      “S-Stop! She’ll kill you, friend!” The Arachne, who had crumpled to the ground, grabbed my sleeve and tugged it. The Dungeon Master was a terrifying entity for monsters. So terrifying, in fact, that seeing her robbed them of the ability to even stand.


      “You stay here,” I told the Arachne, who was trembling and staring at me like she was about to burst into tears.


      I approached the Dungeon Master without bothering to hide my presence. She definitely already knew I was here. In that case, it was far better not to sneak around. I slowly approached the Dungeon Master, and she looked up at me.


      “Oh? We seem to run into each other quite often.”


      As she spoke, I heard footsteps disappearing into the distance. This isn’t good. The hidden person is about to make their escape.


      “Hello, Anemoi. You seem to have been enjoying your conversation.”


      I had no idea if they’d actually been chatting, since I’d been too far away to hear, so this was a bluff, but it paid off. The invisible person’s footsteps stopped. Got them. They assumed I had overheard them.


      “Eavesdropping? I must say I’m a little disappointed,” Anemoi said.


      “There’s been a Stampede on the 1st Level, and the 8th Level has lost all its monsters. I came here to investigate.”


      “I was the one who sent all the monsters here to the 1st Level.”


      I knew it. So this Stampede really was the Dungeon Master’s doing. Through the telepathic connection with the Arachne, Carlo must have been hearing this as well.


      “Why would you do something like that?” I asked.


      “To train the explorers. They’ve been procrastinating these past few days, haven’t they?” Anemoi said, as if this were all no big deal.


      “They’ll all return to exploring once the school festival ends. If a monster kills someone outside of the Last Dungeon, we can’t revive them with Ambrosia Tears, so I would really appreciate it if you could refrain from causing Stampedes...” I doubted she would honor my request without a fuss, but I made it just in case.


      “Ambrosia Tears, huh? Those are something the last Dungeon Master came up with. To tell you the truth, I hate that stuff. Do you know that most explorers who clear the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level make it that far without ever using Ambrosia Tears? They are a useless fail-safe that does nothing but coddle the weak.”


      “Isn’t that fine, though? It’s thanks to Ambrosia Tears that Babel is the dungeon with the lowest death rate on the Southern Continent.”


      “It is not fine. What’s the point of a safe dungeon? The Deus Discipline is not a game.”


      “Without Ambrosia Tears, more people will die.”


      “What’s the problem with that?”


      “The problem...” I stopped there, at a loss for words.


      “There is nothing wrong with the weak dying. That is how nature works.”


      It took me a few moments to gather my thoughts again. “That’s quite blunt.” The Dungeon Master didn’t mince her words.


      “It is the law on which the world operates. The Last Dungeon in its current state is a farce.”


      “I see.” The Dungeon Master’s conviction came across in every word she said. She wanted to increase the difficulty level of the Last Dungeon. “Why are you so strict about Babel?”


      “Because no one has ever beaten the record. Do you know that, in five hundred years, no one has been able to overwrite the highest record? This is not good.”


      “But... Won’t you feel bad if someone dies in an accident, like what happened on the 20th Level when Cerberus appeared?”


      “Oh, that! Weren’t you the one who defeated him?” The Dungeon Master, who had looked like she was in a foul mood, suddenly brightened up.


      “That gave me a real scare.”


      She giggled. “It was an interesting show. The goddess in Heaven scolded me for that one, though, so I’ll have to make sure that they don’t find out about it next time.”


      “You were the one who unleashed Cerberus?!” But according to the headmaster, the real culprit had been...


      “Isn’t it obvious? I got the idea from that girl there. She suggested the sudden appearance of a 100th Level Deus Discipline on the lower levels would scare the explorers into taking it seriously. She was also the one who thought of summoning the Demon Queen Erinyes on the 100th Level.”


      The Dungeon Master turned and pointed to empty space, and I followed the line of her finger with my gaze. It was where the footsteps had stopped earlier. There’s someone there. I just couldn’t see them. But I could sense a presence there.


      “Ah, right, you’re making yourself invisible, huh?” Anemoi said.


      “Lady Anemoi, did you have to spill my secret?” an unfamiliar female voice said.


      “This boy here already noticed you, I’ll bet.”


      “Is that so? In that case, I suppose there’s no point in remaining hidden.”


      There was a rustling sound, and a woman suddenly appeared. She must have been using a cloak-shaped magical item that had been Enchanted with Invisibility Magic. She was extremely beautiful, but what made an even greater impression were her dark skin and long, pointy ears. A dark elf? Dark elves were very rare, and most people considered them the same as demons. This was my first time meeting one in real life.


      “Hello, Eugene Santafield. I’ve wanted a chance to speak with you, as you are the contractor of the Demon Queen Erinyes,” she said.


      “How do you know that?” I asked. Instantly alert, I held my sword in a ready stance.


      “You are the one that the great Fallen Queen we worship has chosen. Of course we know about you.”


      I noticed a silver accessory shimmering on the woman’s chest. It looked like a snake wrapped around an apple—evidence that she belonged to a demon-worshipping cult.


      “Are you a member of the Order of the Serpent?” I asked.


      “I am Archbishop Vanessa. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Lord Eugene.” Vanessa gave me an elegant bow.


      “I’m surprised you’re able to get into Babel. The Dungeon Union has been monitoring the Order of the... Ah, so that explains the Invisibility Magic.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      I glanced at Vanessa...or to be more precise, at the young Dungeon Master next to her. “The Dungeon Union forbids people from entering Babel without permission...”


      “How despicable. Everyone should be allowed to challenge the Last Dungeon. Why are people other than me making rules as if they have any right to? It’s infuriating.”


      Anemoi’s expression had turned thunderous again. She really bounced between emotional extremes. As if in response to her anger, the 8th Level shook like an earthquake was happening. I could hear the Arachne’s quiet scream from behind me. The Dungeon Master’s change in mood was more than enough to cause a natural disaster in Babel.


      “Lord Eugene, as much as I would love to enjoy a leisurely chat with you, I feel like the explorers the Dungeon Union hired will walk in on us if I stay for any longer,” said Vanessa.


      I glanced to the side and saw Dungeon Eyes staring at us from afar. The people outside were monitoring us via the Satellite System.


      Vanessa drew closer and continued, “But allow me to say one last thing. Lord Eugene, do you have any interest in joining our cult? We are worshippers of the Demon Queen Erinyes; we would welcome you.”


      “No,” I replied without hesitation.


      “I see. How unfortunate,” Vanessa said, but she was smiling, as if she didn’t think it unfortunate at all. “Until next time.”


      She erased herself from view with the Invisibility Magic-Enchanted cloak. Only the sound of her footsteps revealed that she was walking away. Eventually, the only ones left were me, the Dungeon Master, and the little Arachne trembling a short distance from us. The Dungeon Master was staring at me, and I stared right back at her.


      “Are you not afraid of me?” she asked.


      “Afraid?” I echoed, tilting my head to the side.


      The Dungeon Master marched closer and looked up at me with her big crimson eyes. I couldn’t fathom the depths of her mana. The pressure that emanated from her body was so intense that I felt like I was facing off against a dragon, but...


      “No, I’m not afraid.”


      “Well, you did fight Berry all alone, I suppose. Perhaps you simply feel no fear.”


      I felt like she had just said something a little insulting.


      Suddenly, the Dungeon Master extended a hand toward my face, and I asked, “Um, what are you doing?”


      “Let me check something. Hmm... Lots of white mana... Huh?! You only have white mana? What’s wrong with you? Are you sick?”


      “Rude. This is just my constitution.”


      The Dungeon Master kept touching my hands and face. She had no sense of boundaries.


      “There’s no way such a constitution... Oh? You have angelic blood? Aha, I see.”


      “You can tell?”


      “Of course I can. Oho? Despite how seriously you carry yourself, you’re a piece of garbage who’s made a Contract of the Flesh with three different women? I hear that heroes are great lovers, so I suppose I should see this as a good sign.”


      “You can even tell that?!” This was seriously scary, so I backed away from the Dungeon Master.


      “What are you so embarrassed about? Come on, now, come a little closer...” The Dungeon Master grinned and was about to approach me once again when a group of people suddenly appeared around us.


      “You two are surrounded! Do not resist!”


      I looked around to see that they were mostly explorers between B and D rank. They must have come here after neutralizing the threat of the Stampede on the 1st Level. A high-ranking dungeon staffer was leading them, and I guessed they were here for Vanessa, the Order of the Serpent cultist they had seen through the Satellite System.


      “I saw you two acting quite familiarly with a dark elf woman. There is a high chance that she is a member of the Order of the Serpent. First things first, tell us your names and factions.”


      “I am Eugene Santafield, a General Education student at Lykeion Magic Academy.”


      “What is a student doing here?! The school festival is happening, you know?!”


      “I came here to investigate the Stampede.”


      “That’s our job! I’ll interrogate you later. Is that girl one of your friends?!”


      “Well, she’s an acquaintance, I guess...”


      “Fine. I’ll get the answers I want after I take you both in for questioning. Come with us quietly and—”


      “Oh, shut up.”


      The ground shook. All the small animals and birds on the 8th Level began chittering and squeaking in unison. The Dungeon Master’s eyes glowed an eerie red. It wasn’t just her eyes; red mana particles were rising from her body like steam. She was so dangerous that I felt goose bumps appear all over my skin, and I jumped back to put distance between us.


      “I’m going home,” Anemoi said.


      “W-Wait! We can’t let you esca—” the dungeon staffer yelled.


      “You lot, take care of our guests.”


      The Dungeon Master tapped the ground with her foot, and a score of stone giants appeared with a deep rumbling noise. They immediately attacked the explorers standing around us.


      “Golems?!”


      “What are they doing on the 8th Level?!”


      “We have no choice but to dispatch these monsters first!”


      The 8th Level was instantly transformed into a battlefield. The Golems rampaged as if they had lost control of themselves while the Dungeon Master sauntered off. None of the monsters dared to approach her. A Golem attacked me as well, and I fended off its attacks while watching Anemoi leave.


      “See you later, white mana boy. The next Stampede will be a lot more exciting.”


      “Anemoi!” I yelled.


      She giggled in response. “I hope you’ll enjoy it.”


      After that rather selfish statement, the Dungeon Master disappeared. Carlo’s Arachne had also taken advantage of the chaos and escaped. After we defeated the Golems, I was taken to the Dungeon Union’s office, but fortunately, they didn’t suspect me of being an associate of the Order of the Serpent. This was all thanks to the fact that I had once defeated Eri. If I were a member of the Order of the Serpent, I wouldn’t have fought the Demon Queen. That was their logic, anyway.


      I told them the truth of what had happened, but they didn’t believe that the young girl they’d seen earlier was the Dungeon Master; the Dungeon Union wasn’t aware of her. Granted, I myself had only learned about her a short while ago.


      The interrogation continued all night. Halfway through, Carlo showed up and testified to my innocence. However, the fact that I’d had contact with a high-ranking member of the Order of the Serpent made things very difficult. The cult had spent so long underground, leaving behind no clues as to their identity. Information on someone who had called herself the Archbishop was extremely valuable, so the dungeon staff asked about every little detail, repeating questions over and over again. When they finally let me leave, it was the morning of the next day.




      By the time I left the Dungeon Union’s building, the sky was already turning bright. That was a horrible experience. I wanted to go back to my room and nap. But before I could do that, I heard two sets of footsteps racing toward me. I looked over to see a girl with light brown hair and a girl with long black hair.


      “Eugene!”


      “It seems you ran into some trouble, Eugene.”


      It was Sumire and Sara.


      “Yeah, it really was tro—” But I cut myself off when I noticed the peculiar way they were staring at me. “Sumire? Sara?”


      At my question, they both averted their gazes and fidgeted. They looked like they had something they wanted to say but were having a hard time finding the words.


      “Eugene, look at this.” Sumire handed me a piece of paper. It was a drawing; to be more precise, it was a sketch that had been drawn with superhuman accuracy using magic.


      I picked it up to see what it was and... “Ugh.” It was a sketch of the Dungeon Master reaching out to my face and touching it. The angle was awful. It almost looked like we were kissing. “Uh, Sumire, Sara, this isn’t...”


      “Eugene... You’re not only into older sister types like the Demon Queen, you’re also into girls this young?” Sumire said.


      “Sumire, there’s no helping it. Heroes are just very into their women,” Sara said.


      “Oh, so that stereotype exists in this world too?”


      “Wait, you two. This is all just a misunderstanding.”


      “I’m all right with this,” Sumire said, not listening. “I can accept your taste in women.”


      “You don’t have to do that.”


      “I do think this is a better choice than the Demon Queen,” Sara said.


      This is the Dungeon Master... In terms of how dangerous they were on an existential level, I would say that Anemoi was on a par with Eri. But once Sumire and Sara got an idea in their heads, they were very stubborn about it, no matter how wrong it was. Explaining what happened to them proved far more difficult than explaining things to the Dungeon Union.


      ***


      The Round Council of the dungeon city was usually restricted to King Uther and the Zodiac Knights, the guardians of Karaf. However, in a rare display, people outside of that group were sitting in on a meeting: Saint Matrona, one of the leaders of the Holy Alliance, and an entourage of Elite Holy Knights; Tiffania Crystal, princess of the Gilded Land, which was one of the most influential nations in the Blue Sea Union, and a young Dragon Knight; and finally, from the largest empire on the Southern Continent, Chancellor Ekaterina and Princess Airi Grenflare, who had been chosen to succeed to her father’s throne. The Fourth Knight Abrams, who was the oldest of the Zodiac Knights, was leading the meeting. King Uther was sitting in silence, an uncharacteristically somber expression on his face.


      “So you’re saying there will be another Stampede?” he asked.


      “A student, Eugene Santafield, said he heard that from the Dungeon Master’s mouth,” Abrams replied, leading some of the attendees to mutter among themselves.


      “Him again? How is he always at the scene of the crime?”


      “I suppose he just attracts trouble.”


      At those words, Princess Airi’s brow furrowed slightly.


      “Oh, there’s no need to be so harsh. He’s not doing it on purpose.”


      “So you say, Sir Lloyd the Second Knight. But I’m sure you have some thoughts about the boy after his battle against the Demon Queen.”


      “Well... There’s no need to rehash that.”


      “Still, I’ve never heard of the Dungeon Master getting directly involved in anything.”


      “Activities in Babel have been very peculiar of late. There’s no telling what may happen.”


      “Should we summon the student here to ask him for more details?”


      “We spent an entire night interrogating him. I feel bad for that,” the Seventh Knight Isolde said, looking apologetic.


      “The real problem is the next Stampede and how big it’ll be.”


      “This time, the Dungeon Union was able to deal with it alone...”


      “We should send all of the explorers in the dungeon city to quell it next time.” The youngest of the Zodiac Knights, Jeffrey the Twelfth Knight, spoke in a firm tone.


      “That would mean putting an end to this year’s school festival.”


      “We would have no other choice.”


      “The students would be pretty disappointed...”


      “Better disappointed than regretful that we didn’t do something sooner!”


      Before the discussion could descend into further chaos, Chancellor Ekaterina cut in and said, “So, King Uther, am I right to presume that you’re sharing this information with us because you wish for us to leave the dungeon city?”


      At her question, everyone turned their attention to King Uther.


      He stroked his beard and replied, “Mm, no. I’ll leave the decision to you.”


      “Are you sure that’s wise, Your Majesty?” the Fourth Knight Abrams asked in a bewildered tone. He had thought that the king would suspend this year’s school festival. The other knights must have shared the same expectation, because they looked equally surprised.


      “It’s one thing if we’re dealing with a sudden Stampede, but I’m sure we can come up with a plan against something we know is coming. Isn’t that right, Claude the Hero?”


      After a beat, Claude replied, “Yes, Princess Tiffania. We’ve created an emergency Stampede response unit consisting of students from the Hero Course and the Festival Committee, and we’re working in cooperation with the Dungeon Union.”


      “Then I guess we can all rest easy, Claude the Hero.”


      “Well, still, there’s always the chance of something unexpected happening, so I would much prefer it if the royals could evacuate. Also, I’m not a Hero yet. I’m a Hero-in-Training.”


      Princess Tiffania giggled. “Oh, you’re so humble.”


      “I’m not being humble...” Claude of the Blue Sea Union had discarded his usual callow attitude and was speaking in a calm tone to the princess, whose mild smile never wavered.


      “I will not stop anyone from attempting to flee. We of the Holy Alliance do not fear a Stampede.” Saint Matrona glanced at the two dignitaries from the empire.


      “Evacuating when we know of incoming danger does sound like the safest option,” Chancellor Ekaterina mused out loud, pretending she didn’t notice the Saint’s taunt.


      “What do you think, Princess Airi?” Princess Tiffania asked.


      Princess Airi Grenflare, who had kept her peace up until now, opened her mouth. “An imperial citizen fleeing when no one else chooses to? Inconceivable. Ekaterina, what would you say the empire’s manpower is here?”


      “We have a unit of Golden Knights here as your guard.”


      “Then summon the nearby Platinum Knights. It’s better to have more knights on hand if there’s a chance the danger may spread to the civilian populace.”


      “I’ll make the arrangements, Princess Airi,” Chancellor Ekaterina replied.


      Was that a good idea? The order was less Airi’s own will and more the words of the emperor’s proxy. She had judged that her father would’ve said something like that. She struggled to keep the indecision off her face.


      “So, Princess Airi, you’ll be staying until the final day, then? We’ll be able to spectate the last of the festivities, the finals of the Unity Tournament, together! ☆” Princess Tiffania smiled.


      “Yes... I suppose we will...” Princess Airi replied with a small smile of her own, hiding her thoughts: This is our first time meeting; you’re acting way too familiar with me!


      “Claude here, my betrothed, will be taking part. He might even face off against your friend, Sir Eugene. I hear that they’re rivals at school, so don’t you think it would make for a most lovely show if they were to face each other in the tournament?”


      “Oh? So you’re Eugene’s friend.” For the first time, Princess Airi took an interest in the Dragon Knight standing behind Princess Tiffania.


      Just then, someone interrupted the conversation between the princess of the empire and the princess of the Blue Sea Union. “That will never happen.”


      “What do you mean, Your Holiness?” Princess Tiffania asked, looking over at Saint Matrona.


      “It is a given that the Robert Crown of the Holy Alliance will emerge the victor of the Unity Tournament, and that he will remain the victor in the exhibition match after the finals.”


      Saint Matrona spoke definitively. Robert, the current president of Lykeion Magic Academy’s Swordsmanship Club, was famous. Everyone whispered that he would eventually become the commander of the Holy Knights after he returned to his homeland, the Cardia Halidom. Some even said that he was more powerful than the empire’s Hero of the Sword and Imperial Sword. To be fair, only citizens of the Holy Alliance went so far as to say that.


      Princess Tiffania laughed, her smile unwavering. “Tales of Sir Robert’s skill have spread all over the continent.”


      “There are no certainties in competition.” Though Princess Airi maintained a neutral expression, there was a sharp edge to her voice.


      “Now, now, let’s stop this argument here. I just hope that this year’s Unity Tournament will have as much energy as the previous years’,” the Fourth Knight Abrams said, forcibly ending the conversation between the three VIPs. “Now then, I hope everyone enjoys the rest of the school festival while remaining on guard for any danger. Thus concludes today’s Round Council!”


      And so it was decided that the school festival would continue while they made preparations to counter the Stampede.


      ♢Eugene’s POV♢


      At the venue for the main fights of Lykeion Magic Academy’s Unity Tournament, the first and second battles were over by the time the authorities finished interrogating me on my investigation into the Stampede as well as my meeting with the Dungeon Master and the leader of the Order of the Serpent. The quarterfinals would be this morning, and the semifinals were this afternoon. The organizers of the tournament had put together a pretty demanding schedule, since they could use Healing Magic on any injuries the competitors might have sustained during the match.


      So, next come the finals and the exhibition match... Tomorrow would be the day that we found out who my opponent would be. Even before the Unity Tournament started, though, everyone had already known who the favorite was: Robert Crown, the winner of last year’s tournament and the captain of the Swordsmanship Club. He was the strongest in the school, so of course he was one of this year’s finalists.


      “The match is over! The winner is Robert!”


      I’d come here to watch his fight, but it ended the moment it started. It was over in literally the blink of an eye. A cheer rose from the crowd, likely from spectators who hailed from nations in the Holy Alliance. Personally, I’d wanted a chance to learn more about Robert’s techniques. Oh well, I’ll have to look through some video archives, I was thinking when I heard a familiar voice.


      “That Swordsman might be as fast as Sir Jubei...”


      With all my attention on the match, I hadn’t noticed my childhood friend standing nearby.


      “Airi?” I said.


      “Hello, Eu.”


      As Airi approached me, I quickly scanned the area and saw her guards nearby. She wasn’t wandering around alone. Had she come here to watch the Unity Tournament? But why?


      “What’s up, Airi? Why are you here?” I asked, not bothering with any pretenses.


      “Eu, you mustn’t lose to him.”


      “To Robert, you mean?” If Airi was telling me not to lose, she clearly felt there was a possibility that I might. That must have been her impression after watching him in action.


      “Eu? What do you think?” Airi was looking at me like she was nervous...no, like she thought she might be unhappy with my answer.


      “I won’t lose,” I said, echoing the answers I would always give her back at the military academy.


      “All right! Good. I’ll be here to watch your fight tomorrow, got it?!” With those parting words, Airi walked away.


      “Ugh, Princess Airi! There’s no time in the schedule!” Camilla, Airi’s attendant, was standing nearby; I hadn’t noticed her until now. Airi must’ve had to find a few spare minutes to come talk to me.


      “I won’t lose,” huh? I thought back to Robert’s swordplay the other day. To be more precise, to the fact that I couldn’t even see his sword when it was in motion. He was simply far too quick. Still, it was possible to deal with fast opponents if one observed their stance closely and predicted their next moves. Whenever I sparred with my old man, who also swung his sword too quickly for human eyes to track, I had to rely on this method. Once or twice out of ten, I could win against my father like that. A fast blade wasn’t always the strongest.


      That being said, it was undeniable that a strong blade was a fast one. Today, I had planned on watching the other fights in the tournament, but after seeing Robert’s match earlier, I’d changed my mind. I should go train. Practicing the day before the match wasn’t a cheat code that would instantly make me stronger. But I could focus better if I put myself in a situation close to the real deal. If I had to fight someone who was better than me, I needed to make sure I was at my best.


      I left the venue and went to Babel. In my belt, I carried my white wooden sword and the black Divine Sword. I also had the bare minimum of items that I might need for exploration. Since the school festival was still underway, there weren’t many explorers in the dungeon. I stepped into the Dungeon Elevator and pressed the button for the 104th Level, which was the highest floor I could manage while equipped like this.


      ♢Sara’s POV♢


      “What are your thoughts on Lykeion Magic Academy, Saint Matrona?”


      “Hmm... I find it has too few regulations compared to Cardia, but the students here are all excellent. This was a most enlightening visit.”


      I breathed a silent sigh of relief at Saint Matrona’s words. Among the Eight Saints, Saint Matrona was known for her particularly austere personality. I still remembered all the scoldings she’d given me during my days in the church. Though I had steeled myself for yet another tongue-lashing, it seemed she had a positive view of the student body and my role representing them as student council president.


      “By the way, Sara.”


      “Yes, Your Holiness!” I straightened up.


      “I’d like to speak with you about that student Eugene, the one you’re dating. When do you plan to break up with him?”


      “Huh?” For a few seconds, I froze, unable to comprehend her words. Of course, I had no intention of breaking up with him. “Um... What do you mean?”


      “I mean what I said. He is your boyfriend, but only while you’re in school, yes? Don’t tell me that you, the next Saint, wish to marry an imperial citizen?”


      “Is that bad?” I asked hesitantly.


      “Of course it is. Of all the people, you had to choose the Imperial Sword’s son too...”


      I bit my tongue, miffed. My expression might have betrayed my irritation. At the same time, I remembered Saint Matrona’s history. She lost her family in the war against the Grenflare Empire...


      Johan Grenflare, the emperor before the current one’s predecessor, had been an aggressive advocate of imperial hegemony. For most of his reign, he had engaged in wars with the neighboring nations. As a result, he’d earned the sobriquets of the Bloody Emperor and the Iron Emperor. Those around Saint Matrona’s age had all experienced Emperor Johan’s violent invasions, which explained why so many of them were strongly biased against the Grenflare Empire. I doubted that words from someone as unimportant as me could change Saint Matrona’s mind about Eugene, but I still didn’t want to just roll over and accept her injunction to leave him. I considered what I should do.


      “Is there something you want to say, Sara?” Saint Matrona asked me.


      “Saint Oriane said that the union between the next Saint and the Imperial Sword’s son would strengthen the ties between our countries,” I said, reminding her of how the Priestess of Fate supported our relationship.


      “How could a girl your age possibly understand?” Saint Matrona asked. “You never experienced the horrors of war.”


      So she didn’t care about Saint Oriane’s words at all. I’ve heard that the Eight Saints are split between those who still despise the empire and those who believe allying with them will lead to mutual prosperity... Saint Matrona undoubtedly belonged in the first group, whereas Saint Oriane was in the second.


      Seeing me fall silent, Saint Matrona’s expression softened. “Very well. I suppose it is important for a Saint to broaden her horizons.”


      “Are you saying that you approve of my relationship with Eugene?” I asked, surprised at the sudden shift in her attitude.


      “I do not hate all imperial citizens. It was narrow-minded of me to give you an ultimatum when I haven’t even met your partner. I’d like to speak with him directly, so could you bring him to me?”


      “Y-Yes! Of course!”


      “Good. I’ll be waiting.”


      I recognized that as a dismissal. I thanked her—and the goddess of fate—before leaving the room, then I cut straight through the bustling school festival. I figured that Eugene would be at the training grounds, but when I arrived, I couldn’t see hide nor hair of him.


      Where is he? Using the Satellite System in the student council room would be much faster than running around the school grounds. After I came to that conclusion, I headed for the student council building. But before I could get to the Satellite System, a familiar girl approached me.


      “President Sara, I see you’ve returned from giving Saint Matrona a tour of the school. Welcome back.”


      “Thank you, Miss Teresia. Perfect timing.”


      It was Teresia from General Affairs.


      “Is there something urgent you need from me?”


      “There is. Saint Matrona wants to speak with Eugene. Do you know where he is? Knowing him, I’m sure he’s off training somewhere.”


      “Ah... I, um, do know where he is.”


      “Where?”


      I needed to get him at once. As I waited for Miss Teresia to continue, I thought, Eugene will agree to meeting Her Holiness, won’t he? I’m sure everything will be all right. He said that he would treasure me...


      “President Sara, look over there.”


      She pointed at a Satellite System monitor depicting the interior of Babel. There weren’t a lot of explorers inside thanks to the school festival. The lack of students was a given, but normal explorers were having fun at the festival too, so there were only a few explorers on the screens. Barely anyone was on the floors above the 100th Level. From that point on, Ambrosia Tears were no longer effective, which was why thorough preparations were necessary for anyone going up there. It was common knowledge that you had to gather a full party before challenging them.


      So there shouldn’t have been any explorers idiotic enough to go alone and without proper equipment.


      “Huh?” And yet, before my eyes, I saw my boyfriend Eugene, exploring solo while still in his school uniform, surrounded by monsters. “Eugene! What in the world do you think you’re doing?!” I screamed, my voice pitched at a volume I wouldn’t dare use before the Saints.


      ♢Sumire’s POV♢


      “Urgh... The line of visitors isn’t shrinking at all...”


      “I didn’t expect us to be so popular this many days in a row!”


      I was helping Leona with the Martial Arts Club’s attraction. Even though we were already in the second half of the school festival, the Martial Arts Club’s amusement park remained as popular as on the first day. This was because so many children kept coming back for more. They loved the merry-go-round and Ferris wheel that the Martial Arts Club members, who were all very proud of their physical strength and endurance, manually pushed and moved about.


      “This makes for excellent training!” the boys were exclaiming, still full of energy.


      I wanted to spend more time with Eugene at the festival, though! I kept thinking as I led guests around the park.


      Suddenly, Leona called out to me. “Look over there, Sumire!”


      “Huh?”


      At her words, I noticed that some of the Martial Arts Club members and guests were murmuring among themselves. Did someone famous drop by? Maybe it was Headmaster Uther. He liked to pop in randomly, but it was also surprisingly common to see him strolling around the city and the school. He wasn’t as scarce as one might have assumed.


      It didn’t take long for me to figure out the actual reason behind this excitement.


      “Check that out—it’s the empire’s princess.”


      “Princess Airi of Grenflare, huh?”


      “She’s so pretty!”


      “Stop gawking at her. She’s the next empress, you know?”


      “Huh? I thought the crown prince was a guy.”


      “The order of succession changed just recently.”


      “Ack... She’ll probably behead anyone who’s rude to her...”


      “Yeah, you stay away. Don’t interact with her.”


      I could hear the murmured conversations from the crowd. Everyone was staring at Princess Airi Grenflare, Eugene’s childhood friend. She was looking around, her shimmering golden hair flowing behind her as she strode through the amusement park. Her eyes met mine.


      “Oh?” she said.


      Ah! She’s coming this way!


      Princess Airi hurried toward me and said, “You’re Miss Sumire Sashiougi! So this is where you’ve been helping.”


      “Y-Yes! Welcome!”


      “What is this place?”


      “It’s a man-powered amusement park! Are you interested in our rides?”


      “I am. Can you show me around?”


      “Of course. Let’s start with the tickets and...”


      “Princess Airi, I’ve purchased the tickets. Here.”


      A girl around our age practically materialized from thin air and handed Princess Airi some tickets. Whoa, amazing! She anticipated what Princess Airi would do! The next second, the girl vanished again. She was like a ninja.


      “I just need to hand you this ticket, then?” Princess Airi asked me.


      “Y-Yes! One visitor, coming through!” I took her to the person in charge of explaining the rides, and that was the end of my job. Whew, that was nerve-racking. But my relief didn’t last long.


      “It would be boring to ride this alone, so why don’t you come with me? I just have to hand over two tickets, right?”


      “Wait, me?!” I jumped at the sudden suggestion. Princess Airi was pointing at the man-powered Ferris wheel. W-Wait, ride with her in a compartment?! What would the two of us even talk about?! “U-Um, I’m a member of the staff, so...” I said, trying to slip away.


      But the vice president of the Martial Arts Club, who tended to get carried away, made the decision for me. “All right, Princess Airi! Sumire, I’ll leave you to show her around!”


      “Wait, huh?!”


      When he noticed me staring at him in disbelief, he clapped his hands together in apology.


      Unbelievable!


      “Well, let’s get going, Sumire.”


      Before I could react, Princess Airi took my hand and dragged me to the Ferris wheel.


      Ack! She’s so pushy!


      “Two visitors, coming through!” The person working the Ferris wheel said before shoving us into a compartment.


      ***


      The Ferris wheel slowly ascended. Princess Airi and I sat facing each other in the cramped compartment. Neither of us said anything for a long while until Princess Airi opened her mouth.


      “Eu’s not with you today, I see.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Highness! Eugene’s somewhere else. Princess Airi, I...”


      “There’s no need for honorifics. ‘Airi’ is fine.”


      “Huh? Oh...”


      It was easy enough for her to say that. Thanks to the lessons that the school gave me about the Southern Continent’s history, I was aware that the girl sitting across from me was of incredibly high status.


      “One of Lykeion Magic Academy’s rules is to ignore the differences in status between students, no? In that case, I’ll have to do the same.”


      “Uh-huh...” Not everyone obeyed that rule to the letter. Many students of aristocratic birth still strutted about, acting all high and mighty. But if Princess Airi wanted people to treat her like a peer, then I supposed there was no harm. “Okey dokey, Airi!”


      “I-I appreciate it, Sumire.”


      I wanted to talk to her with as much energy and friendliness as I could muster, but she’d reacted with more surprise than I’d expected. Huh? Did I mess up? Now that I thought about it, I remembered Eugene once saying, “Sumire, sometimes you have a wild sense of personal boundaries.” It was when we were sleeping together in the same tent during our first exploration. Grr... I’ll have to chat with Eugene about this later...


      “Sumire, I’d like you to tell me about this school,” Airi said.


      “Sure, though I’ve only been here for less than a year.”


      Airi peppered me with questions about school life as we sat together in the cramped compartment of the Ferris wheel. Every time I explained something, she nodded with keen interest before asking me about something else.


      “Hmm. So it’s true that this place is completely different from the school I went to in the empire,” Airi observed.


      “You mean the one that Eugene used to go to? The one for military people?” I asked.


      “Yes. The teachers would drag us out of bed at dawn and make us train until night. It was fun in its own way, though.”


      “Wow... That sounds way too intense for me.”


      I’d asked Eugene about his experience there before, and everything that he and Airi said made it sound like the most stereotypical military academy imaginable. Like Airi, Eugene considered his old school “fun in its own way.” Both of them were such jocks.


      “By the way,” Airi said, her tone light and casual, as if she was doing her best to make it clear that this was all just a normal chat or small talk, “how are things between you and Eugene?”


      I was speechless for a moment. H-How am I supposed to respond to this question when it’s his ex-girlfriend asking it?! Uh... Um... I gotta come up with a safe answer... A way to say this without stirring up any trouble...


      “W-We’re sooo lovey-dovey with each other! ☆”


      I sense I’ve made a mistake of some kind. Was I always this bad at talking to people?


      “Oh,” Airi said after a long silence. “I’m so jealous.” She was much calmer than I’d expected.


      “U-Um, Airi? Do you still like...”


      “Yes, I still love him,” she replied, not mincing her words.


      “That’s, um...” What could I even say to that?


      “I’m plotting how to best steal him from you.”


      “Huh?”


      “Just kidding.”


      Y-Yeah, right! Your eyes were dead serious! Oh my God! Eugene, your cute little childhood friend is terrifying!


      I looked out the window to escape from those blue eyes staring straight at me and saw the score of Satellite System monitors that displayed what was going on inside Babel. On one of the screens, I saw a familiar face. By coincidence, it was the face of the person we were just talking about—the person who was both my boyfriend and the man whom Airi loved.


      Ah, Eugene. Back at it again in Babel. I was thinking about how much he loved training, but when I looked over at the level indicated on the screen, I froze.


      “Huh?”


      “What is it, Sumire?” Airi asked, noticing my eyes widening. “Oh, it’s Eu!”


      I heard her, but I didn’t respond. How could I? I was too busy mentally screaming, Didn’t I tell him that he shouldn’t explore the floors above the 100th Level on his own because it’s so dangerous?! Sara had also told him that solo exploration was out of the question.


      On the screen, Eugene was on the 105th Level, with over a hundred powerful-looking monsters surrounding him on all sides. The academy had taught me about this. It was a phenomenon known as a “Monster House.” No matter how much I wanted to go save him, I wouldn’t make it in time.


      I jumped to my feet and screamed, “Eugene! You freaking idiot! What are you doing?!”


      ♢Eugene’s POV♢


      On the 105th Level of Babel, I stood, catching my breath, over the corpses of more than a hundred monsters. It had taken a while, but I had finally defeated all of them. I had stumbled into a Monster House right before the stairs leading up to the 106th Level. It was a Last Dungeon trap where monsters of all shapes and sizes would crawl out of a Transportation Magic circle and attack an explorer in unison.


      Though it had taken me off guard, the monsters weren’t working together as a team. They were attacking one another as well as me, and I’d taken advantage of that. The monsters had attacked me from all sides, so I’d taken a few hits, but I’d dealt with the injuries using my Barrier Magic and Healing Magic. Since I was alone, my spells were enough to get me through the fight.


      It might have been more dangerous if Sumire and Sara were here. But when I thought about it some more, I realized that between Sumire’s Fire Magic and Sara’s holy sword, we could have defeated the monsters before they dealt us any damage. In any case, this made for good training. But... Can my swordplay beat Robert’s?


      That was the key problem. I had enough energy to go on to the 106th Level, but I didn’t feel like this was helping me at all. I wouldn’t have gone so far as to say I was wasting my time. However, I felt like fighting in Babel was only getting me further away from my goal...


      “Heh. Feeling lost, boy?” a beautiful voice sounded in my mind via telepathy.


      “Eri?”


      The voice belonged to the Demon Queen Erinyes, who was in her underground prison. It had been a long time since she called me a “boy.”


      “Training in Babel is good and all, but if you’d like, I don’t mind teaching you how to use my power.” Her voice was a seductive purr.


      “I don’t intend to use your power during the Unity Tournament. I want to test my own skills with a sword.”


      This was different from when I’d fought against the Divine Beast Cerberus or the Great Beast Haagenti. The Gift of Grace that I’d received for clearing the 100th Level was a magic sword that I could wield without any outside help. I wanted to win a fight with nothing but my own power.


      “Listen, you. You have Lila’s angelic blood running through your veins as well as a seraphic blade that only angels can use, yet you’re not able to use them properly at all. If you keep training this way, you’ll never reach the 500th Level in a million years.”


      “Are you saying that this is the wrong training method?”


      “Mm? It’s not wrong, exactly. ‘Inefficient’ might be a better word. You’re training in a very human way.”


      “Human way?” She said it like I wasn’t even human.


      “Half of you isn’t human, is it? Now, no more back talk—come see me at once. Your match is tomorrow. There’s not much time, but I’ll train you up.”


      “Come to where you are?” Eri was in “Taboo,” the Seventh Sealed Prison. In addition to her, all kinds of mythical creatures, malevolent spirits, ghosts, and curses were locked away there; it was like a melting pot of evil. Walking in without a barrier would kill a person within seconds. Ugh, it’s exhausting to go there... It wasn’t a place I wanted to visit the day before an important match.


      “I’ll be waiting for you! ☆ See you, Eugene! ♡” Eri sounded confident, as if I’d already acquiesced, and she immediately cut off communications.


      From past experience, I was painfully aware that if I didn’t visit her in her enclosure now, her mood would take a nosedive. Well, I am pretty curious about this angel training. I had never considered that as a result of my heritage, I would have different needs than the average person. If there was anything I could do that would give me an edge, I wanted to do so. I didn’t want to end up with any regrets.


      “Guess I have no choice but to go.”


      I sheathed my white sword and set out for the Demon Queen’s underground prison.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: Eugene Trains with the Demon Queen


      “Hey, Eri... Are you sure this counts as training?”


      “Shut your mouth! Cast aside your unnecessary thoughts.”


      Eri smacked my shoulder with a wooden staff. I was currently sitting cross-legged on the floor of the Seventh Sealed Prison, eyes closed. This was called meditation, a method of focusing that had been passed down on the Eastern Continent. This can’t be the way that angels train, right? Meditating was something I often did with my dad.


      “Hmm? I sense you doubting me!”


      Pow! She smacked me with the staff again. How was she sensing the exact moment my mind wandered? I closed my eyes again and focused on clearing away my thoughts for the time being.


      Silence. Silence. More silence.
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      How much time has passed? How much longer do I have to sit here? I was starting to get nervous about the silence from Eri. Right as I was about to complain, I noticed something off. What was it? Even though my eyes were closed, I could see a faint silhouette rippling in front of me, as if someone was waving a red lantern. It slowly approached me. What is this?


      I opened my eyes as imperceptibly as I could and saw Eri’s face approaching mine. She had already gotten so close that our noses were about to touch. Her silver bangs were brushing against my forehead. The distance between us was so minimal it was like we were about to kiss. Her red eyes watched me with clear amusement.


      “Wh-What are you doing, Eri?”


      “Oh? So you’re finally able to see. Let’s move onto the next step, then. On your feet. Hup hup.”


      Not sure what was going on, I stood up. Eri did as well, then took a few steps away from me and sang, “To me, my lance.” A slim black spear appeared in the air. As soon as I saw it, I reached for my sword, but Eri stopped me. “Eugene, don’t move. A weapon will slow down your decision-making.”


      “You want me to fight you with my bare hands?”


      Eri smiled. “Dodge, of course. I want you to avoid all of my attacks. Understand?”


      “All right. I just need to avoid getting hit.”


      Now that I thought about it, this was my first time training with Eri. Normally, if I wanted to spar with her, she would complain about it being too much work and then return to her daily routine of lazing about.


      “Oh, and you also have to keep your eyes closed,” Eri said.


      “Why would I do that?!” This was an order I would definitely fight back against. How in the world was I supposed to dodge her attacks if I couldn’t see?!


      “Just do it! You’ll be able to.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “Have I ever lied to you?”


      I didn’t even hesitate to answer. “Yes. Loads of times.”


      “Well, whatever.”


      “Hey.”


      “This time, I’m telling the truth. Trust me.”


      The Demon Queen held her spear in a ready stance, her expression serious. The tip of her weapon was right in front of my eyes. As Eri stared at me, gaze unwavering, memories of the time I’d fought her on the 100th Level welled up inside me.


      “Fine,” I sighed before steeling my will and closing my eyes. Of course, I couldn’t see anything. No, wait... It was faint, but the dull light from earlier was in front of me.


      “Eugene.”


      “What is it?”


      “Do you know what role we angels play?”


      “Working for the goddesses, right?”


      “True. Then, do you know what the goddesses order us to do?”


      “Uh... I guess guide the people of the surface or communicate messages from the Heavens to them...”


      “That’s what priestesses do. Oriane, the Priestess of Fate, is the one who handles that stuff.”


      “All right. So what is an angel’s role?”


      “We observe and protect the people of the surface.”


      “Observe and protect?”


      “Yup. People on the surface are so weak that they’d die in seconds without us. I’m sure you understand what I mean by protection. An angel only has white mana, so they can’t injure the people of the surface.”


      I had personal experience with that, as much as I wished I didn’t.


      “Yeah. Thanks to that, my life was turned upside down. How about observation?”


      “Through environmental mana, angels can sense what’s happening with the people of the surface. An angel’s wings are like antennae that pick up signals. Within a perimeter of around a hundred kilometers, we can watch over the surface without even using our eyes.”


      “I don’t have a good sense of how big an area that would be, but regardless, I don’t have any wings.” I’d only gotten temporary ones when I used a Mana Link with Sara, who was set to become one of the next Saints in the Cardia Halidom.


      “The unit of measurement isn’t important. You don’t have wings, but I’m thinking that you can do the same thing within a shorter range. An angel’s ability to sense mana is very powerful, you know? You should make more use of it.”


      “All right... I’ll give it a try,” I said, nodding while keeping my eyes closed. The dull red light in front of me was wavering like the reflection of the moon in water. Was this Eri’s mana?


      “Okay. Here I go.”


      I thought that she would launch a surprise attack, but she was giving me a warning. For a brief second, the red light took on the shape of a sword, and it flew straight at me. If I stayed in place, the red sword would impale me. It’s moving so slowly, though. I stepped out of the sword’s path with plenty of time to spare. The next second, the whoosh of something slicing through the air reached my ears.


      “Good work! ☆” At Eri’s voice, I opened my eyes—right as her black spear shot past me, almost grazing my ear. “Just so you know, this attack was faster than when I stabbed your ear during our fight on the 100th Level.”


      “Huh? Your attack just now?!” Her words surprised me so much that I spun around to look at her. But the sight of Eri shocked me even more. “Eri, you’re covered in blood! How?!”


      There were countless scratches and slashes all over her body. I hadn’t done anything to her.


      Eri sighed. “That’s what I figured would happen if I did this while sealed.”


      “Wait. I’ll heal—”


      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll heal with some sleep. More importantly, let’s try again while you still remember how the mana detection feels like.”


      “Stop talking and just lie down!”


      I pushed the Demon Queen down onto the bed and cast Healing Magic over her. Her wounds were closing so much slower than when I healed my friends in Babel. But how? Why is this happening?


      “These wounds are my punishment as the Demon Queen. Normal Healing Magic won’t cut it,” she said, as if she’d read my mind.


      “You knew this would happen to you... Is this why you’re always asleep?” I had thought she was just lazing around, but in reality, it was because the seal was slowly damaging her body...


      “Don’t look at me like that, Eugene. A thousand years have passed; I’m already used to it. Are you sure you don’t need to keep training?” Eri asked despite all her injuries.


      “I’m fine. I can handle the rest of the training myself. Rest, Eri.”


      “Oh? Okay, don’t mind if I do.” Eri’s tone was the same as usual, but none of her wounds had closed yet. She sank deeper into the mattress, acting as carefree as ever. Lying down with her back to me, she said, “Hey, Eugene?”


      “What is it, Eri? Do you need me to cast more Healing Magic on you?”


      “No, I’m fine. I just want to remind you that you defeated me during the Deus Discipline. Don’t go losing in some school tournament now, or else.”


      “I hear you. I’ll win.”


      “Good boy.” The next second, Eri’s breathing slowed down. She fell asleep.


      She went through so much just to help me. I couldn’t lose. Having made that vow, I continued to train by myself in the Seventh Sealed Prison.


      ♢Sumire’s POV♢


      “Ahh, we’re gonna be late!”


      “Hurry, Sumire!”


      Leona and I were rushing to the Unity Tournament venue. It was the last day of the school festival. The main attractions were the Unity Tournament’s finals and exhibition match. Eugene would be fighting in the exhibition match. I’d known from the beginning that, come hell or high water, I would go cheer him on, but helping out with the Martial Arts Club’s amusement park had taken so much longer than expected. In the end, the vice president had told me that Leona and I were free to go and sent us off.


      The finals were in the morning, and the exhibition match was in the afternoon. I guessed that the finals were just starting around this time, so I should be able to get there just in time. I was barely managing to keep up with Leona, what with her incredible speed. By the time we saw the coliseum in the distance, I heard a commotion.


      “Where is Eugene?! The finals are over!”


      “Please calm yourself, Chairwoman Rebecca. I’ve been looking for him as well. I thought he would be at the training grounds like usual, but he’s not showing up there or in any of the Satellite System monitors.”


      Noticing some familiar faces in the crowd, I rushed over. “Sara! What’s going on?”


      “Sumire! We can’t find Eugene anywhere.”


      Sara, the student council president, was talking to Rebecca, the chairwoman of the Festival Committee.


      “Isn’t he in Babel? Wasn’t he on the 105th Level destroying a Monster House by himself?” I asked.


      “I saw him do that too, but after that, he disappeared,” Chairwoman Rebecca said.


      “Huh?” Sara and I said in unison before looking at each other.


      “I thought he was with you,” Sara said.


      “I thought he was with you,” I said.


      “Well, if he’s not with us...”


      “He’s probably with...”


      I was sure that Sara was thinking of the same person I was: the scary and mean Demon Queen, the silver-haired woman whose beauty bordered on the otherworldly.


      “He’s probably with Miss Eri,” I said.


      “Tsk... Eugene, are you seriously spending time with her?!” Sara growled.


      “Sumire, Sara, do you two have an idea of where he is? In that case, I’ll go fetch him!” Chairwoman Rebecca said, panicked.


      I wondered if we should tell her where Eugene was. I remember that only Eugene and Headmaster Uther can enter the Seventh Sealed Prison... If I informed Chairwoman Rebecca of Eugene’s location, she would charge straight into the prison without a second thought. Hmm... Should I go find the headmaster instead? But there was no telling whether he was on school grounds right now. I was wondering what to do when a voice sounded behind us.


      “Sumire? Sara? What are you two doing?”


      “Eugene!” Sara and I yelled his name and ran over to him. But before we could reach him, someone else grabbed him.


      “I was looking all over for you! If we can’t hold the exhibition match, people will want to refund their tickets! I was seconds away from being riddled with debt! You saved me! Thank you for coming!”


      Chairwoman Rebecca had seized Eugene in an embrace and was rubbing her cheek all over his face. This was probably her way of expressing her excitement, and I doubted she meant anything by it, but... Um, Chairwoman Rebecca? Eugene’s my boyfriend. I glanced over at Sara and saw that she also looked like she wanted to say something.


      Eugene looked perplexed, like he didn’t understand what the situation was. “Chairwoman Rebecca, the finals are happening right now, aren’t they? The exhibition match isn’t starting yet.”


      “You’d think! But the finals ended in a single attack! This has never happened before... VIPs from all different countries are in the audience. The next empress of the Grenflare Empire and the Saint of the halidom are there too! I can’t keep them waiting for much longer.”


      “A single attack?! Robert really is good. Okay, I understand. Let’s hurry to the—”


      “No, there’s no time,” Chairwoman Rebecca said, interrupting Eugene. “I’m going to take us all there.” She held up her wooden staff. “Teleport!”


      “Eek!”


      “Whoa!”


      Light surrounded us. I felt myself float into the air for a second and then, with a thud, I landed on my bum. I looked around to see Sara, Leona, and the other people who were lying alongside us on the ground.


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, I didn’t know you could Teleport this many people at once. Sumire, Sara, are you two all right?”


      Eugene was the odd man out; he had landed on his feet. He reached down and helped me up.


      “Ow... So sorry for the rough trip, everyone. I just wanted the people in the audience to see you. The match won’t start early, so take your time with—”


      “Chairwoman Rebecca.” This time, Eugene was the one interrupting her.


      “What is it?”


      “Um... Is that my opponent for the exhibition match?” Eugene was staring at the board that displayed the finalist’s name.


      “Eh?” Leona, not me, was the one who verbally reacted. I was just as surprised as her when I saw the winner, though, because the name there was...


      “Heya, Eugene.”


      The voice that greeted Eugene was friendly and pleasant. A tall and slender man with handsome features and red hair, clad in a blue suit of armor, approached us. I recognized his face. In fact, I’d even explored the Last Dungeon with him. More than that, he was Leona’s...


      “Claude, congratulations on winning the finals,” Eugene said, having recovered from his surprise.


      “Thank you” was Claude’s—Claude Percival of the Hero Course—simple reply.


      “Let’s do it, then.”


      “Agreed.”


      With that, Eugene headed for the ring that had been set up in the middle of the coliseum.




      ♢Eugene’s POV♢


      Claude Percival of Lykeion Magic Academy’s Hero Course was a Hero-in-Training from the Blue Sea Union. I was studying Barrier Magic and Healing Magic in General Education, so under normal circumstances, I would never have had the opportunity to meet him. Yet for some reason, from the very first day I entered the academy, he’d been eager to spend time with me. He was the only person who would ever team up with me during gym class, so I was grateful for that.


      He was a shallow flirt who could never settle down with one girl. Only the Heavens knew how many women he’d left crying in his wake. However, according to recent rumors, Leona and Teresia were running the show in their current relationship.


      “Do you think you have any room to talk?” the Demon Queen interjected. I couldn’t argue with that.


      “What’s wrong, Eugene? Not gonna pick up your sword?”


      Claude wasn’t using his usual silver magic lance. He held an unfamiliar red spear in a high stance. This was the usual stance among those from the Land of Dragons, who were accustomed to fighting on wyvernback. I’d seen this form from Claude many times during our sparring sessions. The problem was with the bloodred spear in Claude’s hands.


      “Claude, that spear... It’s cursed, isn’t it?”


      Unnatural amounts of mana and miasma were emanating from the red spear. There was so much that it would surely affect its owner too. When I pointed that out, Claude responded with a wry smile, as if he was well aware of this fact.


      “C’mon, Eugene. This is a legendary divine spear that’s been passed down through generations of Heroes since the founding of the Land of Dragons. It’s not cursed... At least, that’s what someone in my position has to say.”


      “Eugene! Claude’s holding the Leviathan Lance, a sacred weapon belonging to the Blue Sea Union!” Sara yelled from outside the ring.


      “So that’s the Leviathan Lance...” I muttered. I’d heard of it before.


      The legendary Leviathan Lance was the weapon that had been used to defeat the Fiend Dragon Glasya-Labolas, which had ruled over the Southern Continent. Legend had it that ever since, the Fiend Dragon had taken care to avoid the Southern Continent. However, during the battle, the Fiend Dragon had cursed the Leviathan Lance, and so no one dared to wield it now. That was what I’d heard.


      “The warriors of my family are given the Leviathan Lance once they come of age. Those who have a natural aptitude for it become a Hero,” Claude said.


      “So that’s how you select Heroes?” I said.


      If I remembered correctly, Sara had told me that she’d become one of the most promising Saint Candidates because of her natural aptitude with Holy Sword Curtana. This was a common method of selecting Heroes on the Southern continent. A Hero didn’t choose their weapon. Their weapon chose them.


      “We’ve got it better than people on the Western Continent. Do you know how they pick Heroes there? The goddess personally chooses them,” Claude said.


      “So I hear. It’s an honor.”


      “I’d rather not go through that. I wouldn’t dare hit on girls if the goddess always had her eyes on me.”


      “Even if the goddess had chosen you as your Hero, I doubt you would have changed your ways. More importantly... Are you all right?”


      As a user of Healing Magic and Barrier Magic, I could clearly tell that the miasma and mana from the red lance were affecting Claude. When I looked closer, I could see that he was pale.


      “To tell you the truth, it’s pretty bad,” Claude said after some hesitation. “Ugh. Normally, this wouldn’t be a weapon that you’d pull out in a student tournament, but the union’s top brass don’t want fighters from the halidom and empire hog all the attention. They even held a meeting with the other nations in the Blue Sea Union to get permission for me to use this treasure. As a result, I can’t afford to lose.”


      “You even defeated the president of the Swordsmanship Club in one attack... You’re terrifying, Claude.”


      “That was all the Leviathan Lance. I wasn’t the one who did that...” Claude’s expression was dark. He even looked like he was in pain, presumably from the lance’s curse.


      “Claude. Let’s get started.”


      “Yeah, Eugene.”


      Claude and I held up our respective weapons and lowered our stances. Normally, Claude would attack me, and I would block him. That was how our practice matches usually went. But then, a loud voice from the side interrupted us.


      “Whoa! It’s already starting?! No way! Why?! I thought the exhibition match was this afternoon! Stop, stop, wait! It’s my job to say when a fight starts or not!”


      The yell, made louder by Amplification Magic, left my ears ringing. Claude and I rose from our combat stances and turned to see a female student in a fancy dress and extravagant makeup running for the commentary booth. She was the commentator for the tournament, it seemed.


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, you didn’t need to stop the... Huh? Wait, it’s okay to start? Okey dokey! All right, let me introduce our fighters!” The staff must have been used to improvising, since the commentary started up again without any issue. “First, we have Claude Percival, the winner of the Unity Tournament! Unfortunately, he only made it to the quarterfinals last year, but this year, in a stunning upset, he defeated Robert, the favorite of the tournament! His fiancée, Princess Tiffania Crystal, is sitting in the VIP booth too! He’s so lucky, getting to marry such a beautiful princess!”


      The princess in question was sitting among the other nobles of the union and smiling as she waved at Claude. I could also see the Saint of the Holy Alliance and members of the Holy Knights in the VIP booth. The Zodiac Knights and Headmaster Uther, the man responsible for the dungeon city, were there as well.


      As the Unity Tournament was the most important event in the school festival, the seats of the coliseum were all full, and many members of the audience were standing on the floor. Countless people were staring down at us, and I could feel their gazes boring into me.


      Focusing on the audience is really bad for my nerves. I returned my attention to Claude, my opponent. He was smiling in response to the princess’s cheering, but I could see some tension in his expression. I instantly understood the reason for that. I glanced over to Sumire and Sara, who were sitting in the spectators’ booth, close to the ring.


      They were standing near Leona and Teresia, who were completely silent. There was a vein popping in Leona’s forehead, and Teresia was watching us with a smile as cold as ice.


      “Must be tough being so popular,” I said.


      Claude said nothing in response. He merely stared up at the sky.


      “Next, let’s introduce the challenger, Eugene Santafield! I’m sure many of you have heard that name before! His father is the Imperial Sword of the Grenflare Empire! Eugene himself is the hero who fought back the Demon Queen Erinyes when she showed up at Lykeion Magic Academy!”


      Mm... “Hero” might be an exaggeration... I was thinking, not really paying attention.


      “Not only that, but according to my private sources, Eugene is the childhood friend of Princess Airi, the next empress of the Grenflare Empire! Though they’d grown distant due to some minor trouble two years ago, they recently worked as one to defeat the Great Beast Haagenti! I hear they’re even closer than before! Should they ever get together, the empire will surely see a new golden age even greater than the first! ☆”


      “Wha—?!” Halfway through my introduction, the commentator had thrown in a lot of really private information about me. Where in the world did she even get all that information? I was wondering as I looked up at the commentary booth.


      “Um... Camilla, thank you for the information, but is any of this actually confirmed?”


      Next to the commentator, I saw Camilla, my classmate from the military academy and one of the reasons I’d dropped out in the first place. I glared up at her.


      “Do your best, Eugene! ☆” she said, waving at me and grinning.


      That little... She was as cheeky as ever. In the VIP section, a slight distance away from Camilla, I saw Airi. She didn’t wave like Camilla, of course, but when our eyes met, I saw her mouth, “Good luck, Eu!”


      After some hesitation, I replied, “Thank you.”


      She smiled happily in response. A chill ran down my spine, and I nervously turned around.


      “Eugeeene! ☆ You sure seem chummy with Airi!”


      “We’d like to speak to you later. ♡”


      Sumire was smiling, but her hair had turned red. Sara was also giving me a pure and beautiful smile, but she was stroking the hilt of her holy sword all the time. You two are terrifying. I felt someone watching me and looked over to see Claude giving me a sympathetic grin.


      “Must be tough being so popular,” he said, throwing my own words back at me.


      “Looks like we both have it rough,” I replied.


      “Let’s get started, then.”


      “Yeah, let’s.”


      We once again held up our weapons. I sent mana into my white sword, and the blade glowed bright.
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      The spear in Claude’s hands gave off an eerie red light, and a gust of black wind blew past us. I grunted at the sensation. The miasma and mana coming off the divine spear in Claude’s hands were insane. Even when I borrowed mana from Sumire or Eri, I didn’t possess this much.


      “Are you ready, fighters?!” In response to the commentator’s question, Claude and I nodded. “Begin!”


      At that word, I tuned out my surroundings and closed my eyes, focusing only on my opponent. This is incredible. The fearsome potential of the Leviathan Lance was even clearer to me when I used my mana sense. The mana and miasma around Claude had formed a tornado that stretched all the way up into the sky. No human could give off mana as powerful as this. The mana around the Leviathan Lance far surpassed Eri’s mana when I’d fought her on the 100th Level. An impossible amount of miasma was emanating from the lance too. Not only that...


      If the legends are true, then it’s impossible to dodge a strike from the Leviathan Lance.


      It was said that the Leviathan Lance housed the miraculous power of the god of dragons. One swing of the lance would activate the miracle of Absolute Accuracy. The story was that this spear had crushed one of the Fiend Dragon’s four hearts. However, the hero who wielded it had died when they were bathed in the Fiend Dragon’s corrupted blood, which had also led to the curse on the divine spear.


      Claude’s quiet murmur reached my ears. “Let’s go.”


      At the same moment, the black mana that I’d seen with my mana sense turned into an obsidian blade bearing down upon me. However...


      This is a simulation, not an actual attack... I thought back to the conversation I’d had with Eri last night.


      ***


      “Listen, Eugene. We angels have the power of premonition, but it’s far from what the goddess can do—she can actually see the future. But whereas far-off predictions don’t always come to pass, most premonitions are impossible to avoid.”


      “So that means it’s a pretty useless power?”


      “No, dummy. Remember what I once told you? Once you get up to the upper levels of Babel, enemies that can control time or use unavoidable attacks will become a dime a dozen. Most of your attacks are counters that require the enemy to strike first, so if you keep dawdling about and relying on your eyes to register threats, you’ll be dead before you even realize it.”


      “I wouldn’t want that.”


      “Right? That’s why you need to master the power of Simulation. That being said, it’ll activate on its own when you use your mana sense, so you don’t have to worry too much about that. The moment danger approaches you, your body will simulate the future on its own.”


      “How convenient. But I won’t be able to dodge the future I see, right?”


      “Exactly. It’s not the same as what the goddess of fate can do. A simulated future is certain to come true.”


      “So how does that change...”


      “You can steel yourself, right?”


      “Huh?”


      “Even if it’s your fate to get hit, knowing about the attack in advance lets you choose how you’ll respond. That’s how you use it. By the way, angels are better at defending and healing than at attacking, so... Well, I don’t suppose I needed to say that.”


      “So you’re telling me to fight dirty, right? That’s what I’m good at.”


      Eri gave me her usual bright smile. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. ☆”


      ***


      I came back from the memory of that conversation into the present. In my mind, I saw myself lose my left arm. Wow, Claude. No mercy, huh? I supposed this was better than him aiming for my heart.


      It was a given that the tournament banned purposeful killing. Claude wanted to incapacitate me in a single strike. He needed to end this with only one attack or else he’d kill me. That was how ridiculously powerful the Leviathan Lance was.


      “Urgh!”


      Just as the simulation had forewarned me, I felt a blinding pain and then lost all sensation in my left arm. I opened my eyes. I heard the spectators yelling and someone screaming, but I tuned them out for now and focused on what was right before me: Claude’s expression... The tension from earlier was gone. He must have thought that he’d won. His opponent was a Swordsman who’d lost an arm. Under those circumstances, anyone would be confident in their victory.


      But... With only my right arm, I held up the white sword. Niten Enmei-ryu: Cornered Rat. It was a one-handed thrust technique. I aimed it at Claude’s dominant hand. Boom! At the same moment my feet left the ground with an audible noise, Claude went flying backward. My white sword had stabbed into Claude’s shoulder, penetrating his flesh.


      Claude cried out in pain. He must have let his guard down, because as my thrust sent him rolling across the ground, he let go of the Leviathan Lance. Actually, his body must have been at its limit from all the miasma; he hadn’t been able to put any strength into his hand. I held the white sword to Claude’s neck to press my attack, but...


      “The fight’s over.”


      At some point, Headmaster Uther had appeared in the middle of the ring. Now he was grabbing my sword.


      The commentator’s frantic voice rang out over the ring. “Huh?! What... Headmaster Uther, when did you... Um...”


      “Commentator, you must first congratulate the winner,” Headmaster Uther said. “I have to heal their wounds.”


      “R-Right. Very well.” The commentator sucked in a deep breath before yelling, “The winner of the exhibition match is Eugene Santafield!”


      Both her voice and the cheers rising from the coliseum sounded like they were coming from far away. Though I used Healing Magic to stop the bleeding, I’d already lost too much blood. The world was dark. I couldn’t muster any strength.


      “Eugene!”


      “Eugene!”


      From the corner of my eye, I saw Sumire and Sara running toward me. Leona and Teresia were with them. But before they could reach us...


      “Eu!”


      With a soft thud, a woman with blonde hair and blue eyes ran over to me.


      “Airi... You jumped down from the VIP section? That’s so dangerous...”


      “You idiot! Now’s not the time for that nonsense! W-We need to get that arm looked at...”


      “She’s right, Eugene. Here, let me heal you with...”


      Airi looked like she wanted to cry, and Headmaster Uther was clearly worried about me.


      But in response, I said, “Headmaster Uther, don’t worry about me. Take care of Claude. The miasma from the Leviathan Lance was seeping into him. Airi, can you pick up my arm?”


      “R-Right... Very well. You’re right; Claude’s in equally bad shape.”


      After he said that, Headmaster Uther cast Healing Magic on Claude. A pale green light surrounded his prone body.


      Airi brought my arm over from where it had been lying on the ground inside the ring. “E-Eu, th-this is yours, right?”


      Meanwhile, both Sumire and Sara had run up to me.


      “Eugene! You need to get to a doctor!” Sumire yelled.


      “Eugene, what in the world are you standing around for?! You’re seriously injured!” Sara snapped.


      “Can you support my arm for me?” I asked.


      “H-Huh?! Instead o-of doing that, you should follow Sumire’s advice and go to a doctor,” Airi said, hesitating with my arm still in her hands.


      “Give me that! Eugene, I’ll use Healing Magic, so... Ugh! For crying out loud, I can’t concentrate!” Sara snatched my arm from Airi and stuck it to the stump.


      I held my hand over the injury and activated my spell. “Holy-tier Healing Magic: Reincarnation.”


      A warm white light enveloped my arm. The injury closed up before our eyes, and in no time at all, my arm was back to normal.


      “Huuuuuh?!” Sumire, Sara, and Airi yelled in unison.


      I slowly stretched out the arm that had been separated from me mere moments ago, then carefully opened and closed my hand. It was still a little numb, but there didn’t seem to be any problems with it.


      “All right!” I said.


      “That’s not what you should be saying right now, Eugene!” Sumire objected.


      “Eu... Are you sure you’re healed?” Airi asked.


      Both of them were staring at my reconnected arm like it was some bizarre creature.


      “How are you able to cast Reincarnation so easily? Even in the halidom, only a handful of people are capable of it. Unbelievable...” Sara crossed his arms, looking irritated. She always reacted like this when I used Healing Magic. This was because she was a Saint Candidate and yet had a hard time using it herself.


      “Eugene, you’re taking a course on super high-tier Healing Magic right now, right?” Headmaster Uther asked, walking back over to us. He must have finished taking care of Claude.


      “Yes, I am.”


      “Starting next semester, you are to join the holy-tier course.”


      “Not the royal-tier one?”


      In order of difficulty, the ranks of magic were elementary-tier, intermediate-tier, high-tier, super high-tier, royal-tier, and holy-tier. Above them all was god-tier, but no human could use that kind of magic.


      “That’s right. You’re capable of casting Reincarnation without an incantation. What point would there be in forcing you to attend super high-tier classes?”


      “I wanted to start with the basics.”


      “Mm, well, that is important, I suppose... Very well. Next semester, I’ll put together your curriculum for you.”


      “Please don’t—aren’t you busy?”


      Headmaster Uther laughed. “Don’t you worry about me.”


      I was sure that Headmaster Uther would choose difficult courses for me. My goal was to master the sword, not to advance my studies. I was wondering how I could get out of the headmaster’s suggestion when...


      “Claude! Are you okay?!”


      “Come on! Can you speak?!”


      “Yeah... I’m fine... Somehow...”


      Claude was waking up. Leona and Teresia were calling out to him.


      “You’re up, Claude?”


      “I... Did I lose? Seriously?” Claude stumbled to his feet.


      “You almost got me there, Claude,” I said.


      “Liar. How were you able to attack after I cut off your arm?”


      “Training.”


      “As if. And at the end there, you were aiming for my neck, weren’t you?”


      “Force of habit. I was going to stop before I stabbed you.”


      For a moment, Claude said nothing. Then he sighed and said, “You’re seriously messed up, dude.”


      I laughed. “You’re making me blush, man.”


      “That wasn’t a compliment.”


      Sara’s cold voice cut into our conversation. “Eugene? Claude? Before you goof off, don’t you think you have something to say to the people who were worried about you two?”


      I looked over to see Sumire, Airi, Leona, and Teresia glaring at us. We apologized without argument.


      “S-Sorry for making you worry,” I said.


      “Sorry, you guys,” Claude said.


      The Leviathan Lance was still on the ground, but Headmaster Uther picked it up.


      “This isn’t a weapon that mortals can handle. I can’t believe the Land of Dragons has been using it.”


      “That’s the only divine spear our country has, I’ll have you know,” Claude began, but then he cut himself off with a grunt. He hadn’t made a full recovery yet, and Leona and Teresia were looking at him with concern.


      “Eugene, Claude, I want you two to go to the infirmary to undergo a checkup. Goodness, you two are such a handful,” Headmaster Uther was saying with an exasperated smile when...


      Screeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!


      An ominous alarm sounded over the dungeon city.


      “Wh-What’s going on, Eu?!” Airi asked.


      “Eugene, is this...” Sumire said.


      “It’s the Dungeon Union’s alarm. Something must have happened,” I told her.


      The length and volume of the alarm indicated how dangerous the threat was. I’d never heard one this loud before.


      “This isn’t good... I’m going back to the Dungeon Union. Princess Airi, please evacuate at once. Students, listen to your teachers’ instructions. Eugene and Claude, you two are injured, so I’d like you to evacuate as well. Sara, you should meet up with the members of the Student Council Task Force,” Headmaster Uther said.


      “Headmaster Uther, what’s going on?!”


      “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for the Dungeon Union’s announcement for more details.” Without answering Sara’s question, Headmaster Uther Teleported away.


      “Eu, what was...”


      “Airi, we’ll be getting an explanation soon,” I said right as the announcement from the Dungeon Union sounded.


      “A large-scale Stampede has occurred on the 1st Level of Babel. All civilians and guests from outside the dungeon city, please follow the instructions from the Dungeon Union staff and evacuate at once. All explorers and those capable of combat against monsters, please report to the First Training Grounds of Lykeion Magic Academy. I repeat...”


      “A Stampede?!”


      “I-I have to get out of here...!”


      “Everyone, please calm down!”


      “Hey, stop pushing me!”


      “You pushed me!”


      “This isn’t the time for a fight!”


      In stark contrast to the cheers and applause from earlier, the coliseum was now filled with savage yelling.


      “I’ll carry Claude to safety!”


      “Thank you, Leona. President Sara, we must hurry back to the student council building.”


      “Yes, you’re right. Eugene...”


      “Sara, I’ll take care of him!”


      “Right, thank you. I’ll leave him to you, Sumire. Let’s go, Miss Teresia.”


      “Can you walk, Claude?”


      “Yeah... Sorry, Leona.”


      Sara and Teresia hurried away, while Leona, letting Claude lean on her shoulder, followed at a slower pace. The only people left in the ring were Airi, Sumire, and me.


      Camilla came running up to us. “Princess Airi! You must evacuate!” She must have chased after Airi after she leaped out of the VIP section.


      In contrast to Camilla’s panic, Airi was composed. “Calm down, Cammy. Many imperial citizens are in the dungeon city right now. How can their princess be the first to run?”


      “B-But...”


      “Don’t worry about me. Remember that I’m a Heavenly Knight, one of the empire’s most powerful warriors. I won’t lose to some monster. More importantly, Eu and Sumire, what do you plan on doing?” She looked at us as she asked that question.


      “I’ll take Eugene to the evacuation point, Airi! Right, Eugene?”


      “Oh, right. Yeah,” I replied with a small smile. At some point, Sumire and Airi had become rather close.


      “Oh? Eu, are you seriously planning on evacuating?”


      “A-Airi?”


      My childhood friend was looking straight at me with her round blue eyes.


      “Of course he is, Airi. Eugene’s seriously hurt,” Sumire said.


      “You don’t understand him at all, Sumire,” Airi replied. “Eu has no intention of evacuating.”


      “Huh?” Both Sumire and Camilla looked at me with surprise.


      “What are you talking about, Airi?” I said. “Headmaster Uther literally gave me the order to leave. I plan to obey—”


      “Liar,” she said firmly before I could finish speaking.


      “Eugene... Don’t tell me you were planning on going to the First Training Grounds?” Sumire was starting to suspect me too.


      Granted, that had been the idea...


      “The announcement said that all explorers should gather there, remember?” I pointed out.


      “The injured don’t count! Eugene, are you stupid?!” Sumire snapped.


      “Princess Airi, your childhood friend is nuts!” Camilla said, her exasperated expression matching Sumire’s.


      However, Airi didn’t look like this came as a surprise to her.


      “In that case, I’ll go with you, Eu.”


      “Princess Airi?! What in the world are you saying?!” Camilla was understandably shocked at Airi’s crazy talk.


      “Airi, you’re not an explorer,” I pointed out.


      “The announcement didn’t specify explorers; it was also asking for anyone who could fight monsters.”


      “They meant the mages who live in the dungeon city and retired dungeon explorers.”


      “Oh, don’t sweat the small stuff. Just take me to the training grounds.” Airi grabbed my arm and Sumire’s and began dragging us off in the direction of the First Training Grounds.


      “Eugene! Airi?!” Sumire squeaked.


      “Are you serious right now, Princess Airi?!” Camilla exclaimed.


      Left with no choice, I let myself be dragged along. On the way to the training grounds, I said, “Airi, don’t overdo it. If it gets dangerous, retreat. Promise me.”


      “I’ll promise you that I won’t overdo it if you promise me that you won’t either.”


      “Now you’re just splitting hairs...”


      I gave up on making her swear anything. Airi was too familiar with my personality for me to get her to do anything.


      “Eugene, don’t do anything crazy like what you just did in that fight! Otherwise, I’m going to get seriously mad.”


      “S-Sumire, your hair is turning red! Calm down.”


      “Ah, the First Training Grounds’re over there, right? I can see so many explorers!”


      I looked in the direction Camilla was pointing. Indeed, the dungeon city’s thousands of explorers were all gathered there. More and more were arriving still. We were about to join them when an announcement was broadcast through Amplification Magic.


      “Everyone, thank you for gathering here.”


      It was a female voice, heroic and gallant while as sweet as a bell. The speaker was likely the long-haired knight standing onstage with the rest of the Zodiac Knights, the guardians of the city. Everyone in the dungeon city recognized her. It was Claire Lancelot, the First Knight. Known as the King’s Sword, she was the strongest swordswoman among the Zodiac Knights.
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      She continued, “Our dungeon city is facing an unprecedented danger. We need all of your help.”


      The explorers were all listening to her in silence. They were experienced enough not to panic like the spectators in the coliseum. However, their stoicism lasted only until Claire’s next words, delivered in a solemn tone.


      “According to King Uther’s prediction, a horde of over a million monsters will soon pour into the dungeon city and devour everyone here.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: Eugene Encounters Despair


      “A horde of over a million monsters.” Easy as it was to say those words, it was next to impossible to find anyone who’d ever laid eyes on such a sight. At most, those who lived a thousand years ago might have witnessed it. According to the stories, Abel, the legendary hero who had once saved the world, had fought against the Great Devil’s army of over a million strong, but that was akin to a fairy tale, not reality.


      “You think so? Need I remind you that I was there at the time?” Eri’s telepathic voice sounded in my head, interrupting my thoughts. Come to think of it, Eri had been alive and well as the Demon Queen even a millennium ago.


      How did Abel defeat the army of over a million monsters?


      “I don’t even want to remember what he did,” Eri replied after a brief pause. “What a vexing man he was.”


      Eri always avoided the subject whenever it came up. It must not have been a pleasant memory for her. I supposed it was a given, considering the Great Devil’s army of over a million monsters had been wiped out by an explorer party of only a handful of people.


      “Explorers, look at this!” the First Knight Claire Lancelot said, her voice pulling me back to the situation at hand.


      A screen from the Last Dungeon’s Satellite System was displaying the 1st Level of Babel.


      “Ugh...”


      “What is that?”


      “Hey, look at all those Griffins and Basilisks prowling about...”


      “Are those monsters cannibalizing each other?”


      “Ew...”


      What the screen showed was nothing less than a hellscape.


      “We’ve evacuated the civilians from the 1st Level of Babel and its surrounding area. Because the Dungeon Union received word that there would be a Stampede soon, they could deal with the matter before anyone was seriously hurt,” Lady Claire continued. She was likely alluding to the information I’d given them, which Anemoi Babel, the Dungeon Master, had shared with me. “There are around fifty thousand monsters on the screen.”


      Worried murmurs broke out among the group of explorers. This was already an unprecedented number of monsters, but it was only fifty thousand.


      “As mentioned earlier, according to King Uther’s precognition, the number of monsters in Babel is still increasing.”


      “You’ve got to be kidding...” someone said, followed by others voicing similar sentiments. Next to me, Sumire had gone pale. Airi’s expression was grim too.


      “However, there is no need for despair. Under the leadership of Sir Lloyd, the King’s Aegis, a team of mages has cast a wide-range tactical barrier to prevent the monsters from entering the city.” The explorers cheered at this news. “However, keeping the monsters trapped inside the barrier will do nothing to better the situation. So, we—”


      “A Griffin! It’s escaped from the barrier!” someone yelled, pointing up at the sky. I looked up to see that he was right: A gigantic monster was flying right over us.


      “Solar Magic: Amber Flash!” An explorer’s spell pierced through the Griffin’s wing, and it screeched in pain as it tumbled out of the air.


      “Eugene, if the monsters are escaping, doesn’t that mean the barrier broke?!”


      “That’s not good.”


      Sumire and Airi looked seriously worried, but something about what was happening rang a bell for me. Since these two weren’t taking any Barrier Magic classes, it made sense that they were unaware.


      “I’m guessing that they’re letting the monsters through the barrier on purpose,” I informed them.


      “On purpose?” Sumire said.


      “What do you mean, Eu?” Airi asked.


      “It’s probably because...” But before I could finish my explanation, Lady Claire’s voice interrupted me to fill in the blanks for everyone.


      “I’m sure you all saw the Griffin escape the barrier. Rest assured that the barrier didn’t break. The mages are letting a set number of monsters through the barrier. According to our calculations, a wide-range tactical barrier can contain around ten thousand monsters, but unfortunately, it cannot hold a million. That is why they are purposely luring out flight-capable monsters, which would be difficult to kill should the barrier shatter, and weaker species—this way, we can exterminate them outside.”


      The explorers made impressed noises. My Barrier Magic class had covered this method of large-scale Stampede containment, but it wasn’t a permanent solution.


      “That means we just have to kill the monsters a few at a time!” Sumire said.


      “Really? I don’t think things can be that simple...” Airi muttered.


      “Airi’s right,” I said. “Wide-range tactical barriers eat up a lot of mana. The mages can maintain it for about half a day, but the barrier can’t do anything against the monsters that are continuously multiplying.”


      “Huh?! Then what should we do?”


      I couldn’t answer Sumire’s question. Normally, a barrier bought time while everyone escaped. However, we were in the middle of the dungeon city. There was no point to what we were doing here if we simply abandoned the city we were meant to protect. I waited for the First Knight to continue.


      “Of course, Barrier Magic alone cannot solve this problem,” she said. “We need a way to neutralize a large number of monsters at the same time. In order to accomplish this, King Uther is currently—”


      Headmaster Uther, an elaborate cloak swathing his large frame, appeared onstage while the First Knight was still speaking. “I apologize for the wait, Claire.”


      “King Uther!”


      He must have used Teleport. Next to him was a magical weapon so large that it commanded attention.


      That weapon... I feel like I’ve seen it in the Seventh Sealed Prison... It always had a thick layer of dust over it, so I had assumed that it was broken.


      “I’ll take over the explanation,” King Uther said. “This magic item is called the Peacemaker. It’s an old weapon, so I believe most of you have never heard of it, but it can neutralize an entire army of monsters at once.”


      The explorers raised their voices in a cheer.


      “Wow! That’s amazing! Right, Eugene?” Sumire exclaimed. Headmaster Uther’s explanation had impressed her, but Airi looked like she was mulling over something.


      I’d learned about the Peacemaker at the empire’s military academy. When war broke out on the Southern Continent five hundred years ago, the Peacemaker had quickly brought it to an end. Headmaster Uther talked about it like the weapon was only useful against monsters, but it also affected humans.


      I’d heard that the Peacemaker could erase hostility from any living creature. I’d also heard that a living creature that had lost its hostility wouldn’t fight back no matter what was done to it. Christo, who was the number one Record Holder in Babel, had found it in the Last Dungeon and brought it back. It was a terrifying magical weapon that could neutralize an entire country, depending on how one used it. Since it only appeared once in the annals of history, people believed it lost or destroyed.


      But to think that it was in Lykeion Magic Academy this whole time...


      Like Airi, who was an imperial citizen, the people of the Holy Alliance and the Blue Sea Union were also well aware of how dangerous the Peacemaker was, and they all had dark looks on their faces. It seemed likely that the three factions would increase their pressure on the dungeon city in the coming days.


      Headmaster Uther, who was well aware of such potential future troubles, continued in a casual tone. “Now then, let’s talk a bit more about this convenient little Peacemaker. Unfortunately, it requires three hours to take effect. I’ve already activated the spell, but we must maintain the tactical barrier until it’s ready.”


      Upon hearing that, the explorers relaxed slightly.


      “Three hours...” Sumire murmured.


      “I suppose things will work out, then,” Airi said.


      “Yeah,” I replied with a nod.


      “To keep the barrier up for the three hours that King Uther needs, all explorers, except for novices, will be under the command of us Zodiac Knights. Students of Lykeion Magic Academy, this applies to those in the Hero Course as well as A-rank and B-rank explorers. Everyone else, I’d like you to help evacuate the citizens or exterminate smaller monsters that might have snuck into the city! President Sara and members of the Student Council Task Force, I’d like you all to take charge of the student explorers. I apologize, but the teachers will need to fight alongside us.”


      “Understood! Please leave the students to me,” Sara said in a firm voice from where she was standing at the edge of the stage. The task force members around her looked nervous.


      So Sara, as student council president, will be leading the students... That was a relief; this meant that she shouldn’t be fighting any dangerous monsters. Sara noticed me, and our eyes met. I could practically hear her think, What are you doing here, Eugene?! with the way her eyes boggled.


      Shoot. As one of the wounded, I should have evacuated already. I immediately averted my gaze, even though it was already too late. I listened to the First Knight Claire as she continued speaking, all the while feeling Sara’s exasperated and disbelieving stare boring into me.


      “I, the First Knight, will be heading into the tactical barrier along with explorers above S-rank.”


      Shocked murmuring, the loudest it had been all day, broke out among the explorers.


      “What is she talking about, Eugene?!” Sumire exclaimed.


      “I don’t know,” I replied.


      It was suicide to jump into a Stampede. This was common sense; everyone from students to explorers knew it.


      “What’s taking place now is less like a conventional Stampede and more like an oversized Monster House. In the middle of the 1st Level of Babel, which you can see on the screen of the Satellite System, there is a magic circle from which monsters are climbing out. We need to destroy that magic circle.”


      At her words, we all looked up at the Satellite System screen. With all the monsters shoving and squeezing up against each other, it was impossible to see said magic circle.


      “She plans to go there? Is she insane?”


      I agreed with Airi. But if the monsters really were coming out of the magic circle, then without destroying it, there was no stopping this Stampede.


      “I’m sure many of you are worried, but we are not going to our deaths. As a party of Zodiac Knights and S-rank explorers, we have people who can use Teleport. The gist of the plan is to destroy the magic circle and then escape right afterward. Granted, none of us can use Teleport multiple times a day like King Uther can...”


      All right, I get it. This reduces the danger level to a minimum. Now that I was taking a closer look at the party, I could see Rebecca, the chairwoman of the Festival Committee, among them. She was also an expert with Teleport, though her accuracy when calculating her endpoints could use more work.


      As everyone continued discussing the plan, Headmaster Uther joined in the conversation with “If push comes to shove, I can join the team to destroy the magic circle and—”


      “King Uther, please focus on activating the Peacemaker!” everyone onstage yelled at once.


      “You’re the only one who can use the Peacemaker. On the off chance that something happens to you, it would be a pain to the rest of us to figure something else out,” Lady Claire said.


      “Very well, then,” the headmaster rumbled. Though he nodded, he didn’t seem happy conceding.


      The briefing had finished. The roles everyone had to play were clear.


      “Eugene, we’re A-rank explorers, so we just have to do what the Zodiac Knights tell us, right?”


      “That’s right, Sumire. Airi, what do you plan on doing?”


      “I’ll help you two. There are many imperial citizens living in the dungeon city too.”


      “Sounds like a plan.”


      The three of us nodded at one another. Next to Airi, Camilla grimaced, but she remained silent, aware that going against Airi’s wishes would be futile. She knew how stubborn the princess could be once she had her mind set on something. Besides, the small fry that were being permitted outside the tactical barrier would be no match for a Heavenly Knight.


      “Explorers, please go to your stations and—”


      “Claire, my Precognition Magic activated just now. I have some unfortunate news,” Headmaster Uther said, interrupting the First Knight’s words.


      “King Uther?” Lady Claire said.


      Headmaster Uther’s voice was uncharacteristically tense, in contrast to his usual carefree confidence. It was a tone that everyone in the dungeon city was familiar with. We’d heard it when his magic experiment wiped out the crops in a patch of farmland. We’d heard it when a creature he’d been running magical experiments on had escaped into the city. It was the tone he used when he had to make an announcement to the entire city. Everyone in Karaf knew that this tone meant we were about to hear some awful news.


      “According to my Precognition Magic, five minutes from now, a Divine Beast will appear on the 1st Level.”


      Shock rippled through the explorers. The Zodiac Knights and members of the Student Council Task Force onstage, as well as the teachers, looked equally surprised.


      “King Uther, what is the name of the incoming Divine Beast?” Lady Claire asked, her voice still composed even though the plan she’d just explained could go up in flames.


      No one could remain calm upon hearing the headmaster’s next words.


      “It will be the venomous demonic dragon with nine heads, Hydra.”


      “Wha—?!” Lady Claire gasped before falling silent. Her fellow Zodiac Knights and high-ranking explorers were much louder in expressing their shock.


      “Eu, Hydra is...”


      “It’s a really strong Divine Beast, right?”


      This was a Divine Beast that even Airi, who didn’t live in the dungeon city, and Sumire, who was still learning about Babel, were familiar with. I glanced at Chairwoman Rebecca onstage and saw a conflicted expression on her face. Everyone had fallen silent.


      “Hydra,” Headmaster Uther murmured. “Rosalie the Crimson Witch was the one who defeated it last. I remember she turned the entire floor into a giant inferno, causing the angel in charge at the time to scold her. Ah, how nostalgic.”


      I don’t think this is the time for getting lost in nostalgia... That was probably what every explorer present was thinking. It was all too apparent from Headmaster Uther’s distant tone that he was lost in reminiscence.


      The story of the fight was recorded in Lykeion Magic Academy’s explorer textbooks. Rosalie J. Walker, Babel’s ninth Record Holder, had defeated the Discipline Beast Hydra on the 300th Level of Babel over a hundred years ago. According to the old legends, Hydra was a monster with the blood of Typhon, the Devil King. Hydra had fought in the Heavenly War, but it had lost to the Holy God’s divine army and was sealed inside Tartarus. That was how the legend went, anyway. Could a monster of myth truly appear here?


      “Babel’s summoning system can reach Tartarus too. The real Hydra from the legends will be showing up here, so do your best, Eugene! ☆”


      Oh... If you’re saying that, then I suppose it must be true. Hearing Eri provide those extra details made me even more apprehensive.


      “I will fight Hydra,” the First Knight Claire announced. She seemed to have recovered from the revelation, but her voice was tenser than before.


      Immediately, the S-rank explorers offered their aid.


      “We’ll help you.”


      “I suppose our only choice is to work together.”


      “Surely the Union will pay us for this? They have to, right?”


      Next to speak up were the Zodiac Knights.


      “We can’t let Lady Claire shoulder the entire burden.”


      “All twelve of us must fight together.”


      “Half of our number are busy maintaining the barrier, though...”


      The Zodiac Knights were the most powerful fighters in the dungeon city as well as its last line of defense. They couldn’t afford to lose.


      The First Knight Claire looked around at them and nodded. “King Uther, there will be no change of plans. We will defeat Hydra as well as destroy the magic circle. Please give us the order.”


      Headmaster Uther didn’t reply. He was silent, as if deep in thought.


      “King Uther?” Lady Claire prompted.


      “I would like to provide some new pieces of information before the operation starts.”


      “What new information?” a Zodiac Knight asked the headmaster.


      “The Divine Beast will appear on the 1st Level of Babel. While this means that we can use Ambrosia Tears, Hydra’s incurable venom is so powerful it can kill even gods. There’s a possibility that Ambrosia Tears won’t be enough to revive the slain. Even if they are, the victim will surely experience lingering aftereffects. Do whatever you must to avoid the venom.”


      The S-rank explorers and Zodiac Knights froze at the headmaster’s words. Ambrosia Tears—magic items that could revive the dead with the same efficacy as Reincarnation as long as they were used within twenty-four hours—could be used only on the first hundred floors of Babel. Now, though, Headmaster Uther was saying that their restorative powers might be weaker against Hydra.


      “As we speak, monsters continue to emerge in the 1st Level. Taking that into consideration, we shouldn’t kill Hydra, destroy the magic circle, and then activate the Peacemaker. Instead, we should first destroy the magic circle, then activate the Peacemaker, and then kill Hydra and remaining monsters after that. The Peacemaker won’t be able to neutralize Hydra, but we can expect it to weaken the beast.”


      “Do you think that plan will work?” Lady Claire asked. “If the legends are correct, Hydra is highly intelligent. I doubt it will simply let us destroy the magic circle.”


      “I agree. That’s why someone must act as bait and draw the Divine Beast away from the magic circle.”


      “Bait?”


      “Correct. Hydra was defeated in the Heavenly War and hates the gods. The perfect candidate to act as bait would be a high-ranking Cleric who has received a powerful blessing from a goddess or someone with enough mana to satisfy the hunger of a Divine Beast that’s been sealed away in Tartarus for many years.”


      “Do you have any suggestions?”


      “Sir Lloyd the Second Knight is a Paladin with strong faith and a large pool of mana,” a Zodiac Knight suggested. “He would be perfect for the task, but...”


      “He’s too busy maintaining the tactical barrier,” someone else argued.


      “Then I will go,” Lady Claire said.


      “Lady Claire, our offense hinges on your presence,” another knight argued.


      “All right! So it finally falls to me to—”


      “King Uther, please just focus on your own duties!”


      Headmaster Uther was silent for a long time before he finally made a noise of acquiescence, but he still looked put out. However, I was more focused on a certain someone’s expression—someone who perfectly matched the requirements Headmaster Uther had listed.


      As I’d expected, Sara volunteered herself. “Um, I can be the bait.”


      “You?”


      “No matter how dire the situation, we can’t allow a student to take on such a dangerous role!”


      “But, as a Saint Candidate, I have the blessing of the goddess and plenty of mana. I meet the requirements.”


      “No, President Sara!”


      “What are you saying, President Sara?!”


      “Sorry, Sumire, Airi,” I said to the girls next to me as the members of the student council tried to stop Sara. “I need to go.”


      “Huh?! Eugene?!”


      “Eu, wait!”


      I could hear their confused voices behind me as I rushed up to the stage where Headmaster Uther and the others were. With Skystep, a Niten Enmei-ryu technique, I leaped over the explorers’ heads and was standing onstage within seconds.


      “Hey, Sara,” I said.


      “Eugene! What are you doing? You’re injured, so just evacuate like you’re supposed to!”


      “I’ll be bait too. Let’s do this together.”


      “What?!” Sara’s eyes widened. Her expression softened for a second before becoming serious again. “Of course you can’t come with me!”


      “Eugene, I was watching your earlier fight as well. You may have healed up your injury, but still, it would be far too reckless for you to serve as bait for the Divine Beast.”


      Although Sara and the Seventh Knight Isolde were both opposed to my taking part in his operation, it would be easy for me to get what I wanted. I simply needed to convince the person with the most influence.


      “Headmaster Uther, you know that I’m the best person for this job, right?” I said with absolute certainty.


      “Hmm?”


      Headmaster Uther looked confused for a second before his eyes widened like he’d just remembered something. I was waiting for his reply when hurried footsteps sounded from behind me. They belonged to Sumire and Airi.


      “What do you think you’re saying, Eu?! You’re the furthest thing from pious! You skipped all your theology classes and worship sessions to practice with your sword, remember?!”


      “As if you have enough mana to serve as bait, Eugene! You run out in seconds if I don’t lend you mine!”


      Is it just me, or do my partner’s and childhood friend’s words sting a little? Sara and Lady Isolde were also staring at me in disbelief, as if they were thinking, Why’d this guy volunteer again?


      Pretending not to notice them, I continued to address Headmaster Uther. “My barriers can offer complete protection against Hydra’s venom. Isn’t that right, headmaster?”


      “What?!” exclaimed everyone present. Many were quick to protest.


      “Hold on a second! On what grounds are you saying that?!”


      “You’ve never even fought against Hydra! You’re just spouting nonsense!”


      “When I transferred to Lykeion Magic Academy, I took an entrance exam that was exclusively for people who only have white mana. One of the questions was a practical test to see if I could survive Hydra’s venom without suffering any ill effects. I passed it.”


      Everyone turned their attention to Headmaster Uther, who was looking a little awkward.


      “Headmaster Uther, did you seriously include such a stupid question in an entrance exam? How did you even get your hands on Hydra venom in the first place?” The First Knight’s speech was quickly losing its formality.


      “Well, Claire, the moment I saw Eugene, I was sure that he was a talented individual. I didn’t have anyone to take care of the Seventh Sealed Prison for me, so I figured I could take the opportunity to test his aptitude for the task... As for the Hydra venom, I bought it from Rosalie when she came back from the 300th Level with her spoils. It was a hundred years ago, but an advantage of materials from Divine Beasts is that they don’t go bad with time...”


      “Are you unable to tell the difference between right and wrong?! And Eugene, can your barriers truly block out Hydra’s incurable venom?”


      At Lady Claire’s question, I dug through my memories of the exam. “Um, when I took the Barrier Magic exam, I had to block Hydra’s venom, the Disaster Witch’s curse, and the Lich King’s miasma. I succeeded at all three tasks.”


      I puffed out my chest as I replied, and everyone, including the First Knight Claire, looked at me as if I were some kind of bizarre creature. Odd, considering I’d been honest in my reply.


      “Understood... Is anyone other than Eugene able to withstand Hydra’s... Well, I suppose not. Very well. As much as I’m against it, I will ask Eugene and Sara to serve as bait. While they’re drawing Hydra’s attention, we will destroy the magic circle,” the First Knight said.


      But after she’d summed up the plan, someone spoke up and stopped her before she could continue.


      “I-I’ll go too! My mana is second to nobody’s!” Even Sumire was volunteering to act as bait.


      “That’s too dange—”


      “I don’t want to hear that from you, Eugene! Besides, the Divine Beast isn’t the only thing on the 1st Level! There are fifty thousand other monsters there too! How do you plan to deal with them, huh?! You had a hard enough time fighting off a hundred when you triggered the Monster House on the 105th Level!”


      She had me there. I was indeed a Swordsman who specialized in one-on-one combat. Sara’s Curtana could take out multiple enemies at once, but she could only handle a little over ten at most. If we wanted to defeat over a hundred monsters at once, we would need someone who could cast magic, and Sumire’s spells all boasted a wide area of effect.


      “There are over sixty thousand monsters now,” Headmaster Uther said quietly. He was insinuating that we should bring Sumire with us.


      Sara and Sumire... I have to protect them... No, wait. That’s not it. They were not in constant need of my protection. In fact, most of the time, they were the ones helping me.


      “All right, Sara, Sumire, let’s go!”


      “Excuse me, Sumire, but don’t come crying to me if you get scared.”


      “Funny you say that, Sara. You’re trembling too.”


      “I-I am not! Look at you! Your knees are knocking together!”


      “Stop touching my thighs, Sara!”


      The tension was gone in seconds.


      “Please hold on a second,” a Zodiac Knight said. “Okay, so they will act as bait. How will they even get in front of Hydra?”


      This sparked a discussion among the other knights.


      “Just use Teleport.”


      “The person who Teleported the other three inside would have to Teleport back out and strand them there!”


      “That would be extremely irresponsible.”


      “Agreed. They may be acting as a distraction, but we should still leave them a method of escape.”


      “So the person who uses Teleport to get them inside would have to serve as bait alongside them...”


      Chairwoman Rebecca raised her hand. “In that case, I’ll cart them in!”


      She was good enough at Teleport to carry multiple people at once. I didn’t think she would be a bad choice, but...


      “Chairwoman Rebecca, that would be impossible,” I said.


      “Wh-Why?! Eugene, do you not want to work with me?!” Chairwoman Rebecca seemed taken aback, but I shook my head and persisted.


      “We will be charging into the group of monsters with Sumire, who will burn them away.”


      “Sumire is very bad at magic control, so we will probably burn right alongside them,” Sara said.


      “Huh?” Chairwoman Rebecca wasn’t the only person who widened her eyes. The Zodiac Knights and explorers did too.


      “Sumire’s magic is holy-tier, which is the highest rank that a human can use. I can block her attack with my barrier.”


      “And I have both my holy sword and the blessing of the goddess. My barrier will be enough to protect me, though just barely.”


      “S-Sorry... I really suck at magic...”


      The ability to block Sumire’s fire was the minimum requirement for joining our party.


      “That’s beyond me,” Chairwoman Rebecca said, slumping her shoulders.


      “In that case, who should Teleport them in?”


      “Someone who can use Teleport and block holy-tier magic...”


      I snuck a peek at Headmaster Uther, and he looked like he was barely holding himself back from volunteering. Please, just stay silent and focus on your own job; you mustn’t come out to the front line.


      “Oh? Then would you like me to carry Eu and the others in?”


      “Huh?”


      I hadn’t expected her to volunteer.


      “Airi?”


      Camilla, her attendant, moved to intervene. “No, Your Highness! Are you mad?!”


      I couldn’t help but agree with Camilla.


      “Airi, you can’t use Teleport, can you?” I pointed out.


      “I cannot, but I brought my baby with me on this trip. Summoning Phantasmal Beast... Come to me, my sweet.”


      Airi drew a simple magic circle in the air. It glowed gold and transformed into a bright light before taking on the shape of a giant horse. This was no ordinary horse either. It had a white coat and a pair of golden wings.


      A Pegasus... And one that’s... Pegasi weren’t rare Phantasmal Beasts, but the mana surrounding this one was clearly different from that of the average Pegasus. It had enough to surpass even a dragon. If I had to guess the origin of this Pegasus, it was probably...


      “The Divine Beast Pegasus was once the beloved mount of the Godking Jupiter, and this Phantasmal Beast belongs to that lineage. This is the Immortal Pegasus that has been passed down through generations of Grenflare’s imperial house from the time of the first emperor. To think that you brought it here with you!” Headmaster Uther exclaimed.


      It was rare to hear him so impressed. This Phantasmal Beast could take us to the 1st Level and stay there without issue.


      “This Pegasus can take four people to the Divine Beast. He can dodge attacks from aerial enemies too. With this much mana, a normal monster would be too afraid to even approach,” Airi continued.


      “Pr-Princess Airi, you mustn’t do this! You are a guest here. The princess of the Grenflare Empire mustn’t involve herself with the troubles of the dungeon city!” Camilla cried, desperate to stop Airi. However, Airi’s expression remained unchanged.


      “Cammy, you’re aware, surely, that the empire owes King Uther for what happened during the slaying of the Great Beast Haagenti. My father wouldn’t want this debt to remain unpaid.”


      “B-But, there’s no need for you to personally go to such a dangerous place...”


      “It’s not dangerous, though. Once I bring Eu and the others there, I just have to wait for them while avoiding some monsters. I’ll keep my distance so Sumire’s magic won’t hit me. Is that all right, Eu?”


      Airi said it all so flippantly, as if this were a normal conversation, even though she was the first in line for the empire’s throne. I knew that she wouldn’t change her mind once she set it on something, though. She would follow us into Babel, even if I told her she couldn’t come. In that case...


      “Airi, don’t push yourself, okay? Get out if you’re in danger.”


      “I know that. But also, I don’t want to hear it from someone who is willing to jump into thousands upon thousands of monsters to distract a Divine Beast.”


      She had a point, so I couldn’t argue against that. I could hear Sumire and Sara muttering behind me.


      “Eugene’s acting the same as always.”


      “Working alongside the princess of the empire? What will Her Holiness have to say about this...”


      However, they didn’t protest Airi’s presence.


      “Headmaster Uther, Lady First Knight, we can go any time,” I said.


      “Eugene, come back alive no matter what.”


      “Eugene, once this is over, I would like to converse with you.”


      Headmaster Uther and the First Knight both agreed to my going. All that was left was to enter the 1st Level.


      “Everyone, the operation begins now,” Lady Claire announced.


      In contrast to the Zodiac Knights’ uniform and disciplined reply, the explorers’ deep and rough voices echoed in the air.


      “Yes, ma’am!”


      “All right!”


      Thus began the emergency mission “Protect the Dungeon City From the Babel Stampede and Divine Beast.”


      Hisssss! Grrrr! Screeee! Tsss... Tsss...


      That monster emerged from the ground with a dissonant racket. I grimaced as the sheer amount of miasma it was giving off turned the air dense and black. Sitting in the midst of the noxious cloud was a monster the size of a hill. Its nine heads each had a consciousness of their own, flexibly and eerily swinging their necks about. One head moved as fast as the wind and swallowed up a nearby monster.


      Gulp! The monster-shaped clump moved down the creature’s throat. But it wasn’t enough to satisfy the starving beast, and it continued to consume the nearby monsters.


      “Eeeeek!”


      “Graaaah!”


      They ran and screamed, desperate to avoid being eaten.


      “I-Is that...” Sara gasped.


      “Hydra? The legendary monster?” Sumire whimpered.


      “It’s eating the monsters for us. Letting it do some cleanup work for a bit would be a good idea, right?” Airi suggested.


      The three girls were fearfully squinting at the monster. Airi’s Pegasus had borne us to the 1st Level of Babel. I’d worried that four people might be too much for the mount, but we were talking about the legendary Phantasmal Beast from the era of the first emperor. It had magically expanded until it was big enough for four people to fit on its back. The Pegasus was now closer in size to an elephant, an animal from the Eastern Continent, than a horse.


      “No, we can’t leave it be,” I said, training the mana detection I’d recently learned on Hydra.


      “Why not, Eu?”


      “The Divine Beast Hydra, which is usually sealed in Tartarus, is restoring mana as it fills its belly.” As if to prove my point, the mana inside Hydra was slowly increasing with each monster it swallowed.


      “Wow! You’re so knowledgeable, Eu! Where did you learn that?”


      “Uh... At the academy.”


      “Oh? I should have expected nothing less from the Lykeion Magic Academy.”


      Airi bought my vague answer, but the other two girls wasted no time in revealing my fib.


      “It’s not good to lie, Eugene,” Sara said. “Not even in the Hero Course do we learn about Hydra in that much detail.”


      “Eugene, I don’t remember a class on that either,” Sumire said.


      “Huh?! You were lying?!” Airi exclaimed.


      “I bet the demonic woman told you all about Hydra,” Sara sniffed.


      “Miss Eri’s really knowledgeable, so I get it,” Sumire said.


      “Eh? Demonic woman? Eri?! Eu, who are they talking about?!” Airi cried.


      Things were getting complicated.


      “It’s noticed us,” I said. One of the nine heads was staring at us with its red eyes.


      “Ahh! He changed the subject!”


      “Well, he does have a point, Sumire. Let’s save this for later,” Airi said.


      “Do we have to talk about this later?” I sighed. I could only hope that they would forget about this after our fight with the Divine Beast.




      Ssssss... A black mist enveloped Hydra, and monsters that breathed it in collapsed to the ground one by one.


      “Is that poisonous gas?” Airi murmured.


      “We can’t get close to it,” I said.


      Our goal was to lure Hydra away from the magic circle that was summoning the monsters. My barrier could nullify the poison, but only for myself and another person close to me. I couldn’t protect everyone on the Pegasus.


      “I’ll go by myself,” I said. “Sumire, pass me some mana.”


      “Okaaay! ☆ Here you go, Eugene! ♡”


      Without hesitation, Sumire wrapped her arms around my neck and drew closer. W-Wait.


      “S-Sumire, we can use Mana Link by just holding hands, remember?”


      “But kissing is more efficient.”


      Sara and Airi were watching in silence. I didn’t have the nerve to kiss Sumire while they were side-eyeing me.


      “Give me your hand,” I insisted.


      “Ugh, fiiine.”


      I held Sumire’s right hand and felt her mana seep into me.


      “Eugene, you need my mana too, right?”


      “Eu, remember how you used my mana when we defeated the Infernal Demonic Beast? Let’s do that again.”


      Sara and Airi both slid closer. The Pegasus had increased its size, but there wasn’t that much room on its back. I worried that if we all squeezed together, we’d end up falling off.


      “C-Calm down, you two,” I said. “I don’t know how long it’ll take to lure Hydra away and destroy the monster summoning circle. You should save your mana for the operation.”


      “All riiight.”


      “Fine, Eu.”


      They accepted my argument, though they didn’t seem happy about it. Throughout this entire conversation, Sumire was still transferring her mana to me, and I could feel my body getting hotter and hotter.


      “Eu, your hair color...” Airi said.


      “Doesn’t he look so good with red hair?” Sumire gushed.


      “You think? I prefer him with black hair,” Sara said.


      The change in my hair color was due to the influence of Sumire’s mana.


      “Sumire, Sara, can you two wipe out the monsters around my landing point?” I requested.


      “Of course. Leave it to us, Eugene,” Sara said at the same moment Sumire chirped, “Aye-aye, Eugene.”


      I looked down at the spot right below the Pegasus. The 1st Level of Babel was teeming with tens of thousands of monsters.


      “Eu, what should I do?” Airi asked.


      “Protect them for me,” I replied. “And support me whenever you think it’s needed.”


      “Is it just me, or are my orders a lot more laissez-faire?”


      “You think so?”


      I turned to Airi and met her dissatisfied gaze. Ever since we were young, I’d always trusted her to act on her own initiative and choose the best course of action in any given situation, even without me or anyone else having to give her more precise instructions.


      “Fine,” she sighed, sensing what I was thinking.


      “All right. I’m heading off,” I said before leaping off the Pegasus’s back, aiming right for the heart of the group of monsters.


      The wind screamed in my ears as I fell freely through the air. Right before I landed... Whoosh! Everything around me turned bright red. It was the work of Sumire’s Ifrit magic. I’d already told her to do as she usually did and cast her attack spell at the monsters, even if it ended up hitting me. The barrier I’d cast to protect myself from the flames also muffled the sound of my landing. Since I’d used Barrier Magic to strengthen my body, I barely felt any impact, even though I had fallen from such a great height.


      “As powerful as ever,” I murmured at the hellish sight of Sumire’s magic reducing monsters to ash all around me.


      The ground turned red and melted, and the temperature was probably in the hundreds. If I hadn’t protected myself with a barrier, my lungs would have burned to a crisp with a single breath. The high heat caused the air to waver like a mirage. Beyond it, a gargantuan black form approached.


      “The Divine Beast Hydra...”


      It wasn’t as large as the Infernal Demonic Beast, but the aura emanating from its frame was more intimidating than the Great Beast Haagenti’s. Hydra didn’t seem scared at all of Sumire’s Ifrit magic. Instead, as if unhappy that the fire had burned up the monsters that were its prey, Hydra was growling low in its throat.


      Sss... Sss... Sss...


      Hydra approached with a low and ominous noise. It was slow, likely because of the black chain wrapped around its body. Each link was about the size of a human. Though it saw me, it didn’t seem to consider me an enemy; it spared me only as much attention as I might have offered an ant crawling on the ground. As bait, I would need something to draw its interest. I pulled the white seraphic blade from my belt and held it at the ready. I was thinking of sending a projectile at Hydra, but before I could...


      “Saber of Light!”


      Sara swung her holy sword, and a blade of light swooped down on Hydra. Shink! It left a small cut in the Divine Beast’s scales, and blue blood trickled from the injury.


      All nine of Hydra’s heads opened their mouths and let out an irritated hissing roar, causing not just the air but the ground beneath us to tremble. I chanced a glance upward to see Airi’s Pegasus flying away, putting distance between it and Hydra.


      Good. Now I can fight without any worries. Hydra was chasing Airi’s Pegasus, but I stood in its path, waiting for it. Magic Sword: Flameblade. The white blade was dyed a shining crimson. One of Hydra’s heads lunged at me with a furious hiss, its mouth open wide. Niten Enmei-ryu Wind Stance: Air Sickle!


      I dodged Hydra’s bite and swung my sword, aiming to behead it, but all I could manage was to slash its neck. The gust that Hydra’s head whipped up as it charged past me was so powerful that it sent me flying. I regained my balance and landed on my feet, but my eyes widened when more attacks came my way. Boom! With a thunderous impact, Hydra’s assault left a gaping hole in the ground. That wasn’t all...


      Poison? No... Acid? The spot that Hydra attacked had melted, turning into something like a quagmire. Though I could probably protect myself from the poison with my barrier, I would have a hard time finding my footing. I had to avoid that area now.


      “Ooh, that’s Hydra’s poisonous swamp! So many heroes struggled with that!” Eri’s carefree voice sounded in my head.


      “How about a word or two of advice instead of sitting around watching me fight?” I complained.


      “I have nothing to say to a pervert who was so proud of himself for having three girls fawn over him! Humph!” Eri replied coldly.


      “I wasn’t being a pervert,” I shot back sharply.


      At that moment, though, deafening screeches and roars filled the air.


      More monsters... My mana detection was sensing a sudden and exponential increase in the number of monsters. The summoning circle must have activated again. Then, I saw multiple flashes of light zip toward the monsters.


      That’s...


      “Looks like the Zodiac Knights and high-ranking explorers are doing their best to destroy that magic circle.”


      I could even see dragons among the summoned monsters. One of them approached the explorers, but with the sound of a tinkling bell—something that didn’t seem to belong on such a chaotic battlefield—the dragon’s head fell from its neck.


      That’s the First Knight’s Faesword! It was said to be the most powerful magic sword in the dungeon city. According to the rumors, the Faesword would mesmerize monsters with illusions and kill them before they knew what was happening. The rumors were likely accurate, since the dragon that the First Knight had slain didn’t even scream as it fell.


      Sss... Sss...


      Hydra was trying to change directions, though I wasn’t sure if it was once again attempting to prey on the newly summoned monsters or if the mana from the Zodiac Knights and high-ranking explorers was attracting it.


      “You won’t get away!” I yelled.


      With the Niten Enmei-ryu technique Skystep, I charged toward Hydra’s heads, which were no longer paying me any attention. It was hard to keep my footing on its body, as its scales were slimy and covered in virulently bright colors. I could feel the poison seeping into my barrier, but I didn’t stop until I had reached the top of one of Hydra’s heads.


      “Lionsbane!” I yelled as I thrust Flameblade right through the top of the skull before the other heads could notice.


      The head let out an ear-piercing shriek, and black blood sprayed from the wound like a fountain, drenching me.


      “Gah! Argh!” I yelled as agony ripped through my body. Wh-What is...


      “Eugene! Use my mana!” Eri yelled, panicked.


      I call upon my contract with the Demon Queen... My consciousness was fading as I felt the Demon Queen’s mana pour into my body, pushing the pain back. I jumped off Hydra’s head and put distance between us while I cast Healing Magic over my body. “What was that?” It was like my barriers weren’t even working.


      “I’m guessing that Hydra’s blood contains condensed curses and poison... I didn’t think that it could break through your Barrier Magic, though,” Eri informed me in a bewildered tone.


      “Didn’t you know about Hydra’s blood?”


      “I didn’t. Even when I fought it with the other angels during the Age of Legends, no one was dumb enough to fight Hydra at close quarters, considering its entire body is covered in poison.”


      I contemplated replying for a moment, then chose to ignore Eri’s jab. “Now that I think about it, Chairwoman Rebecca’s mother, Rosalie, fought it using long-range spells, didn’t she?”


      “Well, that’s the normal way to go about it.”


      So, had I launched the dumbest possible attack on Hydra just now?


      “Come now, don’t feel down. Look, your attack was effective.”


      “Huh?” I looked at Hydra to see that the head I’d stabbed was lolling limply on the ground.


      Eri giggled. “It was a good idea to use that Ifrit magic sword. Hydra’s weakness is fire. Not only that, but Ifrits count as a divine race too, albeit at the bottom of the hierarchy, so Sumire’s mana contains some slight anima. I bet it hurts to be stabbed by something like that.”


      “Oh...” I breathed a sigh of relief. At least the near-death experience hadn’t been for nothing.


      Hydra hissed weakly, its red eyes fixed upon me. I was now its sole target. I held up my sword and stood my ground, glaring right back at it. My job was to buy time. All that was left was to...


      “We did it!”


      “We destroyed the summoning circle!”


      The voices of the Zodiac Knights and the high-ranking explorers reached me from a distance. Good. Now I don’t have to worry about a million monsters destroying the dungeon city. For a second, I let down my guard.


      “Eugene! Watch out!” Sumire shouted at me from overhead right as a Wyvern charged straight toward me.


      Most of the flying enemies were attacking Airi’s Pegasus, but one of them was diving for me. Under normal circumstances, a Wyvern wouldn’t have been a difficult opponent, but... The poison from earlier... My body felt heavy. I couldn’t dodge this attack, so I would have to withstand it with a barrier instead.


      “Hokushin Itto-ryu: Misty Slash,” a calm voice said, followed by the metallic clink of a sword being drawn from its sheath. By the time I’d realized it, the Wyvern had been filleted. I recognized this swordplay...


      “Robert?”


      Standing before me was the most powerful Swordsman in the academy. His long hair was tied behind him.


      “My apologies, Eugene,” he said. “I stole your kill.”


      “No need for that. You saved me. More importantly, I heard that you suffered an injury during the tournament.”


      “Her Holiness pressured me to come, asking what I was doing away from the front line when the dungeon city is in danger. Saint Matrona is already displeased that I couldn’t win the tournament. I don’t dare to go against her wishes.” He threw back his head and laughed heartily.


      Was this guy always like this? Actually, the thing that’s more interesting is that I still couldn’t see the path of his sword... Even with the mana detection that I’d learned through training with the Demon Queen, I couldn’t keep up with it. Just what was his secret?


      “Hmm... If you had to fight this knight rather than that spearman during the finals, you probably would have lost!”


      Eri had struck a rather painful nerve. Stop it. Don’t say that.


      I had managed to score a victory against Claude, but that was probably thanks to the fact that we sparred on a regular basis. Against Robert, I probably wouldn’t even have been able to put up much of a fight.


      “The monster summoning circle has been destroyed. All that’s left is...” Robert, ignorant of what I was going through, looked upward as if in search of something. He wasn’t letting his guard down; his sword remained pointed at Hydra.


      When I followed his gaze, I saw that he was looking at the Dungeon Eye, which transmitted footage from within Babel to the Satellite Systems. Every citizen of the dungeon city was watching the fight against the Divine Beast and monster horde with bated breath. And of course, he was there among the crowd too.


      “Good work, everyone.” Headmaster Uther’s voice boomed through the 1st Level of Babel. He sounded proud. “Thanks to you all, the dungeon city will not be trampled under the Stampede. The Peacemaker will activate in one more hour. Once it does, it will be no chore to defeat Hydra and...”


      But another voice chimed in, interrupting him.


      “Was this trial too easy, then?”


      The words seemed to come from the entirety of Babel. It wasn’t the same as a voice made louder through Amplification Magic. The closest thing I could think of was the angel’s voice that I’d heard when challenging the Deus Discipline on the 100th Level. I recognized this speaker too.


      “The Dungeon Master...”


      “What?” Robert’s face twisted in confusion.


      Anemoi Babel, the mastermind behind this whole mess, was interfering once again.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Eight: Eugene Attempts the Trial


      “Was it too easy?” an eerie-looking girl wearing a bloodred robe asked as she appeared before us.


      Anemoi, the Dungeon Master of Babel, landed on top of one of Hydra’s heads with a soft thud. Hydra screeched with rage and tried to swallow her up. However, her only response was to shrug.


      “Enough with the tantrums. In Babel, I am god.”


      Hydra’s fangs couldn’t reach the Dungeon Master; it was as if there were an invisible wall between them.


      So the Divine Beasts don’t swear absolute loyalty to the Dungeon Master?


      Hydra was shaking its head to get Anemoi off, but she didn’t seem bothered.


      “What in the...” Robert muttered from next to me. The Zodiac Knights and high-ranking explorers were equally perplexed. “Eugene, who is that girl?”


      “She’s...” But before I could answer Robert’s question, the Dungeon Master revealed her identity herself.


      “I am Anemoi Babel, Dungeon Master of Babel. I suppose that this is the first time most of you have encountered me in person, but I constantly observe all of you.”


      Half of the people present reacted with shock, while the other half, who knew of Anemoi’s existence, remained silent. Still, the biggest question was...


      Just what is her goal here?


      The Dungeon Master almost never revealed herself to anyone, let alone introduced herself to the world. Since her appearance, the horde of monsters had gone quiet, like a group of well-behaved puppies. The only one still growling unhappily was Hydra.


      “Now then, all of you here are brave and skilled explorers. Despite knowing that you would be surrounded by a million monsters, you courageously volunteered yourselves for this challenge. That is why I would like to reward you all.” Anemoi snapped her fingers.


      An angelic announcement was broadcast throughout the dungeon. “The Deus Discipline is about to begin on the 1st Level of Ba... Wait, are you serious?!”


      It was Rita on the 100th Level who was speaking. What really caused shock and panic among us was the content of that announcement.


      “What is happening?” Robert asked, but I couldn’t answer his question. The Deus Discipline happened every hundred floors. That should have been the rule within the Last Dungeon, Babel.


      “Eugene!”


      “Eu!”


      “Eugene!”


      Sumire and the others hurried toward me, likely because the monsters had calmed down with the Dungeon Master’s appearance.


      “Did you know?” Anemoi continued. “Babel now has a thousand floors, but at the very beginning, when it was created, there were only ten.”


      The explorers present reacted with audible shock. I did too, of course.


      “Babel began as a special ticket to the Heavens for those who could defeat ten Divine Beasts,” Anemoi continued. “It was a tower of trials that the Great Goddess Althena came up with. From what I heard, though, it became a tower of death, as all challengers died before they could reach the top. The goddess of fate, who took over the tower’s management, was troubled. Instead of using Babel as a tower of trials, how about turning it into a training site? That was why more floors were added to Babel as well as why the monsters slowly increase in strength as one goes up the tower. This is how Babel trains the explorers so that, in the end, a new hero can be minted to join those in Heaven. The death rate decreased from a hundred percent to forty percent. But still, the goddess of fate’s heart ached as she witnessed the deaths of promising individuals.”


      All explorers, including myself, listened in silence as Anemoi went on.


      “Notos, the previous Dungeon Master, was unsure of what to do after being ordered to lower the death rate even further. Most who perished were novice explorers who weren’t used to the Last Dungeon. By introducing Ambrosia Tears, an item to resurrect weaklings who die before the 100th Level, Notos succeeded in reducing the death rate to a minimum. Thus Babel, the safest Last Dungeon in the world, was created.”


      Having said this much, the Dungeon Master let out a quiet sigh. While she had been telling her story in a calm tone for the most part, there were a few moments when it had sounded, to me at least, like she couldn’t contain her displeasure anymore. The silence dragged on until the Dungeon Master opened her mouth again.


      “Don’t you think this is all too easy?” she asked, not bothering to conceal her pique.


      There was an electrifying sting in the air thanks to the mana in the Dungeon Master’s voice. Sumire hugged one of my arms tightly, while Airi grabbed the other. I glanced over to Sumire and saw that Sara had shoved her aside, only to then become entangled in a pushing match with Sumire, who was trying to latch onto my arm again. What the heck are you two doing?


      “Now then!” the Dungeon Master said, clapping her hands together. There was a hissing sound as the miasma around Hydra thickened, and the air grew suffocating. “My idea is to make Divine Beasts appear in Babel at random, irregular intervals. In other words, I’m increasing the odds that ordinary explorers will undergo a Deus Discipline. Of course, any explorer who defeats a Divine Beast will get to skip the next hundred floors in the Dungeon Elevator. Once you defeat ten Divine Beasts, you can finally enter Heaven! What a great deal, right? ☆”


      The Dungeon Master was speaking casually, like this was an everyday conversation. However, I was getting an ominous feeling from Hydra as it continued to emit mana.


      “That’s quite a sudden alteration to the rules,” a mage said as he used Teleport to appear right in front of the Dungeon Master and just outside of Hydra’s attack range. It was the king of the dungeon city and the man in charge of Lykeion Magic Academy, Headmaster Uther.


      “Oh, here you are. You are the very cause of the Last Dungeon’s decline.”


      “That’s a rather unexpected accusation. I simply gave the previous Dungeon Master advice when asked for it.”


      “So I hear. That’s why I’d like to revert Babel’s rules to what they used to be.”


      “So you intend to restore the difficulty level to what it was during the Age of Legends, when Babel had only ten floors and Greater Elementals and divine beings wandered about on the surface?”


      “And what’s the problem with that? In time, the Divine Beasts will return whence they came, so it’s not as if they’ll cause much trouble.”


      “You’re serious, then? You truly wish to reset Babel’s history?” Headmaster Uther’s voice had lost its useful playful edge.


      “That’s right.”


      “Won’t you reconsider, Dungeon Master Anemoi Babel? I heard from the angel that the goddess of fate has no complaints about Babel’s current operations.”


      I’d never seen Headmaster Uther acting this modestly before.


      In contrast, the Dungeon Master’s attitude remained frosty. “Yes, I know.”


      “Then...”


      “The goddesses and their infinite lifespans are different from us, aren’t they? If no new record holders for the 300th Level, let alone the 500th, have appeared for the last hundred years, then that means the current way of doing things is wrong. We must change it. Fortunately, there are many skilled explorers here who have cleared the 200th Level. I’m sure you can all defeat this Hydra and pass the Deus Discipline.”


      The explorers were here to protect the dungeon city from the Stampede. This had all been part of the Dungeon Master’s plan.


      “There will be many casualties, however,” the First Knight said in a somber tone.


      “Yes, of course,” Anemoi replied. “And Uther over there will revive them, no?”


      “However, many explorers quit as a result of the immense trauma of dying...”


      “Oh well. That’s the most they’re capable of, then.”


      “True, they chose to become adventurers. But even so, this Deus Discipline is just too sudden.”


      But Headmaster Uther’s conciliatory response made no impact on Anemoi. The Dungeon Master gave us a final warning.


      “I don’t care what anyone says. I have no intention of reversing my decision. Babel is my dungeon. No one can stop me from changing the rules.”


      “Very well... In that case, we won’t hold back. I, Uther Mercurius Pendragon, will challenge you with all my strength.”


      At some point, a large staff that I had never seen before had appeared in Headmaster Uther’s hand. Tens of magic circles, all of differing sizes, were hovering around him.


      “We’re about to see the headmaster’s true power...” Sara murmured.


      “King Uther, the strongest mage on the continent...” Airi said. Both of them sounded dead serious.
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      I had never seen the headmaster in a serious fight either.


      “King Uther!” First Knight Claire stood before Hydra with her sword drawn as if to protect Headmaster Uther. In response, the other Zodiac Knights gathered too.


      “King Uther! We left the remaining monsters to the S-rank explorers!” the Fourth Knight Abrams, the oldest of the Zodiac Knights, reported in a powerful voice.


      “We will defeat Hydra!” the Seventh Knight Isolde proclaimed.


      “Eugene, what should we...” Sumire began to ask.


      “We should help defeat the monsters so we don’t get in the Zodiac Knights’ way,” I replied before she could finish.


      “Eugene, you have the right idea. I will help,” Robert said.


      “All right! Then I’ll also—”


      “No, Airi, this is too dangerous. You should evacuate.”


      “Why should I, Eu?!”


      “Why? Isn’t it obvious?” Because it would be big trouble if anything were to happen to the next empress here! But before I could say that, the Dungeon Master spoke again.


      “Speaking of which... Uther, you’ve already cleared the 400th Level, haven’t you? The Divine Beast’s strength varies depending on the record of the challenger, so if you join the fight, it will be equivalent to an enemy on the 500th Level. Is that all right with you?”


      The headmaster was silent for a moment before he rumbled, “Isn’t it rather unfair to reveal the rules at the last minute?” The magic circles around him fell to the ground and shattered.


      “I honestly just forgot to mention it. Sowwy! ☆” Even the Dungeon Master seemed a little embarrassed at that. “Explain the rules and announce the start of the trial!” she yelled, and immediately, another announcement echoed over the 1st Level of Babel.


      “Okaaay! That being said, you already explained most of it. We will begin a provisional Deus Discipline on the 1st Level. There is no limit on the number of challengers, but you must have cleared the 100th Level to participate. The Divine Beast’s strength will be set based on the record of the person who’s cleared the most floors. Since we’re on the 1st Level, you can use Ambrosia Tears. However, please note that if the Divine Beast gobbles you up, Ambrosia Tears won’t be able to bring you back!” Rita’s voice was as bubbly as ever, but at the end, she suddenly switched to a much graver tone. “Now then, explorers. It’s time to begin the Deus—”


      “Group Teleport.” Suddenly, Headmaster Uther used Teleport to take everyone inside the 1st Level barrier out of it. We found ourselves back in the academy training grounds.


      Rita’s befuddled voice came from within Babel. “Huh?! Wait a second, hold on! I’m still in the middle of announcing the Deus Discipline! Get back here!”


      “Um, Headmaster Uther, is this all right? Leaving halfway through a Deus Discipline counts as escaping, and we would lose our right to challenge it, no?” the First Knight Claire asked, posing a question that was on all our minds.


      Headmaster Uther made an affirmative noise before replying smugly, “Leaving after the angel declares the beginning of a Deus Discipline would count as retreating, thus resulting in disqualification. However, if you leave the territory in the middle of the announcement, it counts as a reservation, and you won’t be disqualified. I call this a hidden rule.”


      This must have been news to the Zodiac Knights and S-rank explorers, who reacted with shock.


      “I-I didn’t know that...”


      “I’ve never heard of this method...”


      “Wow! The headmaster sure knows everything!” Sumire said, impressed.


      “Yeah, thanks to this rule, we can come up with a plan before the Deus Discipline,” I said with a nod.


      We heard the angel’s sad voice in the distance. “Come baaaack! I have to sit here this whole time, you know?”


      “Incidentally, the previous Dungeon Master asked that I do my best to avoid using this method, and that I keep it a secret, since it causes a lot of trouble for the angel supervising the dungeon,” Headmaster Uther revealed awkwardly.


      For a few moments, no one could say anything; everyone just grimaced.


      “Poor Rita...”


      “I feel pretty bad...”


      She was probably already harried from having to take care of the first hundred floors. Headmaster Uther loudly clapped his hands twice.


      “We must come up with a plan! Everyone, gather round!” he said. The Zodiac Knights and S-rank explorers obeyed. Headmaster Uther looked over at me and called, “Hey, Eugene! Come here!”


      “Me? Won’t I just get in the way?” Since I’m an A-rank explorer and in General Education.


      “You’re the only one who can still fight Hydra at close quarters without suffering a drop in performance. We can’t come up with a plan without hearing your input.”


      “Understood.” If that was the case, then of course I had to help.


      I joined the circle of Zodiac Knights and S-rank explorers. Sumire, Sara, and Airi were with me. In the circle, I could recognize Chairwoman Rebecca and Carlo. Robert, the captain of the Swordsmanship Club, was there as well, of course. The Zodiac Knights who guard the dungeon city, the S-rank explorers who are the most powerful in this career, and the students in the academy’s Hero Course... And leading them was...


      Headmaster Uther grinned and, in his usual half-joking manner, said, “Now that we’ve assembled the greatest heroes of the dungeon city, let’s come up with a way to slay that Divine Beast.”


      ♢An Hour Later♢


      “Are you finally done with your preparations?” Rita’s upset voice filled the 1st Level of Babel, followed by a sad groan.


      I’m really sorry, Rita, I thought. Meanwhile, we had arrived in the hall outside the 1st Level of Babel.


      “So that’s Hydra, the legendary evil dragon,” a broad-shouldered knight murmured from my side.


      He was Sir Lloyd Gawain, the Second Knight and the King’s Aegis. Though he had been directing the use of the tactical shield keeping the Stampede at bay, he had joined us on the front line to fight against the Divine Beast.


      Headmaster Uther had activated the Peacemaker, and the horde of a hundred thousand monsters had disappeared into the dungeon. Hydra was the only threat remaining.


      “Eugene, as Hydra’s bait, we are both the front line and the last line of defense. Let’s do our best together,” Sir Lloyd said.


      The two of us were to distract Hydra and keep it preoccupied here as long as possible.


      “Understood. What a sight, though,” I said as I looked behind me.


      “You can say that again. All the forces of the dungeon city are here. Well, excluding King Uther, of course.”


      “Headmaster Uther’s presence would only power up the Divine Beast, after all.”


      Behind us, standing in a formation surrounding Hydra, were the twelve Zodiac Knights, guardians of the city; the A-rank and S-rank explorers; the students of Lykeion Magic Academy’s Hero Course as well as the presidents of all the clubs; the high-ranking combat staff of the Dungeon Union; the reckless high-ranking explorers who had been visiting the Last Dungeon; and the brave Golden Knights of the empire and Holy Knights of the halidom, who had volunteered to fight against the Divine Beast.


      To think so many people answered the call in only an hour... I could only react with awe. Even though hundreds of powerful fighters were standing around it, Hydra was quietly lying on the ground, indifferent to its environment. It had gotten impatient waiting for the fight to commence and had fallen asleep. The eeriest part of the situation was the silence from the Dungeon Master, Anemoi Babel, who’d been so talkative earlier. She was still standing on Hydra’s head with her arms crossed, grinning as she looked over everyone.


      The allied army of the dungeon city had finished its preparations.


      “We, the Dungeon City Allied Forces, will challenge the Deus Discipline!” Lady Claire, the First Knight, announced in a loud voice.


      “Now beginning the Deus Discipline!” Rita’s voice rang out.


      Thus began the battle.




      “Attack!”


      At Lady Claire’s command, the mages activated their spells in unison. Sumire’s magnificent flames were the most eye-catching of them all. A giant made of fire charged Hydra. Many mages were using magical weapons to launch long-ranged attacks too. Sara’s holy sword had split into multiple blades of light that stabbed into Hydra while boulders fell upon it like meteors. A rain of fire, hundreds of glacial spears, thousands of invisible wind sickles, tens of thousands of light arrows... They all poured down on Hydra.


      Boom boom boom boom boom! A chain of explosions rippled across Hydra’s body, and it took the barrage head-on, unable to get away. The assault was so ferocious that one would have expected it to completely disintegrate the Divine Beast. Was the Dungeon Master, who’d been nearby, all right? The ground shook incessantly from the shock waves. Dirt flew through clouds of dust, blocking the field of vision.


      “Halt!” Lady Claire yelled, and the spells stopped at once.


      “Did we kill it?!”


      “I doubt there’s even a body left after the pounding we gave it.”


      “Wow, that was surprisingly easy.”


      There was a fairly optimistic mood in the air. Once the dust settled, we saw Hydra. It... Well, it didn’t look fine at all. Purple blood oozed from every inch of its skin, and painful-looking wounds had been left all over its body. It looked so weak and battered that one would have been hard-pressed to believe it was a Divine Beast.


      “Urgh...” Some people were covering their mouths at the gruesome sight.


      “Eugene, do you suppose we’ve cleared the Deus Discipline?” the Second Knight muttered.


      I was about to agree when my mana detection caught something strange going on with Hydra.


      “Sir Lloyd, something’s off. Hydra’s mana is increasing.”


      “What? That makes no sense. It’s obviously on the verge of death...”


      But that was when it happened. We heard the deafening shriek of metal on metal as well as the boom of something falling to the ground. On the ground near Hydra were a thick black chain and a large steel lock. Is that... It was the chain that had restrained Hydra since it was summoned here. And now it had fallen off.


      At long last, the Dungeon Master spoke. “Phew. Finally, I unlocked it.”


      “Huh?! Did that cute little Dungeon Master just remove the Heavenly Chain?!” Eri’s shocked voice sounded in my head.


      Eri, what’s a Heavenly Chain?


      “Heavenly Chains are treasures used to seal away the Divine Beasts that fought on the losing side of the Heavenly War. We had put extra effort into the Heavenly Chain for Hydra...”


      With a great rumbling noise, copious amounts of mana and miasma poured from the half-dead Hydra’s body. No one could say anything. We could hear some gargantuan creature slowly slithering over the ground, and then there was a pop of something coming free.


      Hydra, which had been quiet and still this entire time, raised its heads in a mighty hissing roar and pushed itself to its feet. All of its wounds had closed up, and its body was twice as big as before. We could see bloody snakeskin all around it.


      “It was shedding?”


      “So that’s why it was so docile.”


      “Then our attacks were...”


      “They weren’t effective at all?”


      The allied forces were murmuring in shock. Hydra waved its long necks. It was less aggressive than before, but its presence had become exponentially more oppressive. I was getting a bad feeling about this.


      “Eri, what should we do?”


      “Eugene, you should get out of there. Babel’s Restraining Magic may have—”


      But before I heard the rest of Eri’s response...


      “This is bad! Everyone, evacuate now!” Headmaster Uther yelled as he appeared before us with Teleport.


      “Nuh-uh. You’re too late,” the Dungeon Master, Anemoi Babel, proclaimed. “Now that you’re back to your full strength, Hydra, give everyone here a trial to—”


      A severe voice rang out through the dungeon, interrupting the Dungeon Master before she could finish yelling her command. “Small Dungeon Master, I would like to first thank you for lifting the seal.”


      The voice was coming from Hydra. It was just talking, but my entire body shook. I looked behind me to see the students and high-ranking combatants collapsing.


      Something’s changed in the past few minutes. Hydra was clearly an entirely different being now.


      “Th-That’s right! I was the one who released you! So listen to—”


      “This is... Ah, I see. This tower is a tool devised by the goddess of the sun, she who rules the Heavens. Creating a new divine race to assimilate... What a despicable plan. It is indeed the work of that arrogant woman and her desire for total control.”


      The Divine Beast’s voice was composed, and yet I could hear a hint of murderous rage in that calm. Even more people fell to the ground in response to it.


      “Look, Hydra. It’s about time that you listen to—” the Dungeon Master began, sounding a little irritated, but this time, Headmaster Uther interrupted her.


      “Divine Beast Hydra, Primal Blight Dragon, first, I would like to express my joy to see that you have been freed of your shackles,” he said as he used Teleport to appear right before Hydra.


      “Do you also plan to fight?” the Dungeon Master asked. “In that case, the Restraining Magic of Babel will set the Divine Beast’s strength to the 500th Level and—”


      “Dungeon Master Anemoi, when you removed the Heavenly Chain, you also lifted the Restraining Magic from Hydra.”


      “What?”


      The Dungeon Master wasn’t the only one to react to Headmaster Uther’s revelation. The Zodiac Knights and explorers surrounding Hydra did as well.


      Uh, I don’t think the Dungeon Master should be surprised to hear that.


      “Now then, little Dungeon Master. You wish for me to subject these mortals to a trial, like the ones that Hercule the Hero braved?” Hydra asked.


      Hercule the Hero was a demigod with the blood of the Godking Jupiter running through his veins. According to myth, he had entered the Heavens after completing twelve trials that the gods had imposed on him. If I remembered correctly, he had fought Hydra as well.


      I’m not sure if we can be expected to fight on his level! I was sure that everyone present had the same thought.


      “U-Um, well, yes, but I’d like you to limit your strength and match their level,” the Dungeon Master replied nervously.


      Er, I think you could be a little firmer with your request.


      “Understood” was Hydra’s curt response. For a second, its scales shone with the seven colors of the rainbow. As soon as I saw the light, every hair on my body stood on end. Hydra opened all nine of its mouths and proclaimed in a solemn boom, “Ego creo. Mundi venedi invadendi.”


      The air around Hydra twisted. It was as if someone had splashed black, red, blue, and yellow paint over the world. Just looking upon it was nauseating. Next to me, the Second Knight fell to his knees with a groan.


      “Sanctuary Magic: Another World... Oof, this isn’t good. Hydra’s serious,” Eri said. Her tone fanned my fear.


      “Eri, what’s Sanctuary Magic?”


      “It’s a type of magic that only those on the level of a god can use. It allows the user to turn their surroundings into a pocket universe in which they’re effectively omnipotent. Eugene, you mustn’t get close to Hydra without protection. You’ll be sucked in.”


      Nothing in Eri’s explanation was familiar to me.


      “Dungeon Master! A new otherworld is about to be created within Babel! If we don’t do something to stop it, the Last Dungeon and the new otherworld will collide and cause Babel to collapse!” Rita exclaimed frantically.


      “Oh, shoot! Hey, Hydra! Bad! Stop!” Though the Dungeon Master was hurriedly issuing orders, the Divine Beast wasn’t paying her a lick of attention.


      “Teleport. Gather.” Headmaster Uther’s voice came from far away.


      Suddenly, the sights before my eyes clouded over. The next second, I found myself standing a slight distance from Hydra with the other explorers and Zodiac Knights. We weren’t all fine. Half of our number were on the ground, unconscious. Close to us, though standing slightly apart from the battlefield, was Anemoi Babel, who was looking rather sheepish.


      “Dungeon Master,” Headmaster Uther said quietly.


      The strange space around Hydra was still expanding, as if it were invading our reality.


      “What...” the Dungeon Master replied, sounding like she was pouting.


      “What do you plan to do about the Divine Beast?”


      “I’ll halt the Deus Discipline...”


      Rita’s voice sounded from above us. “Dungeon Master, I’m really sorry to tell you this, but we angels cannot stop a Deus Discipline once it starts. Besides, an unsealed Divine Beast is way more powerful than angels!”


      “Th-Then, I’ll order it to stop on my authority as the Dungeon Master...”


      “It didn’t look like the Divine Beast was paying any attention to your orders, Dungeon Master,” Lady Claire pointed out calmly.


      “Fine, then! I, the Dungeon Master, will personally take on the Divine Beast! No one has any complaints about that, right?!”


      “Within Babel, the Dungeon Master’s power is equivalent to that of a mythical being, but the same goes for an unsealed Divine Beast, and you’ve only been Dungeon Master for about a hundred years, right?” Headmaster Uther asked.


      “Yeah! What’s that to you?!”


      “Hydra is one of the oldest Divine Beasts. It’s been around for over fifteen million years. It is much more powerful than you are, in other words.”


      The Dungeon Master was silent for a long while. “You’re right.”


      “Not only that, but you, the Dungeon Master, are the one who summoned it here for a Deus Discipline. If you try to stop it from carrying out the very task you summoned it for, you’ll be at a disadvantage thanks to how the magical contract works. As I see it, you only have about a ten percent chance of winning.”


      The Dungeon Master had completely lost her debate with Headmaster Uther. She growled. An uncomfortable silence reigned over the space.


      “There’s no time to worry about this. We will alter our original plan slightly, but our goal will remain the same,” Headmaster Uther said.


      “Wh-What will you do?” the Dungeon Master asked nervously.


      “As originally planned, we will challenge the Deus Discipline. It seems that the Divine Beast will go easy on us too. It hasn’t been on the surface in so long that it has not yet adjusted to modern people’s abilities. We’re talking about the oldest Divine Beast, one that lived through the Heavenly War, after all.”


      “King Uther!”


      “We’ll accompany you!”


      The offer came from the Zodiac Knights.


      “I appreciate it, but the Divine Beast is surrounded by Sanctuary Magic: Another World. Simply approaching it can cause the unprepared to go insane. The only people who can fight within that realm are me and...”


      “I’ve been to the Fae Realm when I was young. I have a level of resistance against otherworlds.”


      “Claire, eh? Yes, you would be able to withstand the effects of Another World for a short period. Who else... Nope, that’s it,” Headmaster Uther said, looking around at the group gathered here. I felt like he had glanced at me in particular, but he said nothing.


      “By the way, Eugene, you can enter Hydra’s Sanctuary Magic too. You’ll have to use my mana to protect yourself, though.”


      “Really?!”


      “Yes, technically. You’ll just have to be careful. Spending too long in that world will drain your sanity.”


      “Got it.” That was all I needed to know.


      “Headmaster Uther,” I said. “I’ll go with you.”


      “Eugene!” Sumire exclaimed, running toward me. When I looked over at her, I saw that Sara and Airi had fallen unconscious atop Pegasus’s back. Sumire, as an Ifrit, was the only one who had stayed awake. “You mustn’t! It’s... It’s far too dangerous...”


      I wondered how I should soothe Sumire, who looked to be on the verge of tears.


      “I know how powerful your barriers are, Eugene, but I doubt they can withstand Sanctuary Magic,” Headmaster Uther said. Not even he thought that I was capable of this mission.


      “Hydra is a follower of the Fellgod Typhon, so its otherworld has the Demon Realm attribute. If you cover yourself in the mana of a Demon Queen, you’ll be able to breathe the air of the Demon Realm, since that’s where fallen angels find themselves.”


      “I half get it, I think...”


      I repeated Eri’s words to Headmaster Uther. He looked impressed and murmured something under his breath.


      “Huh, I see. How interesting. There aren’t nearly enough fallen angels for anyone to conduct substantial research on them... To think that they can even acclimate to the Demon Realm! Hmm, I’d love a blood sample. Could you sneak one for me next time?”


      “I’ll kill you if you try.”


      “I can’t.” There was no question that I’d die in the attempt.


      “Oh...” Headmaster Uther seemed genuinely disappointed.


      “King Uther, there’s no time,” Lady Claire reminded him.


      “Ah, right,” Headmaster Uther said, snapping back to business. “Very well, Eugene. Will you lend us your strength?”


      “Of course.”


      “Eugene...” Sumire clung on to my hand anxiously, but after deliberating on it for some time, she released me.


      “I’ll get going, then,” I said.


      “Wait!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me.


      That wasn’t all she did. She pressed her mouth to mine, and in that moment, a frightening amount of mana poured into my body. My body grew instantly hot, as if my blood were boiling in my veins. By the time she backed away, so much of Sumire’s mana was surrounding my body that my vision had turned red.


      “Don’t you dare die in there,” she said. “Promise that you’ll return to me.”


      “I swear I will.”


      While hugging Sumire, I felt Eri’s irritation reach me through our telepathic connection. “Eri?”


      There was a long silence before... “Humph!”


      I decided I should probably give her some time to cool off.


      “Is everyone done with their preparations?” Lady Claire asked, watching us with slight exasperation on her face.


      “Y-Yes! I apologize for the delay.”


      “Then let’s go,” Headmaster Uther said. The deep scarlet robe he always wore was glowing faintly with mana.


      “King Uther, I will protect you with my life.”


      Headmaster Uther chuckled. “Just focus on cutting down the enemies before you, Claire.”


      “Understood.”


      “I’d like to extend my apologies to you, Eugene. I seem to saddle you with all the hardest work.”


      “It’s fine. I volunteered for this.”




      Uther Mercurius Pendragon was the second-place Record Holder in Babel’s history. Claire Lancelot, the First Knight, was a guardian of the dungeon city and the strongest swordswoman of the Zodiac Knights. Meanwhile, I was a student in Lykeion Magic Academy’s General Education courses as well as the caretaker of the Demon Queen for the Biology Club. The Deus Discipline for this strange team, cobbled together at the last minute, had begun.


      Our opponent was the Divine Beast Hydra, who had rebelled against the gods long ago and had been sealed away in Tartarus as punishment. The air around it was slowly transforming into a gaudy otherworld that encroached upon ours. If I touched even a particle of those venomously bright colors without my Barrier Magic, I would likely lose my grip on reality.


      “By the way, Dungeon Master,” Headmaster Uther said.


      Although this little girl was the one who’d gotten everyone into this mess in the first place, she snapped, “Wh-What?!”


      “Simply gazing upon Sanctuary Magic: Another World can cause mental corruption. Wandering inside is enough to reduce someone to a vegetable. Could I ask that you evacuate all the explorers here to a safe location?”


      “Oh, I can totally do that for you! ☆ There’s a whole manual for these sorts of emergencies! I’ll move everyone who isn’t fighting the Divine Beast outside Babel!” Rita said.


      As soon as she finished talking, she began to teleport people out, starting with those who had fainted in the face of the overwhelming pressure wave of mana radiating from Hydra. For a moment, relief appeared on Headmaster Uther’s face.


      “Now...” Headmaster Uther looked down at the Dungeon Master again. “If Babel seems on the verge of collapsing due to Hydra’s Sanctuary Magic, do you have a way to prevent that from happening?”


      “O-Of course I do! My job is to maintain this dungeon!”


      “Then it sounds like we can go all out and completely wreck it.”


      “Huh?” The Dungeon Master’s mouth hung open. “Wh-What do you plan on doing?!”


      “Let’s go, Claire, Eugene.”


      “W-Wait a second! What did you mean ‘destroying it’?! Heeey! Are you listening to me?!”


      “R-Right, King Uther,” Claire said.


      “Is this all right?” I asked. “Anemoi was still talking.”


      Headmaster Uther replied to us with a booming laugh. It looked like he had been deliberately ignoring her.


      “Hydra’s staring at us...” Lady Claire said.


      She was right; all nine pairs of eyes were fixed upon us.


      “I suppose it’s waiting for us,” Headmaster Uther said.


      We slowly approached Hydra. Rita was still teleporting the explorers out one by one. But then...


      “Eugene!” someone yelled, hugging me from behind.


      “S-Sara?”


      The last time I’d seen her, she had fainted, but she must have woken up at some point. Behind her, I saw Sumire tending to an unconscious Airi. Light enveloped the two of them before they disappeared thanks to Teleport.


      “Take my mana too!” Sara said, kissing me to activate Mana Link.


      Her golden magic poured into my body. Sara was a devout Cleric of the Church of the Goddess, so her mana was a good match for my angelic descent. My back burned as a single wing of light unfurled.


      “Thank you, Sara,” I said.


      “Eugene, don’t di—” she exclaimed, but she was cut off by Teleport evacuating her to outside Babel.


      Now only the three challengers, the Dungeon Master, and the Divine Beast remained within Babel. Silence fell across the dungeon.


      “A passionate embrace between lovers before a battle, eh?” Headmaster Uther said, as if to lighten the mood. He grinned at me. “You’ve become quite the popular Magic Swordsman, Eugene. You’re a different man from when you entered the academy. Good, good.”


      “Was it that dramatic a change?” Lady Claire, who didn’t know me at all, asked.


      Why was this relevant right now?


      “No, uh... We do that so Sumire and Sara can lend me their mana...” I said.


      “Oh? So you’re only using them for their mana?” Headmaster Uther asked.


      “No! That’s not—”


      “Eugene, you mustn’t enter a relationship with that mindset,” Lady Claire scolded me earnestly.


      All three of us relaxed slightly. The banter helped us regain our focus, and we glared at the Divine Beast Hydra, coiled up before us. Another World had stopped expanding at some point. Hydra did indeed plan to go easy on us.


      “Are you ready?” one of its heads asked. It was waiting for us? What a gentlemanly beast.


      “Let’s use some easy magic to give it a light jab,” Headmaster Uther said, snapping his fingers to cast his spell. A gust blew past us, so powerful that Lady Claire and I lost our balance, and we grunted in surprise. It took me a second to realize it was a wind of mana. “Holy-tier Magic: Aqua Kyrios.”


      Snow fell inside the dungeon. The snowflakes slowly converged into the shape of a human, which then turned into an angel.


      “In what world does a holy-tier spell count as a light jab?” Eri sighed. I agreed. Holy-tier magic was supposed to be the highest point that humanity could reach.


      “Rain of Holy Ice Arrows,” the water angel said, casting its own spell.


      Thousands of shimmering white magical arrows rained down on Hydra, but...


      “Mm, it’s a little weak.”


      Eri was right. The otherworld surrounding Hydra engulfed the entire spell, although it did technically do damage, as it stripped away some of the alternate dimension.


      “I will use my full strength,” Lady Claire declared as she held up her sword.


      The incantation that she proceeded to recite was in a language I’d never heard before. Everything about it, including its phonology, sounded different from the foreign languages I’d heard from other countries or even other continents. As if in response to Lady Claire’s words, light slowly gathered around her.


      “Oh, wow. I didn’t know there are humans who can speak Faelic.”


      “Faelic?” I was asking Eri, but it was Lady Claire who responded to me.


      “Do you know Faelic?”


      “N-No. This is the first time I’ve heard of it.”


      “I’m surprised you even know the word—I’ve never heard anyone other than King Uther mention it.”


      So the majority of people shared my ignorance of Faelic, then. It wasn’t part of Lykeion Magic Academy’s curriculum. A tornado of mana formed around the First Knight. It turned into a shimmering whirlpool, filling the dungeon with light.


      No, wait... This is... It wasn’t light but rather a group of very small people. Each individual was so tiny that they could have stood in a child’s palm, and they were all dancing through the air. Are these fairies? I could hear them giggling and cheering. They were most densely clustered around the First Knight. Her sword and armor gave off a white glow.


      “My sweet friends,” she said. “Will you come with me?”


      In contrast to her usual gallant expression, Lady Claire’s face was gentle, but there was so much mana surrounding her that it was suffocating. The mana all gathered inside the sword of the First Knight and then...


      “Mystic Fairy Dance.”


      Lady Claire’s sword drew a large arc in the air. Whoooosh! The whirlpool of light stabbed through Hydra’s otherworld like a massive spear. It just missed one of Hydra’s necks, but it sliced into its scales, breaking skin and leaving a hole that oozed viscous blood.


      “Oh, amazing, Claire!” Headmaster Uther exclaimed.


      “I’m honored by your praise, but the power of my magic sword has weakened exponentially since we entered Hydra’s domain. I was hoping that I could take out one of its heads, but apparently that is too difficult a task for my Faesword.”


      Another of Hydra’s heads lunged at us with a furious hiss. It was still out of range, and—


      Wait, it just grew longer! Magic Sword: Ifrit! I channeled Sumire’s Ifrit mana into the sword crafted from the fang of the Divine Beast Cerberus. Hydra’s wide-open mouth was already right before my eyes. I had no time to execute a special technique. I grunted as I used my sword to deflect Hydra’s head as best as I could.


      “Oh! Wonderful, Eugene!” Headmaster Uther said.


      Lady Claire also made an impressed noise. “If you could parry that, you’re probably already ready to join the Zodiac Knights.”


      I couldn’t answer their praise—I was too busy catching my breath. Despite Hydra’s gargantuan size, its movements were as quick as my old man’s slashes. I was panicking a little, but Headmaster Uther’s tone was calm, as if this were a normal lesson.


      “All right, let’s go with this plan. I’ll use magic to carve away at Hydra’s otherworld. Claire, I’d like you to attack Hydra directly with your Faesword. Eugene, you’ll be the tank. I want you to draw it away from us. That’s a fairly difficult job for you alone, so we can exchange jobs if you need a break. How does that sound?”


      “Yes, I’m fine with that,” Lady Claire replied without hesitation.


      “I have no problem with that either,” I said. It sounded tough, but there was no other choice.


      I was using mana borrowed from other people, so if I went on the offensive, my magic sword would be depleted of mana in no time at all. The other risk was that Hydra might not focus on me, since I was the weakest of the group.


      “Eugene, when you enchant your sword, you’re using a hybrid technique that draws power from Sumire, a member of the Ifrit race of olden days, and Sara, who swears fealty to the gods who sealed away Hydra. You will undoubtedly be its first target.”


      “Oh, is that so?” It looked like I’d been worried for nothing.


      “Let’s go then, Eugene,” Lady Claire said, once again gathering the fairy lights to her.


      I always knew Headmaster Uther was superhuman, but she’s also way beyond mortal limits. She was gathering as much mana as Sumire could, and yet her expression remained serene.


      “Next...” Headmaster Uther summoned a green angel to hover in the air next to Aqua Kyrios.


      Both were false angels created from mana, but the magical pressure emanating from them was off the charts. Would I be able to keep up with these two?


      “Aqua Kyrios and Anemo Malak... Yeesh, I can’t believe he can create two of those things with magic. Are you sure he isn’t a Demon King?” Eri said, sounding incredulous.


      “Claire, Eugene, let’s go.”


      “Yes, King Uther!”


      Uther Mercurius Pendragon, the strongest mage on the Southern Continent, was wielding two mid-level angels composed of magic. Claire Lancelot, the First Knight and the King’s Sword, was enveloped by countless fairies of light. I held my crimson divine sword aloft, making sure that I would be able to keep up with these two monstrous warriors.


      ***


      About an hour had passed since the fight began. Headmaster Uther’s magic cleaved away at Hydra’s otherworld. Claire’s Faesword slashed through its scales. I used my magic sword, enveloped in a combination of Ifrit and Saint mana, to parry the nine heads that lunged at us and to launch the occasional attack. Nevertheless, we were at an impasse.


      “Hmm... Well, this is a pickle,” Headmaster Uther said.


      “So it is,” Lady Claire agreed.


      “I’m sorry, but I’m out of my borrowed mana,” I said.


      We were showering Hydra with an incessant barrage of attacks, but none of them had dealt any critical damage.


      “The fairies are growing bored of this,” Lady Claire said. “The Faesword has diminished in strength.”


      “I only have about half of my mana left. Eugene, do you want to evacuate?” Headmaster Uther asked.


      “No, I’ll borrow more from another source,” I said. Eri... If you’d please...


      “Okey dokey!”


      I took just a little bit of her Demon Queen mana and manifested Magic Sword: Darkblade. I would have to pull out every trick in my repertoire to wield this without raising suspicion. More importantly... Hydra’s able to stay in this realm for way too long!


      The 1st Level of Babel was a mess. Chunks of the floor had been gouged out, the trees had been uprooted, and there were giant craters and long cracks everywhere. It looked like the aftermath of some apocalyptic event. The only thing still unharmed was the Dungeon Elevator in the middle of the floor.


      The Dungeon Master was panting with exertion. She was doing her best to defend the dungeon from the aftershocks of Hydra’s otherworld and venom, plus Headmaster Uther’s magic and Lady Claire’s Faesword. Her task looked equally difficult. Still, I wished she would help us.


      Throughout the entire fight, the Dungeon Eye had been fluttering around the 1st Level of Babel, so the fight was being streamed to the people outside of the dungeon and in other countries. Headmaster Uther, Lady Claire, and I were all much less talkative than before. Was Hydra not tired of this yet? Was it not ready to stop? I felt like we had already given it a good taste of our strength.


      “U-Um, hi, hello, Hydra? Don’t you think you’ve had enough fun? Could you tell us the results of the Deus Discipline now?” the Dungeon Master asked, sounding exhausted.


      Yeah, I agree. I seriously want this oversized snake to go home.


      Hydra made a considering sound. “This is a fine fight. It has brought back memories of my bout against Hercule the Hero. He fought for ninety-nine days, but I suppose that’s a bit too long. If you can endure for nine days, then I will consider the Deus Discipline cleared!” Hydra said, delivering news of the devastatingly difficult condition in a very casual tone.


      “Nine days?!” Even Anemoi, who never hesitated to ask the impossible of humans, reacted with shock at that.


      Headmaster Uther tapped a finger against his forehead with a troubled look while Lady Claire paled. I... Well, to tell the truth, I doubted I could last even another hour. Seeing our reactions, all nine of Hydra’s heads looked perplexed. I didn’t even know it could make such a cute expression.


      “Is something the matter?” it asked. “Nine days is hardly enough time for even a proper nap, no?”


      “That only applies to you immortals who have been around since the Age of Legends,” Eri sighed; even she sounded exasperated. It seemed that Hydra’s idea of time was completely messed up.


      “Dungeon Master,” said Headmaster Uther.


      “Wh-What?! Are you trying to say this is all my fault?!” Anemoi exclaimed in a flustered voice.


      Yes, actually, considering you were the one who lifted its seal. Lady Claire’s expression matched mine.


      “Let’s say that Hydra remains in the Last Dungeon for nine days. Will Babel’s barrier hold?”


      “Huh?” Anemoi wasn’t the only one who responded to Headmaster Uther. Lady Claire and I did as well.


      That was when a low rumbling reached our ears. It sounded like something far away was falling apart.


      “Hydra is going easy on us, but it’s surrounded by a realm of poison that’s corroding the fabric of our reality. Sanctuary Magic excels at destroying worlds. Babel’s barrier won’t last if it’s exposed to such a spell for nine entire days, and it will corrupt the entire 1st Level with poisonous mana. The entire dungeon will undoubtedly be unusable for a little while,” Headmaster Uther continued.


      “I-I can’t have that!” Anemoi moaned.


      “Then do something about it, Miss Anemoi,” I snapped, so exhausted that I couldn’t soften my tone.


      “Urk... I order you as the Dungeon Master... Wait, that won’t work. Then, I’ll have to make it go away by force... No, I doubt I can do that. My only remaining option is to ask the angel to put in a request to the goddesses... But that would take too much time...” The Dungeon Master was murmuring to herself. She didn’t seem very reliable...


      Headmaster Uther heaved a heavy sigh. “I suppose there’s no other choice. I’ll have to use this. Gift Summon.”


      A golden magic circle appeared in the air next to Headmaster Uther, and then a strange-looking magic item protruded from it. A chill ran through my entire body. Before my senses could pick up anything, I jumped backward. Lady Claire did the same, putting distance between herself and Headmaster Uther. My body was trembling uncontrollably.


      The odd magic item that he produced was twisted in places, and it was covered in bizarre patterns and gems. Upon closer inspection, though, it seemed like an ordinary oil lamp. Clearly, from the mana it gave off, it was a magic item, and I was sure that it was a so-called magic lamp. The mere sight of it gave me goose bumps. Just what was this terrifying miasma it was giving off?


      “Wh-What... What do you have there?” the Dungeon Master asked in a shaking voice.


      Lady Claire couldn’t speak. Even the Divine Beast Hydra couldn’t take its eyes off the lamp. No, seriously, just what is that thing?


      “That’s the Daeva’s Lamp... So that geezer has that in his possession, huh?”


      “Eri, just what is that thing?”


      “You’re better off not knowing.”


      So the Demon Queen knew what it was. She just didn’t want to share the information with me.


      “This is the one thing I didn’t want to use.”


      Despite his words, there was a hint of excitement in Headmaster Uther’s expression as the hand not holding the lamp slowly...


      “Eugene, stop him.”


      I was already moving before the Demon Queen could finish speaking. I mustn’t let Headmaster Uther use that thing. That much, I knew for certain. Right before he could touch the lamp, I grabbed Headmaster Uther’s wrist.


      “What is it, Eugene?” he asked.


      “I have a plan,” I said.


      “Hmm. Let’s hear it,” he replied after a brief silence.


      Whew. Looks like I caught his interest. Headmaster Uther returned the lamp to the magic circle.


      “So, what is your plan?” he pressed me.


      “Uh...”


      “I’ll lend you my mana.”


      “But, Demon Queen Erinyes, your black and violet mana will be of no use against the Divine Beast Hydra.”


      “Huh? Headmaster Uther, you can hear Eri’s voice?”


      “Yes. Since you’re grabbing onto my arm, I synchronized myself with you.”


      “Synchro...?”


      “It’s a type of Mana Link. It’s not something you should worry too much about. More importantly, I’d like to hear the rest of your plan.”


      “You know that I possess three types of mana, right? The power of black, the poison of violet, and the curses of indigo. To tell the truth, I have one more type. I don’t talk about it much, though.”


      “Oh! I didn’t know about that,” Headmaster Uther said, excitement sparkling in his eyes.


      “Now that you mention it, you said something along those lines when we formed a contract.”


      “Hmm? You never told me about that, Eugene.”


      “Uh... I was too scared to go into the details about the contract I’d formed with her.”


      “Oh, come now, don’t be such a stranger, Eugene. You know that I’m good at keeping secrets, right?”


      “Yes, I’m aware.”


      “Hey, you two. I’m still talking, you know?”


      “Yes, ma’am,” Headmaster Uther and I said, nodding in unison.


      “I didn’t want to let Eugene use this power... But the fourth type of mana that I, as a fallen angel, possess is...”


      After drawing out the suspense a bit more, the Demon Queen laid out the details of her horrifying ability.




      “King Uther, Eugene, what are you two standing around for?!” Lady Claire asked, hurrying over just as the Demon Queen finished her explanation to the two of us.


      “Claire,” Headmaster Uther said.


      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty?”


      “Eugene and I will attack Hydra. I’d like you to support us.” There was a cheeky look on Headmaster Uther’s face.


      “What is the plan?” Lady Claire asked after waiting a few moments.


      “Divine Beasts have good hearing. It wouldn’t do for Hydra to overhear us.”


      “Understood,” Lady Claire said, acquiescing without a fuss.


      “Eugene, make sure you can activate that magic sword at the drop of a hat.”


      “I’m ready.” I held the divine sword in a loose grip. Headmaster Uther’s Teleport would be my method of movement.


      “Claire, if you please.”


      Lady Claire murmured something in Faelic before a rush of light mana, the most she’d given off all day, filled the dungeon. My field of vision turned white. However, the mana wasn’t that concentrated, likely because she wasn’t forcing the fairies to stay in a single spot and was instead letting them flit about as they wished. Fairies were clusters of mana. Countless fairies flying about at will was equivalent to countless mages in the area, and...


      And they can act as a distraction.


      Even though we hadn’t told her our plan, Lady Claire worked in perfect tandem with us. Headmaster Uther’s Teleport brought me right above Hydra’s head. I was completely within Hydra’s blind spot. Or I should have been...


      It noticed me! For a split second, Hydra turned its nine heads toward me, even though none of them should have seen me.


      “A Divine Beast’s eyes can perceive the future. To foil its precognition, we must shift the timeline.”


      I could hear Headmaster Uther speaking, but I didn’t understand what he was talking about. I simply held my sword aloft, ready to strike at any moment.


      “I will send Eugene a few seconds into the past. Goddess of fate, will you overlook this transgression? Holy-tier Destiny Magic: Time Jump.”


      For a second, something thick and sticky clung to my body. Deal with it, I told myself. After a second, I saw myself and Headmaster Uther standing a short distance from my location. The version of me over there noticed nothing. However, the other Headmaster Uther saw me and smiled.


      Now! I call upon the Demon Queen’s fourth mana—her ultraviolet mana!


      I thought back to what Eri had told me. After Erinyes, who had been the High Archangel of Heaven, had gone against the gods and goddesses, she’d turned into a fallen angel. Her black wings were evidence of her revolt. The horrific power she’d received at that time was beyond the seven colors of mana that humans could wield. It was ultraviolet, the godslaying element. It was a power granted to fallen angels who had been chased from the Heavens, giving them the strength to exact revenge upon those who banished them. I covered the divine sword, forged from Cerberus’s fang, with that ultraviolet mana and...


      Ugh... Even with my barriers operating at full strength, my entire body felt like it was weighed down, and my head hurt as if someone had slugged me in it.


      “Sanctuary Magic: Small World,” I murmured, using a new barrier spell I’d recently learned to maintain consciousness. Hydra was unsure of what was happening, but one of its heads lunged at me. My limit was a single strike. I had to make it count. Niten Enmei-ryu Thunder Stance: Kirin!


      I leaped through the air and swung the divine sword, enveloped in godslayer mana. I didn’t feel my blade pass through flesh. Thud. From the corner of my eye, I saw one of Hydra’s heads fall to the ground... At least, I thought I did. Before I could take a closer look, I fell unconscious.
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      Epilogue: The End of the Trial


      The first things I saw when I opened my eyes were a familiar dull white ceiling, walls, and curtains. Is this the school infirmary? I’ve been finding myself here pretty often lately... I mused as I collected my thoughts. The infirmary of Lykeion Magic Academy had even more medical equipment than a large hospital. My head was smarting, and my body felt sluggish and heavy. I couldn’t remember anything. What was I doing here?


      “Eu? Are you awake?!” The voice was one I used to hear every day. I’d been hearing it more often of late, even outside of my dreams.


      “Airi?”


      My childhood friend was looking at me with a wobbly smile, like she was about to burst into tears.


      “I’m so glad! Cammy, tell everyone that Eu’s regained consciousness!”


      “Yes, Princess Airi!” I heard, followed by the rapid tapping of footsteps.


      “I... Was I unconscious?”


      “You were. I was so worried about you; you didn’t wake for an entire day! Sumire, Sara, and I have been taking turns sitting at your bedside.”


      “That long? I must have worried them...” I slowly pushed myself up. Was Airi that close to them? I wondered to myself as my mind cleared. Right! I had been fighting against the Divine Beast Hydra alongside Headmaster Uther and Claire the First Knight... “Wait, the Deus Discipline! What was the result?!” I asked in a panic.


      Airi blinked, looking confused. “What are you talking about, Eu? Don’t you remember?”


      “Uh... Everything turned white after Lady Claire used her Fairy Magic, and then Headmaster Uther used Teleport to get me close to Hydra, and then...”


      “You cleared the Deus Discipline, Eu. You used that weird magic sword of yours to cleave off Hydra’s head, remember? Just what was that magic sword? I thought it looked like the one you used to defeat Cerberus, but it gave off an even more ominous aura...”


      “W-Well, uh... Ah, who cares about that?” I said, deflecting.


      “I also heard that you have a lover other than Sumire and Sara...”


      “Wh-What, er, what are you talking about?” Airi gave me an unimpressed stare in response to that. “Uh, Airi?”


      “It seems to me that you’re hiding something.”


      Even when we were children, Airi had always been able to see through my fibs. I averted my gaze. That was when we heard several sets of footsteps coming from the hallway. I recognized the gait.


      “Eugene!” two pairs of voices exclaimed.


      As expected, the footsteps belonged to Sumire and Sara. They rushed into the infirmary and hugged me.


      “I was so worried about you! You wouldn’t wake up at all!” Sumire wailed.


      “You’re always so reckless,” Sara scolded with a sigh.


      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you two,” I said. After a moment’s hesitation, I hugged the girls back. I could feel the weight of my childhood friend’s glare on me, though.


      At least, I’d thought that Airi was the only source of the attention, but then an unfamiliar man spoke to me. “Sir Eugene Santafield, may I have a word?”


      Judging by his clothing, he was likely staff from the Dungeon Union.
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      “What is it?” I asked.


      For a second, I worried that they’d found out about my contract with Eri, but Headmaster Uther was the chairman of the Dungeon Union. Surely, he would pull some strings behind the scenes to keep my secret. You... You would do that, right, Headmaster Uther?


      “We’ve received requests from so many countries regarding that Hydra head you cut off!” the Dungeon Union staffer exclaimed. “The head of this Divine Beast contains venom that’s known only from myths. It’s definitely some legendary crafting material! When and if you plan to sell it, please give us the right to hold an auction! The Dungeon Union is already holding on to the Divine Beast Hydra’s shed skin and head for you! Here, here! Please, sign over here!”


      So the Divine Beast’s materials were his goal. Now that I thought about it, they reacted the same way after I defeated Cerberus.


      “Uh, I just need to sign here, right?” I said.


      “W-Wait, Eu!”


      “Eugene, hold it right there!”


      I had been about to sign my name with the pen the dungeon staffer handed me when Airi and Sara stopped me.


      “Are you really all right with signing it away like this?!” Airi exclaimed.


      “The handling fee will be astronomical,” Sara warned.


      “You can earn hundreds of millions of gold from a Divine Beast’s materials!”


      “Think about it some more!”


      They were yelling at me from both sides. I should have expected nothing less from the next empress and Saint; they had very strict ideas about how to use one’s own money. Sumire stayed out of the conversation, likely due to disinterest. My personal opinion on the matter was closer to hers.


      “It looks like the contract is the same as the one I signed for Cerberus’s materials, and Headmaster Uther looks over the Dungeon Union’s affairs, so I doubt they’ll try to rip me off. Don’t worry about it,” I assured them before signing the contract and handing it back to the dungeon staffer.


      “Thank you so much, Sir Eugene! I’m deeply grateful!” He practically skipped out of the infirmary.


      Please sell it for a high price, then.


      “Princess Airi! It’s about time for the airship to depart!” Camilla said, coming in to grab Airi.


      “What?! Ugh, but Eu just woke up!”


      “Don’t you remember that you asked for a day’s extension so you can wait for him to wake up?”


      “She did that?” I asked.


      “That she did, Eugene. Princess Airi was at your bedside all night! Do you know how hard it was for us guards to— Mmrgh!”


      “That’s enough out of you!” Airi snapped, covering Camilla’s mouth.


      “Thank you, Airi,” I said.


      “I-It’s fine! It’s not like you made me do anything I didn’t want to!” Airi turned her head to the side. Her mannerisms were the exact same as when she was young.


      “Sorry. I couldn’t make time to chat with you at all,” I said.


      “It’s fine, I said. You’re all right now, so come back to the empire again, you hear?” Airi said with a gentle smile. She seemed more mature than before.


      Sumire and Sara were staring at me without saying anything. I could tell that I was in for an earful later.


      “All right, I should get going,” Airi said.


      “Have a safe trip, Airi,” I said. I was about to get up to see her off when Airi stopped me.


      “Dummy, stay in bed. You’re still injured.”


      “Right, I’ll do that,” I wanted to say, but I didn’t get the chance.


      She moved so smoothly, as if it were the natural thing to do. By the time I realized what was happening, my childhood friend’s face was right before mine and...


      She kissed me.


      Then, she drew back.


      “Huh?”


      “Hmm? What is it, Eu?” Airi said, looking concerned about my shocked confusion.


      “What... What did you just do...”
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      “What’s the big deal? It was just a kiss,” Airi said. “You have tons of girlfriends at school, don’t you?”


      N-No, I don’t! As much as I wanted to say that, I couldn’t.


      “L-Listen, Airi,” I began, but she cut me off.


      “All right, let’s pick this up next time! ☆” She gave me a mischievous wink before leaving the infirmary room.


      Rumble rumble rumble! The air shook. That wasn’t a metaphor. Sumire’s Ifrit mana was the culprit. I looked over to see that Sara had her holy sword drawn and glowing.


      “W-Wait, you two! Wait a second!” I yelled.


      “Wait? For what, Eugene? You didn’t seem too bothered when kissing Airi,” Sumire said.


      “My, my, my, Eugene. Since when did you and that childhood friend of yours get back together again?” Sara asked.


      “W-We didn’t! I was surprised too...”


      “She kissed you like it was practically second nature. I bet you two have been pecking and smooching in secret. I won’t be mad, so just tell me how many times you two kissed,” Sumire said with a smile.


      I was about to say that we’d only kissed once when I thought of something. Do kisses from when we were children count? The memory of when we’d jokingly kissed each other before we were even ten years old came to mind.


      “No way... Eugene?” The glow of Sara’s holy sword turned piercingly bright.


      Wait, seriously, the mana in that sword is no joke now...


      “Eugene? Tell us what you’re hiding.”


      “Eugene, swear on this holy sword that you’ll tell us the truth.”


      The girls were terrifying. Suddenly, a magic circle appeared in the air.


      “Eugene, I hear you’re awake. Once you heal up, you should go see Claire and Lloyd from the Zodiac Knights. They were worried about... What are you doing?” Headmaster Uther had appeared in the infirmary. As usual, he was holding grimoires and papers under his arm, so he must have taken time out of his busy work schedule to visit me. Now he was faced with the sight of me cowering on the bed in front of Sumire, whose red mana had turned her hair crimson and spiky, and Sara, who was holding her holy sword in a loose grip. The wise headmaster instantly understood the situation. “Surely a kiss doesn’t hurt, does it? Eugene is the hero who saved the academy.”


      That was way too specific. Perhaps he used his Mystic Eye to see the past.


      “No, Headmaster Uther!” Sumire yelled at the same time Sara growled, “If you give a man an inch, he’ll turn into a slovenly lech!”


      The girls glared at Headmaster Uther, who merely quirked his lips in a wry smile.


      “Eugene used so much mana in his fight against Hydra that he’s still running on low. If someone were to replenish it for him, he’d likely recover his strength much faster.”


      The girls jumped, expressions changing. He was pretending to talk to himself, but that statement was clearly directed at them.


      “H-Headmaster?!” I exclaimed. I had a bad feeling about this, so I wanted him to take back those words, but it was already too late.


      “Well, then, let’s chat when you’re feeling better. I’m busy dealing with that capricious little Dungeon Master’s whims. So much work, so much work!” Headmaster Uther said cheerily before he Teleported out of the room.


      Click! I followed the sound to see Sumire locking the infirmary door. Swish! Sara pulled the curtains.


      “Uh, Sumire? Sara?”


      The two girls approached me with smiles on their faces.


      “Ha ha! ☆”


      “Hee hee! ♡”


      As cute as their expressions were, there was a sharp and predatory look in their eyes. The bed squeaked under their combined weight, and they began unbuttoning the fronts of their shirts.


      “We’ll nurse you back to health, so...”


      “Get better soon, all right?”


      “Th-Thanks, you two...”


      I steeled my resolve in the face of their passionate gazes. Thus, I replenished my lost mana with the girls’ help. It was quite an intense session of “nursing.”


      ***


      “Hmm... So you were so busy having fun with two girls that you forgot all about me?”


      “N-No, I didn’t forget you! Obviously, you’re the reason we were able to win against Hydra in the first place, Eri.”


      I was visiting the Demon Queen, who was in a foul mood. The moment the school nurse said I was fit to return to my daily life, I’d rushed to the Seventh Sealed Prison. I had only defeated Hydra thanks to the fourth mana I’d borrowed from Eri. I wanted to thank her for that.


      She beckoned me closer. “Come here.”


      “All right.”


      I approached Eri, and she pushed me onto the mattress. I was gazing upon the Demon Queen Erinyes’s frighteningly beautiful face straight on as she looked down at me.


      “Oh? The ultraviolet mana doesn’t seem to have corrupted your body too much,” Eri said, patting me down as she inspected me.


      “I knew it... So it’s a dangerous power for humans to wield?”


      “Ultraviolet mana is of the godslaying element. The more you use it, the more you lose the protection of the goddesses and find yourself on the path to darkness. Eugene, try manifesting your angel’s wing.”


      “Uh, but I can’t normally make it appear.”


      “You literally just got your fill of the Saint’s mana! I know all about it, so don’t try and hide it from me! Come on, get that wing out! Snap snap!”


      I couldn’t hide anything from the Demon Queen. Actually, I couldn’t hide anything from my childhood friend or from Sumire and Sara either. Maybe I just sucked at keeping secrets. I flared open my wing of mana with a flutter. The feathers weren’t the usual platinum white, though.


      “H-Huh?”


      “Aw, man. It really did get blackened.”


      The tips of my wing had the faintest hint of black to them.


      “Hey, Eri, is this...”


      “It’s proof of a fallen.”


      Cold sweat beaded on my brow. This is bad... Isn’t it?


      “It’ll return to white in time. By the way, have you been slacking off on your prayers?”


      “I offer them once every week...”


      “That’s way too seldom!”


      Eri gave me a disbelieving look. Since receiving my ability, I stopped praying as much. I still sent my mother greetings every day, though.


      “I’ll pray more,” I said.


      “You do that,” Eri said. “But we have other things on the agenda today. I’m sure you know what they are.”


      Eri’s cold, smooth hand touched my cheek before sliding down my neck to my chest. Before I knew it, she’d unbuttoned my shirt. She licked her lips, looking at me like a carnivorous beast.


      “Uh, Eri? I just recovered, so...”


      “Do you think you can flounce around with those little girls’ marks all over you? I have to let them know to whom you belong,” she said in a serious tone.


      “Go easy on me.”


      “Nuh-uh! ☆”


      Eri’s face drew closer, a sadistic smirk on her face. I kind of feel like recovering from fighting Hydra has been more exhausting than the Deus Discipline itself.


      ♢Several Days Later♢


      The dungeon city was bustling. Apparently, this was quite rare, as it usually got less crowded after the yearly school festival. The reason for the ruckus was the Dungeon Master of the Last Dungeon overhauling Babel’s rules. Rumors had spread that it would become easier to face off against Divine Beasts. The Dungeon Master herself was the source of said rumors, and she would make an official announcement via the Satellite System in the near future.


      The students of Lykeion Magic Academy were forbidden from challenging Babel for the time being. This was due to the school’s concerns about the continued risk of irregular incidents. Conversely, more nonstudent explorers than usual were visiting the dungeon, thinking that this was their chance to strike it rich.


      Apparently, many had been inspired by the fight against the Divine Beast Hydra the other day. If you asked me, I would never have wanted to fight it again. Maybe it was hard to imagine the despair of standing before Hydra when one was observing the confrontation through a screen. Headmaster Uther’s awe-inspiring magic and the First Knight’s amazing magic sword left a greater impression. The fact that a student had been the one to cut off Hydra’s head increased the number of explorers who thought they could do the same. No one had died or been left seriously injured in the fight either. That was why so many explorers were pouring into the Dungeon Union’s office. Meanwhile, the students of Lykeion Magic Academy were to wait for further instructions. That was the current situation.


      Since my body had made a full recovery, I resumed my lessons in General Education with Sumire, but one day, Headmaster Uther suddenly appeared in the classroom.


      “Eugene! Sumire! Come with me! Now!”


      “Y-Yessir. How sudden,” I said at the same time Sumire chirped, “Okaaay, coming!”


      The two of us followed him out of the classroom. I’d figured that Headmaster Uther would take us to our destination with Teleport, but apparently we would be moving through the school, so we remained on foot. Headmaster Uther led us up the stairs, and we found ourselves in an area of the school that I seldom visited.


      “Headmaster Uther, what business do you have with us?”


      He avoided my question. “You’ll know soon enough.”


      Headmaster Uther wasn’t the type to say things without meaning them, so I could probably trust that I would learn the meaning of his visit soon enough.


      “All right, we’re here,” he said, stopping in front of a classroom.


      I had never been here before. Headmaster Uther pushed open the door with a noise and walked inside. Sumire and I exchanged confused looks. Though Headmaster Uther explained nothing to us, we figured that he meant for us to follow him, so we did.


      I had never been inside this classroom before, and it looked completely different from the large lecture hall where Sumire and I usually had our lessons. It wasn’t a giant room that could fit over a hundred students; the space was only enough for around thirty people. There were no long tables for sharing with others; rather, there were desks for individual students. Instead of wooden stools, there were large chairs with cushioned backs. The students weren’t wearing the normal uniforms of Lykeion Magic Academy either. They were all dressed as they pleased, and I recognized some of them too.


      After all, these were young people of high standing, including the next leaders of the Grenflare Empire, the Holy Alliance, and the Blue Sea Union.


      “Heya, Eugene. You’re finally here,” a male student greeted me casually. His wounds from our fight the other day had healed up.


      “Welcome, Eugene, Sumire,” said Sara, the president of the student council.


      “Huh? What? Sara? Claude?” Sumire said.


      If these two were here... Well, I supposed I was beginning to get an idea of what Headmaster Uther had brought us here for. Sumire, however, was still in the dark. I looked over to Headmaster Uther, hoping for an explanation. There was no point in hiding things anymore.


      Headmaster Uther spread his arms wide in his usual theatrical manner and announced, “Students of Lykeion Magic Academy’s proud Hero Course, I would like to introduce you all to your new classmates, Eugene Santafield and Sumire Sashiougi! Please be nice to them.”


      I heaved a mental sigh while Sumire’s shocked “Huuuuuh?!” echoed in the classroom.


      And thus, Sumire and I were transferred into the Hero Course.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Episode 1: Eugene Spends the Night with His Childhood Friend


      The room that we were taken to in the love hotel was illuminated with indirect lighting, giving the entire space a romantic vibe. A painting hung on the wall, and I could smell the faint aroma of incense.


      “Wow! What a nice and calming room,” Airi said as soon as she walked in.


      “Y-Yeah, it sure is...” I replied, doing my best not to look at the giant bed right in the middle of the room. Why did I keep going along with people whenever they dragged me into situations like this?


      “The bed is so soft too. But why is there only one? The receptionist knew there are two of us,” Airi said, tilting her head.


      Yeah, and they were right to make us share one. I didn’t dare say that. If I did, I would have to explain everything from the start.


      “I got to hang out with you for so long, Eu! What a good day! ☆” Airi heaved a satisfied sigh and lay down on the mattress.


      Her skirt was so short that I could even see her upper thigh. She was way too defenseless. I looked at Airi’s face and saw a drowsy expression on it.


      “Airi, shouldn’t you wash off the day’s sweat before going to sleep?” I suggested. I didn’t mean anything weird by that.


      “Mm... Okay...”


      I showed Airi to the bathroom. White steam filled the room, and a large rock basin had hot water in it. It was likely a simple bath made using a Warmwater Magic Gem. The facilities here were a lot better than I had initially assumed.


      “Eu, do you want to take a bath with me?” Airi asked cheerily, tugging on my hand.


      The heat of the bathroom must have woken her up. She was probably teasing me, remembering the times when we’d bathed together as children, but hearing those words in this place did a number on my heart.


      “Stop being ridiculous. Hurry up and finish with your bath so you can get some sleep,” I said, shoving my childhood friend and the next empress deeper into the room before closing the door.


      “Boo! It was just a joke!” I heard Airi laugh, followed by the rustling of her taking off her clothes.


      Unable to settle down, I sat on the sofa in the corner. As much as I wanted to swing my sword a few times to calm myself, I wasn’t crazy enough to do that inside a hotel room. Instead, I crossed my legs and meditated.


      “I’m done, Eu!”


      “Hey! What the hell are you wearing?!”


      To my shock, Airi came out with the towel for drying herself wrapped around herself. Not only that, but she parted the towel to reveal...


      “Ta-daaa! I was wearing underwear the whole time!”


      ...That she was playing a prank on me.


      Is it okay to show me your underwear? I wanted to say, but I bit my tongue. Afterward, I washed myself in the bathroom and borrowed the set of pajamas in the hotel room.


      “This is great! This brings back so many memories. Do you remember when your dad would take us out of the capital for swordplay lessons?” Airi whispered to me.


      “I do. Those training sessions sure were tough,” I replied, feeling nostalgic.


      That night, the two of us reminisced into the late hours, and at some point, I heard Airi’s cute snores. I carried her to the bed and pulled the blanket over her so that she wouldn’t catch a cold.


      “Ngh... Eu...” Hearing her say my name while asleep made my heart beat faster, but Airi was deep in slumber, her breaths slow and graceful. Her innocent-looking expression when asleep was the exact same as it had been when we were children.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Episode 2: The Demon Queen and the School Festival


      After the day’s classes, my teacher informed me that someone from the Dungeon Union had asked to see me.


      “A summons from the 100th Level of Babel?”


      “Yessirree, Mister Eugene!”


      I rushed over there to receive a message from Miss Amaryllis, one of the dungeon staff.


      “Why am I being called there?” I asked.


      “Well... I’m not sure either... They just told you to hurry,” Miss Amaryllis replied.


      “Uh-huh...” This was such a last-minute summons, and yet they wouldn’t tell the Dungeon Union what they wanted? I had the feeling that I was in for some troublesome business. “Do I have to go?”


      “Y-You do! The angel who supervises the 100th Level is the one who summoned you!”


      “Rita did?” What could she want? Now that I thought about it, though, Rita had been quite helpful in the battle against the Divine Beast. This could be the perfect opportunity to thank her for that. “All right. I’ll get going, then.”


      “Have a safe trip!”


      Miss Amaryllis watched me leave the Dungeon Union headquarters, and then I proceeded to the Dungeon Elevator in Babel.


      ***


      “Huh?” was what I blurted out the moment I reached the 100th Level.


      Fireworks were exploding in the air with loud and satisfying bangs. Normally, the 100th Level was an empty field, but today, it had been transformed into an amusement park with lines of stalls.


      “What’s going on?” I murmured to myself as I nervously approached a collection of stores.


      “Eugene! Ugh, you sure took your sweet time!” someone exclaimed, grabbing me in a hug. I couldn’t believe she was here.


      “E-Eri?!” The Demon Queen Erinyes should have been in the Seventh Sealed Prison. “Wh-Why are you...”


      “I summoned her here for this special occasion. Eri’s been helping me with my work lately,” Rita explained.


      “You called her here, Rita?” I asked. “Is that okay?”


      “Don’t worry about it, Eugene. Not only have I locked away most of Eri’s demonic powers, but she also can’t leave Babel! I can’t very well break the seal without permission, and this is a special summons that relies on Babel’s magic.”


      “I didn’t know you could do that. But just what’s going on?” I looked around at the 100th Level, which was so much noisier than normal.


      “Eri said she wanted to experience something like a school festival, so I made this. Ugh... It was a lot of work, you know?!”


      Rita’s workload increased again... Is there any point in Eri helping her if she’s just going to pile more work onto her shoulders?


      “You can use the Mirage World spell to change the looks of the 100th Level to whatever you want, so this was a walk in the park for you, wasn’t it?” Eri pointed out.


      “I’m not you! It’s super hard to create a world this complicated!” Rita retorted.


      “You did this, Rita?” I said.


      At that revelation, I looked around again. There was an amusement park area with a giant Ferris wheel. A band was playing cheery music while dancers performed around them. Beyond that area were buildings that appeared to have a lot of historic and cultural value, as well as stalls selling exotic food that I didn’t even see around the dungeon city. The scale of it all was less like an amateur school festival and more like the official Foundation Day Festivals I’d seen in the empire.


      “Hellooo, Eugene! Stop spacing out and let’s go have some fun! ☆”


      “H-Hey, hold on, Eri!”


      “Hope you two enjoy yourselves,” Rita said, sounding exhausted. She waved and saw us off.


      With Eri dragging me along by the hand, the two of us stepped into the festival.


      ***


      “Eri, what’s the name of this dish? It’s delicious.”


      “Ah, that’s takoyaki. It’s a famous dish from another world.”


      The dish in question consisted of grilled balls drenched in an interesting sauce. I had never tasted something this complex before.


      “Oh?” I said before her words fully registered. “W-Wait, another world?” I looked down at the hot food with new understanding.


      “Incidentally, this taiyaki that I’m eating is also from another world. Want a bite?”


      “S-Sure, thank you... It’s sweet.”


      It was a strange dessert—it was shaped like a fish. Were fish in other worlds all this sweet?


      “Just so you know, both of these dishes are from a country called Japan. It’s where that Sumire girl you’re taking care of hails from.”


      “The world Sumire comes from? Why go out of your way to get food from there?”


      “Mm... There are lots of different worlds, but food from Earth’s Japan is just really good!”


      “Oh yeah? Well, I guess all the dishes here are pretty delicious.”


      Would Sumire be happy if I invited her here? But Eri would flip her lid if I didn’t pay her attention. Besides, Eri had almost killed Sumire once, so I couldn’t let them meet. I ate another of this “takoyaki.” The outer crust was crispy, but the inside was soft and contained chewy bits of seafood. It had such an odd taste, and yet I couldn’t stop eating.


      “Looks like you’re enjoying it! Let’s go there next!” Eri said, pointing at a stall with targets both big and small. Apparently, the goal was to shoot them with the barrel-shaped tool. “All right, Eugene. You can go first.”


      “Uh, I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do.”


      “Oh... Is this your first time seeing a gun? Here, take this...” Eri then gave me a detailed explanation of how to wield the tool.


      “I just have to press down on this?” I asked.


      Pop! A cork flew out and away from the target with a rather silly sound. I’d messed that one up, I supposed. I tried several more times, but I couldn’t get anywhere near the targets.


      “Ughhh, you’re so bad at this, Eugene. Gimme that.”


      Eri snatched the tool away from me and held the gun aloft with practiced poise. She closed one eye, placed a finger on the switch-like trigger, and pressed down on it. The cork flew out from the end of the barrel and hit a target as if it had been drawn to it. The target fell down with a quiet thump.


      “Yay! ☆” Eri cheered, jumping up and down.


      “Nice work,” I said, honestly impressed.


      “Well, angels are born with expert proficiency in any weapon, so...”


      “I’m supposed to be half-angel, you know...”


      “And you’ve inherited our attribute of only having white mana!”


      “I’ve gone through my fair share of troubles because of that...” Thanks to my angelic mana, I had ended up as a useless Swordsman whose magic swords couldn’t even cut through flesh.


      “Let’s check that out next!”


      “Okay, okay. Stop pulling on my sleeve. You’ll stretch my shirt.”


      Eri was so excited. She dragged me from stall to stall, pulling me along by the arm.




      “Ahhh, that was so much fun! ♪” Eri stretched cheerfully.


      The sky was dark. Despite the fact that we were inside a dungeon, Babel had a day-and-night cycle. The street lamps turned on one by one, slowly illuminating the ground, and the giant bonfire in the plaza cast a red glow over the surroundings. The festival was also drawing to a close.


      “All right, well, we should be heading ba—”


      “There next, Eugene.”


      Before I could finish speaking, Eri was already tugging me to the next spot. She was quite aggressive today.


      “I thought you already went to all the stalls you were interested in...” But when I followed Eri’s finger to see what she was pointing at, my words died in my throat. Why was this place here?


      “Come on, let’s go in! ♡”


      “Uh, wait... Isn’t this a love hotel...”


      Why was this here? Had Rita prepared this as well?


      “Hmm? Are you saying that you can’t enter it with me?”


      “That’s not it, but we could just go back to your room where we usually...”


      “Huuuh?! Why in the world should I go back to that underground cell? Let’s go! You went in there with that childhood friend of yours, so don’t you dare say you can’t visit one of those places with me!”


      How did Eri know that I’d visited one with Airi? Was it because of our contract? With my arm still in her grip, we entered the extravagantly decorated love hotel.


      ***


      “What a, uh, psychedelic color.”


      The furniture in the room was nice and relaxing, but the lights were pink and purple, giving it a very seductive atmosphere. It was incredibly spacious too. It was much larger inside than it seemed from the outside, likely because this hotel was constructed from magic. There was even a pool at the back of the room. I doubted people would come all the way here to swim, so I wondered what it was for.


      “Let’s go swimming, Eugene!”


      “Huh? Eri?”


      Before I could say anything else, Eri slipped out of her purple dress and dove into the pool. Her wings had disappeared from her back so they wouldn’t get in her way. How convenient.


      “Eugene, get in here. The water feels lovely.”


      “Eri, I still have my clothes o—”


      I didn’t have the chance to take off my clothes before Eri pulled me into the pool and deftly stripped me. In the end, I was left naked, just like her.


      “See? Isn’t it nice?” Eri asked, gracefully gliding through the water like a mermaid.


      “You’re good at swimming too,” I said. I didn’t think I could catch up to her.


      We played in the pool for a while before Eri got bored. She climbed out of the water, put on the bathrobe that had been laid out on the poolside, and lounged in a beach chair. I picked my clothes out of the pool and squeezed the water out of them before hanging them up to dry. Water dripped down the fabric and onto the floor.


      Will they dry before morning? If possible, I wanted to avoid wearing clothes that were half-dried. If Sumire and her Fire Magic were here, she could have dried them in an instant, but unfortunately, that would’ve been asking for the impossible.


      “Excuse me, but could you stop thinking about other women when you’re with me?” Eri had approached me without making any sound and wrapped her arms around me. She must have opened up the front of her bathrobe, because I could feel her damp skin pressed against my back.


      “I-I’m not.”


      “Liar.”


      Eri grabbed my hand and dragged me into the middle of the room, then pressed me down onto the bed there with the voluminous red sheets. My body was heavy, and I couldn’t summon the willpower to move. Swimming must have tired me out. As much as I wanted to just go to sleep like this, Eri wouldn’t let me.


      “Touch me, Eugene. ♡” Eri whispered into my ear. Her breath had quickened, and it was hot against my ear.


      “Eri...” I touched her pale skin and hugged her closer to me.


      “Ngh... ♡ More, Eugene,” Eri moaned adorably.


      I pressed my lips to hers, and her long tongue invaded my mouth. Huff... Huff... Huff... Huff... She shouldn’t have been able to speak, but I could hear her heavy panting. After a long kiss, we broke apart.


      “Eugene initiating a kiss? That doesn’t happen every day,” Eri said happily.


      She looked almost scarily alluring with her sweaty skin and flushed cheeks. My exhaustion from earlier had completely disappeared.


      “You were the one who seduced me first,” I said.


      “You’re way too passive normally. Be more assertive!”


      “I’m not passive. You’re just too aggressive.”


      Our casual argument continued.


      “Today, it’s your turn to take the lead! ♡”


      “H-Hey!”


      Eri dragged me up and flipped our positions, settling down with her back on the mattress.


      “Hurry up and come at me! ♡ Ravish me, Eugene! ♡”


      Seeing the taunting look in Eri’s eyes as she smiled up at me, I heard my breathing become heavier and faster.


      “Fine!”


      I covered Eri’s body with my own, registering my inability to calm my excitement. Eri giggled as she seductively, yet happily, hugged me closer against her.


      ♢The Next Morning♢


      “Mm... You were so good and intense last night, Eugene! ♡ I sure hope you keep that up in the future! ♡”


      “I can’t promise I can every time...”


      I’d only been able to take the lead in the beginning. Afterward, Eri easily dominated me, as she usually did. She’d been a lot more aggressive than normal, and she hadn’t given me any rest until daybreak.


      “Welp, time for me to go home. Rita, return me to the underground cell! I want some shut-eye!”


      “Eri, please help me with my work again! And stop using the 100th Level as a dating spot!” Rita’s voice sounded out as a bright light enveloped Eri.


      “See you, Eugene! ☆” Eri gave me a last kiss before Teleport whisked her away. She was probably back in her cell in the Seventh Sealed Prison already.


      I should get going too... Should I say something to Rita first? But it was a little awkward, considering I had just spent the night with Eri. I figured it would be better to thank her next time. Still pondering that, I headed out of the building. The morning sunlight was bright. I had my heart set on returning to the dormitory and getting some rest, but the moment I set foot outside...


      “Ah, Eugene! Found you! ☆”


      “I knew you would be here, Eugene. ☆”


      My heart raced when I heard those voices. Cold sweat dripped down my back.


      “S-Sumire... Sara... What are you two doing here?”


      “We came looking for you!” Sumire said.


      “Thanks to our Contract of the Flesh, we knew exactly what you were doing last night,” Sara continued.


      I couldn’t trick them with any excuses. Each grabbed one of my arms in a firm grip.


      “All right, let’s get going,” Sumire said.


      “Huh? But I wanted to return to my...”


      “Nope,” the two said in unison before they dragged me back into the building I had just exited.


      That day had proven to be more exhausting than fighting against any foe in Babel.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, it’s Isle Osaki. Thank you for purchasing the fourth volume of Zero Damage Sword Saint. This installment covers the School Festival Arc. Writing a school festival was one of my goals for this light novel, given the school setting, and now I’ve finally been able to fulfill that dream. I wanted to give it a festival vibe, so more characters than in the previous volumes showed up here. Because of this, I had some trouble choosing which characters I wanted to see illustrated.


      Claude has been the protagonist’s partner-in-crime since the first volume, and I’m glad that he finally got to appear in an illustration. The other two are new characters from this volume. This was a fun volume, because I got to write some classic childhood friend conversations between Eugene and Airi. Since Eugene and Sumire transferred classes at the end, I plan to introduce even more new characters in the next volume. It’ll be even more of a school story, so look forward to that.


      Finally, I’d like to acknowledge and thank everyone. Thank you to kodamazon for all your beautiful illustrations. Thank you to Kobota Misuho for drawing Eri and Sumire so adorably in the manga adaptation. Thank you to my editor, S, who is helping me not only with Zero Damage Sword Saint but also with Full Clearing Another World under a Goddess with Zero Believers. Lastly, thank you to the readers who are supporting the web and physical versions. I hope you’ll continue to read the Zero Damage Sword Saint series.
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